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Prologue

 


 Date: February 16, 2024

 


Benjamin Reyes
wasn’t the kind of man to tell people I told you so, but
everything he predicted was coming true. No one in the Valley had
ever liked him. The kids made fun of him and called him ‘the
hermit.’ He knew the adults talked about him too, but never to his
face. They all thought he was crazy. So when he told the town a
global nuclear war was imminent, they all laughed at him.

Their
ignorance dumbfounded him. Didn’t they watch the news? All they had
to do was connect the dots. People were suffering the effects of
climate change all over the world. In some countries, people were
being killed daily by massive flooding; and in others, people were
dying by the scores because of drought. Countries with an abundance
of water were reluctant to share in case they too had to face a
drought one day. People all around the world were dying from famine
and the disease brought on by the misery of human suffering.
Instead of helping each other, countries all around the world
strengthened their military defences and threatened war.

News reports
that one country or another was threatening to launch a nuclear
attack had become monotonous. People just didn’t pay much attention
to it anymore. Except Benjamin Reyes. He always paid attention. He
paid attention to all the military vehicles and aircraft he had
seen coming through the Valley and up into the mountain. Most
people didn’t find that suspicious. Military vehicles had been
coming up and down the mountain for as long as anyone could
remember. They all knew the government had some kind of secret
military base up there, but no one questioned it. Why would they?
The people trusted the leaders of their country.

However,
during the past week, Benjamin had noticed the vehicles were going
up the mountain and they weren’t coming back down. That’s when he
started warning everyone in the Valley, but they just laughed at
him… right up until they turned on their television and saw a
tearful President Taylor give the news that the bombs were on the
way. She urged everyone to take cover and then asked God to bless
them all.

Benjamin knew
where they could find cover and people were listening to him
now.

The entire
Valley population followed the path that the military vehicles had
taken and walked up the mountain for hours. Mothers and fathers
shared the load of carrying babies. Older children helped smaller
ones. The elderly had to try to keep up on their own. No one
brought any personal belongings; there wasn’t time.

Eventually,
the road ended at a hangar that looked like it was carved into the
side of the mountain. Military personnel were busily trying to fit
helicopters and large trucks into an already cramped space. The
group of civilians looking for refuge surprised them. The soldiers
weren’t sure what to do with the refugees until the head of the
military, General Holt, gave the order to force them back. They
would not be granted entry. The civilians wouldn’t take no for an
answer and continued to push forward, desperate to get their
children and themselves to safety. The General gave the order to
fire on them. Reluctant soldiers armed themselves and opened fire
on the crowd. Benjamin Reyes grabbed as many children as he could,
hiding them behind vehicles still parked on the tarmac. He shouted
at the people still coming up the mountain to turn around, but they
kept coming. He heard a rumble from the sky and looked up to see
the first of the nuclear missiles flying overhead. People went into
panic mode and the clash between military and civilian became more
desperate.

Finally, the
soldiers stopped firing and Benjamin tentatively peaked out from
behind the truck to see people being let into the hangar. He
grabbed the smallest children by the hand and bid the rest to
follow him. The tarmac looked like a bloodbath and he had to pick
his way through bodies to get the children safely inside the
Dome.

“Three more
minutes, and those doors are shut. I don’t care what the President
says,” General Holt barked at a group of soldiers.

Benjamin
realized that not everyone was going to be saved. There were still
thousands of people coming up the mountain. Three minutes later, he
watched helplessly as the soldiers shut the doors, drowning out the
screams of the people left on the tarmac. He thought he was going
to be sick.

“I am General
Edward Holt,” he introduced himself to the ragtag group of refugees
over a loud speaker. “Nuclear bombs have already begun to reach the
major cities of our country and soon the earth will be
uninhabitable. You are very lucky to have found refuge here, which
you can thank, President Julia Taylor for. This is a Bio-Dome
capable of supporting life for as long as we need it too. Forget
about your homes and whatever family you’ve left behind. These
doors are sealed now for at least a thousand years.”

The sounds of
sobbing among the crowd turned to panic as the severity of their
situation was realized. The world as they knew it was ending at
that very moment.

“However,” the
General yelled over the cries of the people, “Your arrival was
unexpected and we’ll have to make room for you. Until we can work
that out, you’ll have to stay here in the hangar.”

They stayed in
the hangar for days, but were at least given food, water and
bedrolls to sleep on. Children found ways to entertain themselves,
while the adults comforted each other. Everyone thanked Benjamin
Reyes for bringing them to the Dome. So when General Holt returned
and asked to speak with their leader, Benjamin was unanimously
elected. Reluctantly, Benjamin accepted the position and met with
the General in private.

“I am sorry to
say that President Taylor is dead,” the General began. “Although I
suspect you already knew that.”

“The President
is dead?” Benjamin asked in shock. “I thought she was here, inside
this Dome.”

“She was safe
inside the Dome, or at least we thought she was safe until she let
a bunch of civilians in. Don’t try to deny it wasn’t all of you who
killed her. You’re trying to take over the Dome,” the General
accused.

“General! That
isn’t true. No one has even left the hangar. We’re under constant
guard,” Benjamin said in confusion. It was ludicrous even to accuse
anyone of assassinating the President.

“I am
President Holt now. You may address me as Mr. President,” Holt said
very deliberately.

Benjamin was
getting an uneasy feeling from this man. He knew that no one in the
hangar could have possibly harmed President Taylor. However,
General Holt had an entire army behind him and plenty of
opportunity to kill her. And he wondered why the General had
advanced to the Presidency instead of Vice President Kenner. The
whole thing had him on edge.

“Now that I’m
President, I simply won’t tolerate your mutiny. But I’m not cold
hearted enough to send you all out into a world teeming with
radiation. So I’ve drawn up a Treaty, which clearly defines how you
will live inside this Dome. It’s not negotiable. Take it or get
out.” The President produced the document and a pen.

“May I at
least read it?” Benjamin asked. The President gave his consent.

The terms of
the Treaty designated a place called the Pit for them to live in.
Living quarters would be constructed right away and everyone would
be given food and water rations. In return, they would mine the Pit
for coal. The crude resource would be fed into gasifiers and turned
into a liquid gas, which was needed for the replicators. It would
also serve as the main source of fuel until the nuclear winter was
over and solar energy could be harvested.

The last part
of the Treaty talked about a Cull. The people had to agree to be
Culled, or killed, by the age of fifty as part of a population
control method. Elderly people who could no longer work in the
mines were considered a drain on resources and a liability rather
than an asset.

“You can’t
possibly think we would agree to being killed at 50?” Benjamin
asked incredulously.

“With your
arrival at our doors, there are now an extra 267 people we didn’t
count on living inside this Dome. When the Dome was built, great
care was taken in making sure it could sustain a growing
population. Population models were based on the initial 300 people
that were approved to be here. Now we have a population of 567 and
we’re only in our first week. You can see the dilemma, I’m sure,”
the President explained.

“So
everyone in the Dome agrees to be Culled?” Benjamin asked.
He wondered if the rules in the Pit would apply to those living in
the Dome.

“You needn’t
concern yourself with how I choose to run this Dome. Your only
concern right now is to sign that Treaty. If you don’t, you’ll all
be out today.”

Benjamin knew
he wasn’t joking. They were already under constant guard by his
soldiers; the same soldiers that willingly opened fire on them when
the General gave the command. As President, he would have even more
power. But how could he sign? He tried to think of how many people
he had seen that looked to be fifty or older, but all he could
remember were the children. Even in the face of global doom, they
were adapting to their new environment, playing the games that
children play, somehow immune to the misery going on around them.
It was for them he had to sign. So he did. Benjamin himself was
sixty-five and he knew he was signing his own death warrant.

After he
signed, he was told the first Cull would take place the next day.
Holt was generous enough to give him time to break the news to the
people and let them say their goodbyes. They were all shown to
their new living quarters, otherwise known as the Pit. They were
marched through the main floor of the Dome and were surprised by
how big it was. It was a modern piece of architecture, open and
airy with lights bright enough to mimic the sun’s rays. Comfortable
looking furniture was scattered about the large room, which was
dominated by a fireplace with a simulated fire burning in it. The
room was under construction though, and Benjamin wondered why.

“What are they
building?” Benjamin asked one of the soldiers.

“A barrier to
keep you urchins out,” the soldier said with laughter.

“So we return
to the feudal system of the bourgeoisie,” Benjamin mused out
loud.

They continued
to be marched past all of the construction, then down a narrow hall
and through a door. It was as if they entered a different world. It
was dark, cold and damp. The Pit was nothing more than the first
two levels of a hollowed out mine. There was no place to sleep,
except on the cold damp stone.

“President
Holt promised us living quarters,” Benjamin objected.

“And you’ll
get them as soon as they can be replicated. So you had better get
mining. The replicators can’t work without coal,” the soldier
laughed cynically.

Benjamin
raised his hands to his face and covered his eyes from the inhumane
conditions they had been given. He shook his head in denial,
wondering what in God’s name he had done to these people. Maybe it
would have been kinder to have not signed the Treaty. Maybe it
would have been better to let them take their chances outside.

With a sinking
heart, he realized he was one of the lucky ones. The Cull didn’t
seem so bad after all.


 


 Chapter One

 


Date: May 15,
2307

 


Red.

It’s the color
of my hair and I’ve always hated it. I live in a dark world made of
rock and artificial light surrounded by dark haired people. My hair
shines out like a beacon here in the Pit. I picked up the piece of
coal and pulled it down the strands of my hair. It didn’t
completely hide the red, but it helped me blend in down here. My
mother loved my red hair so much she named me after it. Sunset
O’Donnell. I’m not sure why she went with Sunset because it’s not
as if she ever saw one for real. If the sun was still rising and
setting, then it was doing it outside of the Dome where no one
could see it. I guess maybe she saw a picture she liked in a book
or maybe in one of the movies they showed in the common room. But
if anyone asks me my name, I tell them its Sunny.

There are
times I miss my mother so much it feels like I can’t breathe. It’s
been two months since she was Culled and nothing has been right
ever since. I know my emotions are irrational, because the Cull is
something we’ve lived with all our lives. When you turn 35 years
old, you are killed. My ancestors agreed to the Cull in a Treaty
283 years ago when they came to the Dome seeking refuge from the
nuclear holocaust.

The Treaty has
changed over the centuries and never in our favour. Not only has
the age of the Cull been lowered to 35, but the entire economy in
the Pit has been structured to enslave us to the
bourgeoisie, or bourge as we prefer to call them. We
mine their coal, do their cleaning, process their sewage and
everything else that’s required to keep the Dome running. In
return, they give us credits, which are needed to pay for our
housing and basic needs. Without enough credits, you were homeless.
And homeless people disappeared after the lights went out.

I lifted my
t-shirt and examined my left side. The bruise was barely visible
now and it was no longer tender. Whenever I remember the guard
coming at me with his fists a tremor of fear goes through me. But
it was my own fault. My supervisor had warned me plenty of times,
but I was just so sad about losing my mom. Thankfully my supervisor
knew that, so instead of firing me she ordered a guard to give me
incentive to move faster. The cracked ribs he gave me didn’t hurt
nearly as much as the humiliation I felt at getting a beating in
front of my coworkers. My performance in my job has now greatly
improved.

For my
father’s sake, I’m grateful I didn’t get fired. He hasn’t been the
same since my mother left. He has almost completely stopped eating
and his already skeletal frame is getting thinner. I’ve tried to
encourage him to stay strong, but my attempts have been half
hearted. It was difficult to paint a bright future for him when all
he had to look forward to was joining the Cull next Spring.
Yesterday, he lost his job because he was too weak to get out of
bed. Now I’m the only one of us earning credits. I thought watching
my mother leave us that morning was the hardest thing I’ve ever
endured. But watching my father die of grief is every bit as
painful, only it is slower and more drawn out.

I am supposed
to be getting married in a month from now, but I told Reyes last
night that I couldn’t leave my father. Reyes Crowe and I have known
since we were twelve that we would get married. We grew up together
and I thought I knew him as well as I knew myself, but I cringe
when I remember how angry he became when I told him I wanted to
postpone our marriage until after the next Cull. I hope he mulled
it over last night and has calmed down today. The next Cull is only
ten months away, which doesn’t seem that long at all.

I finished
running the coal through my hair and tied it back into a ponytail.
I work in the kitchen on the main floor with my best friend, Summer
Nazeem. Kitchen duty is a coveted job, so we were lucky to get such
good positions. And this morning I really needed to get moving or I
was going to be late. I peeked into the bedroom at my father and
saw he was still asleep. I didn’t have time to take him to the
common room for breakfast anyway, so I decided it was best to let
him sleep. I would just have to make sure he made it to the common
room tonight for supper.

I stepped out
of our apartment and joined the throng of people heading toward the
stairs. Some people descend almost two miles down into the mines
and others, like myself, climb a mile up to the Dome. I walked to
the stairs where Summer and I always met to go to work together and
I was surprised not to find her there. I took a step backward,
preparing to wait for her and accidently stepped on someone’s
foot.

“Get
off!” the woman yelled at me, and pushed me into the stone
wall.

“Sorry,” I
mumbled, continuing to search the crowd for her face.

“Sunny, what
are you doing? You’re going to be late,” I heard a familiar voice
say.

It was Bron,
one of the guards in our sector. The guards in the Pit were all
dressed in white uniforms so they stood out in the darkness. Their
stark presence was a constant reminder that our every move was
being watched. Some guards were meaner than others. Bron was one of
the good ones. She and my mother were friends. Well as good as
friends can be when one of you was a bourge from the Dome
and the other was an urchin from the Pit.

“Have you seen
Summer?” I asked.

Bron shook her
head no. She shifted her gun onto her other shoulder and placed a
comforting hand on my back.

“Most likely
on her way to work, which is exactly what you should be doing,” she
gently urged me.

I could see
the concern on her face. I knew she was trying to speak with my
mother’s voice and it wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate it, but so
much had changed in my life over the past two months and Summer has
been my main source of strength. I didn’t want to go to work
without her. I didn’t want anything else in my life to change.

I moved
further along, away from Bron, and then flattened myself against
the cold stone wall to let people pass. When I went to school, my
history teacher taught me that life in the Pit hadn’t always been
so crowded. Our ancestors only numbered around 200 when they took
up residence in the Pit, and 283 years later our population was
almost 30,000. In the past, we accommodated our growing numbers by
constantly mining further down into the Earth. Now at almost three
miles deep, the bourge engineers tell us no more. We are on the
verge of collapse. A few of the mines have already closed which
resulted in miners being fired. The ones that continue to work in
the mines are scared.

As people
brushed past me, I overhear a lot of conversations about the
upcoming royal wedding. The President’s daughter is getting married
in two days and there have been rumours about a feast being sent
down to the Pit. The wedding is going to be televised and word is
that a big table full of food will be set up by each television in
the common rooms. And from what I can overhear, people are already
making plans to stake out a good spot.

Maybe Summer
and I will try to get a good spot too. If there really is going to
be a feast, the food will go fast. I just hate the thought of
having to sit through the wedding. I’m sure it will start with a
Presidential Address, reminding us of all we have to be thankful
for. He’ll remind everyone in the Pit how generous they were when
they gave us shelter from the bombs, flash some pictures of our
ancestors signing the Treaty, and then a quick rundown of how we
have all thrived living in the safety of the Dome. But like most
people living in the Pit, I couldn’t care less about the wedding or
giving thanks. I am only interested in the food.

“Sunny,” I
heard her call my name.

“Summer, I’m
by the stairs!” I yelled back.

“I know.”
Suddenly she was right beside me. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw
you standing here. Why didn’t you go ahead without me?”

“We always go
to work together. Where were you? We’ll be lucky if we’re not
late.”

“Oh, we’re
going to be late,” she confirmed matter-of-factly. “We’ll be lucky
if we don’t get caught.”

“We’re going
to get caught when we scan in.” I searched my mind for a solution
and came up with a weak one. “Unless we take our alternate
route.”

We hadn’t used
the old mine shaft in months, because the last time we did we got
in trouble for showing up to work dirty. But it only cost us half a
day’s credits and we didn’t even get a beating. Summer thought
about it for a second then gave her nod of approval. She knows as
well as I do that losing a few credits was better than losing our
jobs. We veered around the stairs and headed for the end of the
hallway, which put us heading into traffic instead of with it,
making our progress slower. But once we reached the shaft, it would
be a lot faster. I continued to mumble apologies as I squeezed past
people and endured their rude looks and even ruder comments.

“Have you come
looking for me to break my heart some more?” a deep, familiar voice
whispered in my ear.

I felt Reyes’
arms slide around my waist. Even though I’m taller than most girls,
I still needed to tilt my head back to look him in the face.

“You two
really do make a nice couple,” Summer complimented us.

“She’s right,”
Reyes agreed and ignored my rolling eyes and attempts to loosen his
grip on me. Gently he picked up a lock of hair that had escaped my
ponytail and wound it around his finger. “So when are you going to
marry me, Sunset?”

“Can we talk
about this some other time?” I said, annoyed. He knew I hated it
when he used my full name instead of Sunny. He was saying it
deliberately to provoke an argument.

“We talked
about it last night. I was hoping you changed your mind this
morning. I told you I don’t want to wait ten more months.” His dark
eyes searched mine, looking for the answer he wanted to hear.

“And I was
hoping you would understand my situation, but I see you don’t. We
need to talk about this later Reyes. Summer and I are late right
now,” I said trying to squirm out of his embrace.

“Don’t put me
off Sunny. I barely got any sleep last night,” he complained.

“I’m really
late Reyes,” I said. I could hear the panic in my voice.

I tried to pry
his arms off me, but instead, he tightened his grip and lifted me
up off the floor. As our eyes became level, he kissed me roughly on
the lips.

“Tonight we
talk again. Promise me,” he gently demanded.

“I promise,” I
agreed, although I knew I wouldn’t change my mind.

He kissed me
again and then passed me along to his friend, Raine who was
standing next to him. Raine passed me to Mica and Mica passed me to
the next boy. They all knew we were headed to the old mineshaft.
Many people took it as a short cut when they were desperate to get
to work on time. I looked back and saw Summer being passed along
behind me and in no time we were deposited in front of the door to
the shaft.

“Thank you,” I
called out to Reyes, but I’m not sure he could hear me anymore. He
was probably already descending the stairs to go work in the
mines.

I opened the
door to the shaft and we slipped inside. Light was almost none
existent here, but my eyes quickly adjusted; although we had
climbed this way so many times before, our hands and feet had a
memory of their own. Even though it was a one mile climb up to the
main level, without thousands of people crowding our way it was
faster.

“So you
haven’t told me why you’re late,” I reminded Summer.

“I stopped to
talk to Adam,” she said. I heard her breathing hard with the
exertion of climbing and waited for her to continue. “I think he
might ask me to marry him.”

“Are you
kidding me?” I wasn’t sure whether to laugh at her or yell at her.
“We’re late because you were flirting? I mean do you even like
him?”

“What does
that have to do with anything?” she asked in an exasperated voice.
“It’s fine for you, Sunny, you already have Reyes. But when my
parents are Culled next year, I’ll have no one. I need to find a
partner and most boys our age are already married.”

She was right.
Partnerships in the Pit were every bit as important as having a
job. A single person wasn’t eligible to be assigned an apartment
because it was considered a waste of space. It was the driving
force behind most marriages in the Pit. Although in my case, it was
the reason I couldn’t leave my father.

“Oh Summer,” I
said exasperated. “If you weren’t so picky, you could be married by
now. But whenever a boy is interested in you, suddenly you’re not.
I think you like flirting more than actually like having a
boyfriend.”

“That’s not
true,” she defended herself half-heartedly. “I just haven’t met the
right one yet.”

“Well, you’re
running out of time,” I pointed out.

Summer could
have her pick of any boy she wanted in the Pit. A full head shorter
than me, her small stature and delicate limbs gave her an elegant
feminine quality. I always felt large and clumsy next to her.

“Dad lost his
job yesterday because he didn’t show up for work,” I said, changing
the subject.

“Oh, Sunny.
What are you going to do?” she asked sympathetically.

“I told Reyes
last night I can’t marry him until after the next Cull,” I
said.

“You’re
postponing? Again?” she asked in surprised. “That’s a bit drastic.
I’m sure your Dad can get another job. He’s had a lot of experience
in the mines.”

“People are
being fired from the mines for less reason than they fired him for.
He’s barely been eating since mom left and now he’s too weak to get
out of bed.”

“But you’ve
put your marriage on hold once before and I can’t imagine Reyes is
happy with postponing again. And you’re not getting any younger,
Sunny. You’re almost eighteen. Aren’t you afraid Reyes is going to
get fed up with waiting and move on to someone else?”

I had never
thought about Reyes being with someone else. We were always meant
to be together. Of course he would wait for me. I knew if I gave
him enough time he would eventually understand that my father
needed me right now and I couldn’t leave him.

But there was
wisdom in her words. At seventeen, I’m middle aged and that didn’t
bode well for getting approved to have a child. Population control
in the Pit was getting stricter all the time. Reyes really wanted
to have a child, but if I was to be honest with at least myself, I
didn’t. I guess that’s why I didn’t feel there was an urgent need
to get married right away.

I finally
reached the top of the shaft and scrambled onto the platform.

“We
will finish this conversation, Sunny. You have to talk about
it,” Summer pressed as she scrambled up behind me. “Urgh! After all
that climbing, we’re still a minute late! How are we going to do
this?”

I slowly
opened the door to make sure there weren’t any guards in the hall
to catch us. The light on the main floor was so bright I had to
force my lids to stay open against the glare until they adjusted.
It took another precious half minute of our time.

“Let’s see if
the back door is unlocked and sneak in,” I suggested.

“We still have
to scan in. They’ll know we’re late,” Summer reminded me.

“Yes, but
forgetting to scan in won’t get us fired. We’ll probably
just have to go without lunch or something.”

“Ooooh…”
Summer moaned, gripping her already hungry stomach. We had both
missed breakfast.

When we were
sure no one was around, we stepped out of the shaft and quietly
made our way down the hall. We managed to sneak along like that
until we reached the back entrance to the kitchen. I breathed a
sigh of relief when I turned the doorknob and it opened. We slipped
through the door and took off running toward the change rooms. It
was mandatory for all kitchen staff to wear clean uniforms. Once we
had our uniform on, it would be as if we had been there the whole
time. But as we ran into the change room, I had to pull up short
and Summer slammed into the back of me. Our kitchen supervisor was
waiting for us.

“So you
thought you could put one over on me?” Bailey asked in her
high-pitched voice.

“No ma’am. We
weren’t trying to put one over on you. Traffic in the stairwell was
heavier than usual and it made us late. We were running to make up
for lost time,” Summer lied.

“Hhmph,” she
snorted. “It makes no matter why you’re late, you are. I should
fire you O’Donnell. You’ve been nothing but trouble lately,” she
glared at me.

Maybe it was
from the long climb, but my limbs suddenly felt weak and shaky. She
couldn’t possibly fire us after we tried so hard to make it here on
time. I heard Summer’s breath catch in her throat and I knew she
was trying to hold back tears. That’s when I noticed my own eyes
were starting to sting.

“There’s one
option open to you to save yourselves from being fired,” Bailey
said with a sly glint in her eyes. “The President is hosting an
important dinner tonight and they’ve requested females to serve and
entertain the gentlemen guests.”

It wasn’t hard
to understand her meaning. Prostitute ourselves tonight and we
could keep our jobs. This wasn’t an unusual request in the Pit. The
supervisors who sent the prettiest girls were usually rewarded. Now
I understood that she had been in the change room waiting for us
all along this morning. The fact that we were late only gave her
the leverage she needed to force us into accepting.

“No,” Summer
breathed out the word.

“I’ll do it,”
I said quickly, before I changed my mind.

I knew Reyes
was going to be out of his mind when he found out, but I had no
choice. I could not afford to lose my job.

“Sunny, no,”
Summer grabbed my shoulders and spun me around. “NO!”

“You know I
have no choice,” I said, looking directly into Summer’s eyes. Reyes
would never understand, but I’m hoping my best friend would. I
didn’t want her to be disappointed in me.

“I’ll do it
too,” Summer told Bailey.

“What? No,
this is my problem, not yours. You don’t have to this,” I said
desperately. What was Summer thinking? She could afford to lose her
job. Both of her parents still had theirs and she could find other
work easily.

“I’m not going
to let you do this alone,” she said in a determined voice.

“I don’t know
why you’re arguing,” Bailey cut in. “Being asked to serve at a
Presidential party is a great honor. I’d do it myself if I was
allowed,” she said. She walked toward us with the scanner and waved
it over both our hands. “There. You’re both signed up and therefore
committed. Be there or you’ll be punished.”

She started
walking away, but stopped before she left the room. “This is the
second time you’ve both shown up for work filthy. You’re really
starting to make me look bad. No lunch today and you both lose half
a day’s credit. Now get to work.”


 


 Chapter Two

 


 


At the end of
the day, I stripped off my kitchen uniform taking great care not to
tear it or damage it in any way. I would have to pay for any
repairs. I laid it in the big hamper. The laundry staff would clean
it, fold it and have it waiting for me tomorrow morning. I tried to
ignore the cramps in my stomach, but they were getting worse after
a full day of work without food. I wished I had time to eat, but
Bailey told us to go and get bathed and check into Reception on
time.

“I’m so
hungry,” Summer moaned beside me.

“Me too,” I
said. My voice sounded weary even to me.

“I heard that
if you’re a good server, they give you a plateful of food,”
Summer whispered, sarcasm dripping from her voice. I smiled.

At the thought
of a plateful of food, my mouth started to water. It had taken
every bit of my will power today not to eat the carrots I was
peeling. I must have peeled a thousand of them. But if I had been
caught eating even the peelings, Bailey would have ordered a guard
to beat me. Vegetable peelings were meant for the compost, which
was far more important than a hungry urchin. The food we received
in the Pit was whatever was left over after the bourge and
livestock had eaten their fill.

“Maybe they’ll
even give us dessert,” I chimed in.

“Mmmm. I can
taste it now!” Summer licked her lips. “Come on. We had better
hurry up in case there’s a line at the bath. We don’t have a lot of
time.”

A line at the
bath? I couldn’t help but laugh at the thought. No one went to the
communal bath unless ordered too. Next to oxygen, water was the
most important resource in the entire Dome and like the food, it
trickled down from the top. The bulk of the water supply went to
the bourge and the agricultural sector. The Pit received the least
amount and what we did get was rationed between drinking water and
bathing water. We wouldn’t even waste it on washing except the
bourge made it mandatory that we bathe at least once a week in
order to prevent disease.

The traffic on
the stairs was always faster going down than climbing up, so Summer
and I made good time getting back to the sixth level. We parted
ways to go to our respective homes to collect our towels and soap.
I noticed my father hadn’t moved much since I left him this
morning, but at my arrival, he turned over to look at me.

“How was
work?” he asked vacantly.

“Still there,”
I reassured him as I sat on the side of his bed and placed my hand
on his back. He felt frightfully thin. “I got a job tonight too. So
I won’t be home until later.”

“Oh? What kind
of job?” he looked worried.

“Just some
extra kitchen duties,” I lied. He didn’t need to know what I would
be doing. I couldn’t bear the thought of adding to his pain.

“Probably to
do with that wedding,” he observed.

“Probably,” I
agreed. “Since I have to get back upstairs, I can’t take you to get
dinner tonight. You’ll have to go yourself.”

“That’s okay
dear. I’m not hungry,” he rolled back over.

“Dad, promise
me you’ll get up and eat,” I demanded.

“Okay, Sunny.
I promise, I will.”

I was almost
certain he was not going to get out of bed, but I knew I could do
nothing about it. I kissed his cheek and then left him to get a bar
of soap, a piece of coal to color my hair and the one towel
assigned to me. I made my way to the bathroom and as I suspected,
there wasn’t a line. Summer was already waiting for me.

“I’ll get my
towel wet,” I offered.

The trick to
taking a bath in the Pit was to never step foot into the bathtub.
The cold stone tub was fairly large and deep, so if the water was
allowed to sit undisturbed, the dirt and sediment fell to the
bottom. By bathing in pairs, we could soak one person’s towel to
use as a washcloth and the other person’s towel to dry off. The
problem with a completely soaked towel down here in the Pit was
that it took forever to dry.

“No, let me.
It’s my fault we have to take a bath anyway,” Summer dipped her
towel in before I could object.

“You didn’t
have to say yes to tonight, Summer,” I said as I stripped and let
her clean my back. The water was freezing cold and I started to
shiver.

“And you
didn’t have to wait for me this morning,” she shrugged it off. She
handed me the soaked towel so I could sponge the rest of my body
clean.

“Maybe it
won’t be all bad tonight,” Summer prattled on. “We’ve never seen
inside the main part of the Dome. And we might get to meet the
bride and groom.”

Summer… my
best friend who always looked for the bright side to every
situation. That’s what I loved most about her. Nevertheless, it
scared me too. She was far too trusting.

I finished
bathing, handed her the wet towel, picked up the dry one, and
wrapped it around me. I got to work on my hair with the piece of
coal.

“You know,
Summer, I didn’t want to bring this up because you seem so happy
about everything, but you do realize what’s going to happen
tonight, right?”

“I know,” she
snapped. Her flash of anger took me aback. “I know,” she repeated a
little more calmly. “But we don’t have to make it all about
that. I mean, its just sex, right? How hard can it be?”

I wish I could
be as flippant as Summer about it all, but I had to admit at least
to myself it scared me. I had never had sex before either. I always
thought my first time would be with Reyes after we were married,
although it wasn’t something I was looking forward too. Now, here I
was signed up for a Presidential dinner to give myself away to
whoever wanted me. I was terrified.

“One of the
things I love most about you is your talent for taking a bad
situation and seeing the good in it,” I complimented Summer. I took
the wet towel out of her hand and started washing her back. “But I
worry that your love of life is going to get you into trouble.”

“Which brings
us back to our conversation this morning. Reyes,” Summer said,
turning the tables back on me.

“I’m not sure
how that brings us back to Reyes, but for the record I don’t want
to talk about it,” I said firmly.

“Why? I need
to understand why you keep putting him off,” she said.

“I can’t leave
my Dad alone and I miss my mother horribly.” I could feel tears
stinging my eyes. I didn’t want to cry. It was such a weak thing to
do. “Things are changing so fast and I don’t want things to change.
I need to be me for a little longer. You know, before I become
Reyes’ wife; before I become someone’s mother.”

I wasn’t sure
where the words came from, but it felt like a weight was lifting
off my chest. The tears came then. There was no way I was going to
hold them back.

“Sunny…”
Summer reached for me.

Instead of
accepting her comfort, I handed her the dry towel and busied myself
getting dressed. She gave me the space I needed to compose myself
before continuing.

“I don’t mean
to upset you, but you need to accept that things will never be the
same again. Reyes loves you and that’s the greatest gift any of us
can ever hope to get,” she said compassionately.

I wanted to
tell her that she was right as usual, but the lump in my throat
wouldn’t let me speak the words. I was a fool to keep Reyes
waiting, but powerless to leave my father.

“SUNNY!” a
voice yelled from the other side of the locked bathroom door.

It was Reyes.
By the sound of his voice, he knew I was being sent upstairs. I
quickly dried my eyes. Summer scrambled to get dressed.

“Meet me by
the stairs, and don’t be late,” Summer warned.

She picked up
our towels and opened the door to leave. A distraught Reyes almost
threw her out of his way to get through the door to me.

“Is it true?”
he asked in disbelief.

“Is what
true?” I asked innocently. I wanted to downplay the importance of
it. I could see by the wild look in his eye that he was about ready
to explode.

“Are you
serving at that dinner tonight?” he demanded. He grabbed me by the
shoulders forcing me to look at him.

“Yeah, but
it’s no big deal,” I tried to dismiss it as if it was nothing, but
I couldn’t even look him in the eyes when I said it.

“You can’t.
You have to back out,” he said in a determined voice.

“We both know
I can’t do that,” I said. Now I was looking into his eyes. I would
be beaten, quite possibly to death, if I didn’t report to work for
such an important event.

“For god-sake,
Sunny. Why?” he demanded.

“We were late,
Reyes. Bailey was going to fire me if I didn’t agree. Dad has
already lost his job… I can’t lose mine too,” I said quietly.

“You should
have let her fire you and then came to me. We could have gotten
married and assigned our own apartment. You know that,” he said
desperately. I could tell he was starting to lose his composure. I
had never seen him this upset before.

“Reyes, I
can’t just leave him,” I said softly. I laid my head against his
chest. He shifted his arms to encircle my waist and pulled me tight
against him.

“Sunset,” he
said my full name. “You know why your mother named you Sunset?” he
asked.

“She named me
that because of the color of my hair,” I said.

“Did you ever
wonder how she knew what a sunset looked like?” he asked as he
pulled away from me to tilt my chin up to look at him. “I know you
don’t want to hear this, but I know your mother was sent upstairs
when she was young too. If the stories are true, she was requested
for dinner parties frequently.”

The empathy I
had been feeling toward Reyes suddenly turned to shocked anger at
his words. I pushed against him, trying to break out of the circle
of his arms.

“Who told you
those lies?” I asked angrily.

“Maybe I
shouldn’t have told you. I’m sorry,” he said sheepishly.

“No, you
shouldn’t have said that Reyes! Why do you always have to find some
way to hurt me when you’re mad?” I spat at him. I pounded my fist
on his chest to make him let me go. Finally, he released me. “I
can’t be late,” I said with disdain, heading toward the door.

“Wait,” Reyes
said, stepping in front of me to block my exit. “I’m sorry.”

He reached out
to take me back into his arms. I let him even though I was still
angry. I didn’t want to face what was waiting for me upstairs
knowing we were in a fight. I needed the security of knowing
everything was okay between us.

“If anything
happens…” he struggled to find the right words. “I want to protect
you. I’ll always be here for you. I’m not going anywhere.”

I understood
what he was trying to say. Regardless of how the bourge decided to
use me tonight, he still wanted to marry me. Being requested to
entertain the bourge wasn’t unusual in the Pit, but girls who were
known to be requested often had poor marriage prospects.

His eyes
searched my face and I smiled to make him believe that everything
was going to be okay. I brushed a dark curl away from his brow and
he roughly pulled me toward him and lowered his head to mine. He
captured my lips with his own and I felt his arms wrap around me
tighter. There was a desperation in his kiss I had never felt
before. Slowly, he pulled his lips away from mine and cupped my
face in his hands.

“You can’t be
late,” he said thickly through tears.

“I’ll see you
tomorrow,” I reassured him.

I couldn’t
stand to see the pain in his eyes and my own tears were welling up
again. I left him and ran to catch up with Summer. She was already
waiting for me at the stairs and without one word I swept past her
and began the mile long climb up to the Dome.

“Sunny, are
you okay?” she asked. I didn’t respond. “I’m sorry,” she continued
on. “This really is all my fault for making us late this
morning.”

“We have to
stop blaming ourselves Summer. We didn’t ask to be playthings for
the bourge. It was forced on us. We had no choice,” I said
angrily.

“Don’t talk
like that, they’ll hear you,” she whispered. We all knew the stone
walls had ears and my ranting was only going to get us into more
trouble.

My limbs were
beginning to feel like dead weights as I pushed myself up the
stairs. I knew I shouldn’t complain about the climb. I mean the
people who lived the furthest down the Pit had a two-mile climb up.
Then there were the miners who had to descend three miles down into
the mine and then back up again every day. One mile wasn’t much,
but when you hadn’t eaten all day it felt like a lot.

Finally, we
reached the main level and stepped into the lobby. Usually we would
turn right toward the kitchen, but tonight we had to go through the
big steel doors into the main part of the Dome. My mother took this
same walk when she was Culled. I tried not to think about how she
must have felt, but it was impossible not to. I was terrified to go
through the doors myself.

There were
many guards here, most of them wearing the white uniform of the
Pit. However, some of them wore the khaki brown uniform of the
Dome. While the guards in the Pit stood out in white, the bourge
preferred their guards to blend in and look less conspicuous. We
called them Domers.

“Scan in,” a
guard in white directed me as we approached the Reception.

I turned the
back of my hand above the scanner and I heard the beep. Summer had
been sent to a different scanner and I waited for her.

“Move on,” the
guard instructed me. I opened my mouth to tell him I was waiting
for Summer, but he cut me off. “Move on,” he repeated in a
threatening tone.

Without a
choice, I joined the cue and walked through the large steel doors.
There were two doors, but only one had been opened so we had to
file through in pairs. No one was really talking, so I kept to
myself as well.

I was
unprepared for the sight that greeted me when I passed through into
the Dome and a gasp escaped through my lips.

“Let me guess.
It’s your first time here,” the girl beside me said wryly. She
looked younger than me.

“I’ve never
seen anything like it,” I admitted.

“Well if they
really like you, you’ll get to see it all the time,” she
said sarcastically.

“You’ve been
here before?” I asked the obvious.

“Too many
times,” she said bitterly. “But I guess it’s not so bad. The food
is good if he decides to share it.”

“Oh,” I said.
I wasn’t sure what to say to her. Suddenly I had an urge to turn
around and run back out of the doors.

“Isn’t it
beautiful,” Summer breathed as she came to stand beside me.

“Oh good,
another newbie,” the girl said in disgust and walked away.

“What’s her
problem?” Summer asked. I thought about telling her, but decided it
was best if I didn’t.

“Nothing,” I
lied. “Just promise me that you won’t be your usual happy self
tonight. Try not to smile too much. Okay?” I could tell by the
confused look on her face she had no idea what I was talking about.
“Summer, promise me.”

“I promise.
I’ll be miserable,” she said, giving me her best sad face.

So we stood
there, Summer and I, drinking in all colors of the Dome. It was
almost impossible to believe that this could exist right beside our
dark world of rock, concrete and steel. All the walls were smooth
and painted in various shades of yellow. There were colorful framed
pictures hung on the walls, so much richer in detail than the
charcoal sketches and carvings we made in the Pit. Even the floor
came alive with richly patterned rugs resting under over-stuffed
sofas and chairs.

“Line up!” a
female voice shouted out the command.

Summer and I
took our place in line, but this time I took Summer’s hand firmly
in mine so we didn’t get separated again.

“Is that a
real plant?” she whispered in my ear.

I looked in
the direction she was staring and saw a large green thing sitting
in some kind of pot.

“I think it
is,” I whispered back. I could hear the excitement in my own voice.
The only plants I ever saw were the ones that ended up in the
kitchen as food.

“Follow me,”
the commanding voice instructed once we were all lined up.

She led us
across the big reception room to another set of doors smaller than
the first ones. We filed through in a single line and walked down a
short narrow hall that ended in another doorway. The doors were
made of frosted glass with the word ‘Gym’ written across them. The
room was smaller than the last room we were in and full of weird
looking equipment.

“For all you
newbies, this is the Gym. It’s where people come to stay in good
physical condition,” our leader informed us.

Summer gave me
a questioning look, but I didn’t know how they used the equipment
to stay in good physical condition either. We continued toward
another set of doors and I was struck by how humid the air suddenly
became when the doors were opened. We stepped inside and I saw the
biggest pool of water I had ever seen in my life.

“Wow! What is
it?” Summer exclaimed, a little too loudly.

“Who said
that?” our leader demanded. Everyone pointed at Summer. “It’s a
swimming pool you dumb girl. Although I shouldn’t be surprised that
an urchin wouldn’t know that,” she gave Summer a look of disgust.
“Unfortunately, it’s the only area large enough to bathe all of
you. We can’t have you serving at a Presidential dinner as filthy
as you are. But not to worry - when you’re done, most of the water
in the pool will be drained and fresh added.”

I thought of
our own dirty stone tubs in the Pit and wondered where they found
enough water to fill such an enormous pool. I looked over at Summer
to see if she was just as shocked as I was, but I saw her standing
there with her hand in the air trying to get the supervisor’s
attention. I made a grab for her arm to pull it down, but it was
too late.

“Yes,” our
leader said to her in an exasperated voice.

“We had a bath
before we came,” Summer said proudly, pointing at the two of us. I
wanted to hide my face in my hands.

“Really,” she
looked us up and down, not convinced. “If you don’t get into the
pool yourself, I’ll assign someone to strip you and scrub that dirt
off your filthy body. Am I clear?”

“Yes, ma’am,”
Summer responded quickly.

I didn’t want
to strip in front of the other girls and the supervisor. My mother
taught me to bind my breasts with tightly tied fabric, which I wore
baggy clothes over to hide. She never wanted me chosen for this
kind of work, and as much as she loved the color of my hair, she
was the one who taught me to use the coal to cover it up in
public.

Reluctantly I
stripped, ignoring the glances from the other girls, and eased
myself into the pool. I was relieved to find that the depth was
only chest high on me and my ponytail only grazed the surface. I
relaxed a bit and enjoyed the warmth of the water around me. I
thought of our own freezing cold tubs in the Pit and wondered how
this enormous pool stayed so warm.

A bar of soap
and a nailbrush were passed around and then shampoo. My heart sank.
It wasn’t that I was afraid of anyone seeing my hair color, it’s
just that it had always drawn attention to me, and tonight of all
nights I wanted to blend in. I did not want to be noticed. But I
didn’t have any choice, so I pulled the elastic out of my hair, wet
it and began to work in the shampoo.

“Sunny,”
Summer whispered. “The bubbles in your hair are all black. The coal
is washing out.”

I pulled my
long hair down in front of my face and saw that she was right.
That’s when I realized most of the girls were staring at me. Black
bubbles were dripping into the pool darkening the water all around
me. I heard our leader tutting over how filthy I was. Feeling
self-conscious, I sank down under the water and shook the bubbles
out of my hair. When I resurfaced, we were ordered out the
pool.

We were each
given a crisp, white uniform to put on and I silently wondered if
this evening could get any worse. How could we keep these clean
while serving food? What if someone bumped our arm, or spilled
something on us? Now I had to wonder if we we’re getting any extra
credits for tonight’s work so I could cover the cost of the uniform
if I had too. I was already a little strapped for credits since I
was docked half a day today.

“Well, my,
my,” our leader said, stopping to look me up and down. I didn’t
like her expression, and I really didn’t like it when she
picked up a lock of my hair and rubbed it between her finger and
thumb, almost as if she were testing it to see if the color would
come away. “You are going to be very popular,” she said smiling,
and walked away.

I couldn’t
help noticing the menacing tone in her voice.
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“She’s just
trying to scare you,” Summer attempted to reassure me.

Maybe she was
right. After all, people in the Pit noticed my hair because it was
a spot of color in an otherwise monochrome world. But up here in
the Dome, the bourge were used to seeing a lot of colors. The
walls, the floors, the furniture, the plants – everywhere I looked
there was color. My hair was nothing compared to all the beauty
that surrounded me. Still, there was no need in taking unnecessary
chances. I tied my hair back in a tight bun using the elastic that
came with the uniform.

They made us
line up for the elevator. It was small so we had to go in groups of
eight. We were told it would take a few trips to get us all up
there, but since it was six floors up it was too far to take the
stairs. I thought six floors wasn’t a very long climb at all, but I
was happy to take the elevator. I had never been in one before.

When our turn
came, Summer excitedly grabbed my arm. The doors closed and the
elevator began its ascent. A rolling sensation gripped my stomach
and for a moment I thought I might be sick. Then the elevator came
to a stop and the doors opened again. I’m not sure I enjoyed the
ride. Summer looked a little green too.

The kitchen
was a short walk from the elevator and we were shown through the
servant’s entrance. The kitchen here was different from the one
Summer and I worked in. There was polished steel everywhere, huge
refrigerators and twice as many stoves. The floors were a gleaming
white despite the many people rushing about preparing food.

“Go over there
and wait,” said a busy cook, pointing to where a group of girls
dressed exactly like us were patiently waiting.

We joined the
cue and waited for the remainder of our group. Once we were all
present and accounted for, we were marched into the dining room. It
was positively breathtaking. Real wood floors were polished to a
glossy sheen. Round tables were scattered about the dimly lit room
draped in heavy white table cloths and adorned with crystal glasses
and silver cutlery. And were those actual candles in the centre of
the tables? I was sure they couldn’t be real because it was against
the law to have an open flame inside the Dome. It presented too
much of a fire hazard. But their flickering glow was still real
enough to dance sparkles of light off the crystal and silver.

A camera crew
was set up to broadcast the President’s arrival. Some of the dinner
guests were already seated at the tables while others were still
shuffling in. We were told to stand along the wall at the back of
the room with straight backs and arms at our sides. The President
would be the last to enter the room and we would need to salute him
with the rest of the guests. It seemed to take forever, but finally
everyone was seated. The national anthem began to play heralding
his imminent arrival. The sound of chairs scraping across the floor
filled the room as everyone stood at attention for the arrival of
the President Damien Holt.

It all seemed
so pompous, yet I was excited by the thought of seeing him for
real. It was difficult to see the front of the room from all the
way back here, but I was taller than most and standing on my
tiptoes gave me a partial view. I saw the President enter the room.
He was shorter than I imagined and I could see grey hair at his
temples. I had never really seen an old person up close, but there
seemed to be plenty of grey haired men in the room tonight. The
President took his position at the head table and waited for the
music to end. When it did, everyone in the room snapped their right
arm straight up in a salute then quickly placed it over their heart
– a gesture meant to show support and demonstrate obedience. The
room was silent until the President cleared his throat.

“We are here
tonight to toast this young man, Jack Kenner,” the President began.
He patted the back of the man standing beside him. I recognized the
bridegroom, Jack Kenner, from the interviews I had seen on the
television in our common room. He was taller than the President. It
was hard to tell from this distance if he was as handsome in
person. The President continued his speech.

“In two days
he will be joined with my most prized possession – my daughter,
Leisel. It will mark the first time in the history of the Dome that
the Holt and Kenner family will be united by marriage. And one day,
Jack, you will occupy the Presidential Office with my daughter at
your side. Together you will lead our People,” the President swept
his hand toward the crowd, “into the next century.”

The crowd
clapped and a cheer went up.

“I won’t lie
to you Jack. It won’t be an easy task for you and my daughter.
These are turbulent times for all of us. It has been almost 300
years since the enemy dropped nuclear bombs across our lands.
Almost 300 years since our people were forced into the Bio-Dome to
seek refuge from the fall-out of those bombs. And almost 300 years
later, here we all stand,” he paused to look around the room. “A
testament to our strength and power! Despite our enemy’s best
efforts to annihilate us, we continue to survive!” he said in a
loud and determined voice, his finger pointing at everything and
nothing.

All the guests
were clapping again, shouting President Damien Holt at the
top of their lungs. The bridegroom was no exception. They all
seemed a little crazy to me. Then the President raised his hand and
the crowd was immediately silent again.

“We are a
powerful people,” he continued on with the full attention of the
room. “Yet we are kind and generous. Did we not open our doors to
all those civilians who came to us seeking shelter from the bombs?”
he asked. The crowd nodded their head and I heard some yell,
yes! “And we continue to provide them shelter, despite their
growing population and despite their growing demands on our food
and water supplies. We do this BECAUSE WE CARE!” As he spoke, his
voice became steadily louder until he was yelling. The guests were
shouting their agreement. The President held up his hand to silence
them again.

“Yet there
have been rumours, my friends. Rumours that our food may be running
out and that it’s time we move out of the Dome and back onto our
lands,” he paused again this time pointedly looking at some
individuals in the room. A few men shifted uncomfortably. “Who here
thinks that I would let my people starve? Who here thinks that I do
NOT know if our land is yet arable or not?” Another uncomfortable
pause as he waited for anyone fool enough to answer his questions.
No one did. “I have always been honest. I have always been open
about the drones we have combing the land, bringing us back
samples, and it is all RADIOACTIVE! GOING OUT THERE IS NOT AN
OPTION!”

The President
was yelling so loud my ears winced. The bridegroom continued to
stand beside his future father-in-law, vigorously nodding his head
in agreement.

The President
straightened his tie and then smoothed back his hair in what looked
like an attempt to regain his composure. He took a few deep
breaths.

“The only
option we have is to maintain our way of life in the Dome. By
continuing to enforce our strict population controls and
sustainable use of our resources, our existence in the Dome will
continue to grow strong. And the marriage of my daughter to this
man – Jack Kenner,” the President again acknowledged the man beside
him, “demonstrates that life inside the Dome is indeed every bit as
good and beautiful as life was before the bombs. I can’t think of
anything more inspiring than to see two young people in love joined
in holy matrimony with all the possibilities the future holds laid
out before them. They are the embodiment of Hope. And it is with
these sentiments that I invite all of my people to take a day off
from work and celebrate in Leisel’s day. I have authorized the
wedding to be televised. And for all those who think we are on the
brink of starvation, I give a feast. It will be a day of
celebration! A day to rejoice in all that we have to be thankful
for!”

The President
reached for Jack Kenner’s hand and held it high in the air. The
guests were going crazy. People were shouting long live
President Holt! I heard a few voices giving their praises and
congratulations to the groom. I could only imagine the reaction in
the Pit now that the rumour was confirmed. There would be a
feast.

It seemed like
an eternity before they finished patting each other on the back and
the President took his seat. Everyone else followed suit. The
camera crew packed up and left. Our leader ushered us back toward
the kitchen doors. We were told to line up and collect the trays of
food waiting for us.

“Since you’re
new, I’ll help you out,” the girl in front of me announced as she
turned to look at Summer and me. I recognized her as the girl I
spoke to downstairs. “You’ll be assigned a table number when they
give you the tray. Go out through those doors and find the table
number. When you serve, you put the plates down gently
between the cutleries in front of the person at the table. Usually
you serve ladies first, but this is a bachelor party for the groom
so there are no ladies here tonight. When everyone at the table is
finished eating, clear the plates away. Then you can serve the next
course.”

“Thank you,” I
said gratefully. I had no idea it would be so complicated. “I’m
Sunny and this is Summer.”

“I’m Wynd,”
she responded and gave us a weak smile.

We were each
given a tray large enough to fit four plates. We had to balance the
tray on one hand so the other hand was free to set the plates down
at each place setting. I was really afraid I was going to drop it,
but when I focused on just putting one foot in front of the other I
found myself standing in the dining room. I saw the number 9 on a
table and headed toward it.

There were
twelve men sitting around the table completely oblivious to my
arrival. I set the plates of food down in between the cutlery like
I was told. No one complained so I assumed I was doing it right. I
expected them to start eating right away. I would. The food looked
and smelled delicious. But they just continued to talk among
themselves, ignoring both the food and the server. My tray empty, I
made my way back to the kitchen for more. My tray was refilled with
four more plates and I returned to table number nine. Still no one
had eaten. How could they ignore all that food? It was taking every
bit of my will power not to eat it myself. I delivered the plates
and went back for more. When all the plates were served at the
table, the men finally began to eat. I walked away and joined the
other servers standing at the back of the room to wait for my table
to finish.

While I was
waiting, Wynd told Summer and me that the bourge ate their meals in
courses. Tonight the first course was salad, the second soup, the
third a large plate of food consisting of meat and vegetables, and
the fourth course was dessert. I realized it was going to be a very
long night.

With each
course I served, it became harder and harder to ignore the smells
wafting up into my nose. I was practically drooling. I was certain
the growls coming from my stomach were loud enough to be heard over
the din of conversation and music. And on and on they ate. I
brought a plate full of food and I took it away half empty. I was
surprised by how much food was left over. I couldn’t help but think
I would see that food again in the Pit in a few days in the form of
stew.

“Listen up
girls!” our leader called out. “After you finish cleaning off your
assigned tables, you’ll meet over by those doors,” she pointed to
the doors we came in through. “You’ll be given something more
appropriate to wear for the evening and then you’ll return back to
the dining room. Someone will greet you by the door and take you to
where you’re supposed to be. Under no circumstances do you approach
any of the men. If someone wants your company, they’ll let you
know.”

I could feel
nausea rising up inside me. I was hoping this part of the evening
would never happen. Summer looked worried too, although she tried
to hide it when she caught me looking at her. Glumly we picked up
our trays and went back out into the dining room to clear the
tables. This time I kept a close eye on Summer. I didn’t want us
separated again, so I matched my speed to hers. When we were
finished clearing, I walked just fast enough to get behind her.

“Don’t leave
my side tonight, Summer,” I said as soon as we were through the
door.

She stopped
and turned to look at me. We had a precious moment of privacy.

“I’ll try not
to, Sunny. But I’m scared,” she said in a terrified voice.

“So am I,” I
agreed.

She reached
her arm out toward me and I leaned in for her hug, but instead she
picked up a piece of leftover dessert from my tray.

“Summer, what
are you doing?” I asked in surprise.

A muffled
noise suddenly caught my attention and I realized we were not
alone. Without thinking, I snatched the food out of Summer’s hand
and popped it into my mouth.

“Hungry?” a
woman’s voice asked.

She stepped
out of the shadows. She looked vaguely familiar but I couldn’t
place her. I noticed she and I were about same height, but that’s
where any similarities ended. Her hair was light enough to be
blonde and her eyes looked blue, but it was hard to tell with all
the make-up she was wearing.

“Yes ma’am,
I’m hungry. But I know I shouldn’t have taken the food. I
apologize,” I said and quickly turned my eyes down toward the
floor. I saw Summer do the same.

“You took the
food?” she questioned. “I saw everything. Your friend took the food
and you’re covering for her. But I think it’s sweet. What’s your
name?”

“Sunny
O’Donnell,” I responded.

“I didn’t mean
to spy. Well, not on you anyway,” she laughed. “I was
peeking through the door to see if my fiancé is behaving himself
tonight. Sometimes he drinks a little too much wine.”

Did she say
fiancé? The realization hit me. This was Leisel Holt, the
President’s daughter. I could feel my heart sink to the floor and
panic rise up to take its place. Of all the people to catch us
stealing food! Summer gave me a terrified look.

“He has
behaved himself tonight, hasn’t he?” she asked us.

“Yes, ma’am,”
I spoke up.

“Really,
there’s no need to be afraid of me. I won’t hurt you. Please, call
me Leisel,” she offered. Summer and I gave each other a nervous
glance. We were confused. “I mean it might even be nice to make
some friends. I don’t have many… being the President’s daughter and
all.” There was a hint of sadness in her voice. I didn’t know what
to say to her, so I stayed silent.

“Most people
think it must be the most wonderful thing in the world to be the
President’s daughter. But it isn’t. It’s absolutely horrible!” she
complained, almost on the verge of tears. “I don’t have any
friends. I have to live my life in the public eye. Always behaving
myself and always looking my best, and if constantly having people
look at me isn’t enough, there’s rumours that someone wants to kill
me. Can you believe it? Someone actually wants to assassinate
me.”

Tears were
welling up in her eyes. She looked pathetic. I surprised even
myself when I reached out and took her hand.

“That’s
awful,” I sympathized. I couldn’t believe someone would want to
kill this girl. She looked harmless.

“I’m sorry I
don’t mean to cry.” She grabbed my hand as if it might save her and
held it tight. “I’m really trying to be brave. But its so scary
thinking someone could kill me at any time.”

“I can’t
believe anyone would want to hurt you,” Summer joined in.

Leisel
considered her for a moment, but turned her attention back to
me.

“You’re both
so very sweet,” she said of us, but was looking only at me. She
took a tissue out of her pocket and dabbed the corner of her eyes,
careful not to smudge her make up. “Oh, I must look awful. But I
feel so much better. Thank you for listening.”

Seeing that
she had stopped crying, I began to relax my hold on her hand, but
her grip tightened in response refusing to let me go.

“We are
friends, aren’t we?” she asked. I could feel her eyes searing into
mine, waiting for my answer.

“Of course,” I
reassured her, confused by her strange behaviour.

The last of
the girls carrying trays walked past us into the kitchen, giving us
puzzled looks.

“I have an
idea! We should hang out tonight,” she said only to me. “I mean, I
like talking to you and I really do think it was very noble of you
to cover up for her,” Leisel said, casting a look at Summer. There
was no kindness in her expression. Was she threatening us?

“Um, I have to
work tonight,” I said awkwardly. I was beginning to feel very
uncomfortable.

“I thought you
were almost done?” she questioned, looking at the empty plates on
our trays. Then a look of understanding came over her features.
“Oh. It’s a bachelor party and you have to go back in,” she said
and pondered my dilemma for a moment. “I know. I’ll get Jack to
make a request for you. He can take you back to his apartment and
I’ll meet you there.”

She looked
pleased with her brilliant plan, but I was still feeling very
uncomfortable. I didn’t want anyone to request me, least of all the
bridegroom. Wouldn’t people be a little curious about him taking a
girl to his apartment when he was about to get married? The whole
night seemed to be taking a confusing turn and I wasn’t sure what
the right answers were anymore.

“If you’re
worried about her,” Leisel nodded toward Summer, “I’ll see what I
can do about getting her off for the night.”

“Okay,” I said
quickly in case she changed her mind.

I remembered
Wynd told me that if they liked you, you would be requested often.
Summer was the prettiest, nicest girl I had ever known and there
was no doubt in my mind that she would be well liked by everyone.
If she was sent home, she could be spared the fate Wynd now
suffered.

“It’s all
settled then. I’ll just go out and tell Jack. He’ll come and get
you when the time is right,” Leisel said happily.

“Her name is
Summer. Summer Nazeem,” I said pointedly, making sure she excused
the right girl from work.

“Summer,” she
repeated almost vacantly. “I’m sure I’ll remember.”

She gave my
hand a final squeeze before she walked out into the dining room. I
could hear the guests clapping at her entrance, then laughter at
her being at a bachelor party.

“Sunny, what
are you doing?” Summer asked in a terrified voice. “Why did you say
you’d go with her? She’s a whackadoodle!”

“Ssshhh! You
know the walls have ears,” I whispered. I looked around to see if
anyone else was standing in the shadows. “We just got caught
stealing food. You know we could be beaten to death for that. And
did you miss hearing her say she’d get you off for the night? Not
only are you not going to be punished, but you get to go home
too.”

“And you get
left behind with her,” Summer said unhappily.

“Ok, so she
might be a little nuts,” I whispered, “but she looks harmless. Did
you see her crying? I’d rather sit around holding her hand tonight
than being the entertainment for one or more of those old men out
there. And you get to go home. All our problems are solved.”

“Sunny, I’m
not comfortable with this,” Summer said suspiciously.

“Just go along
with it Summer. It gets us both out of a bad situation. And
besides, I already said yes. Now let’s get back into the kitchen
before we get into any more trouble,” I said.

Summer mutely
followed me back into the kitchen.

“It’s about
time!” our supervisor yelled at us when we entered the kitchen.
“Where have you been?”

“We were
stopped by the President’s daughter,” I said truthfully. An idea
was forming in my mind. I could still hear the crowd shouting out
comments to Leisel, asking why she was at a bachelor party. There
was no question that she was indeed here.

“Is that so?
And why on earth would the President’s daughter want to talk to you
two?” she demanded.

“She asked
about her fiancé and whether or not he was drinking a lot of wine.
She wanted to know if he was behaving himself. That’s all,” I said.
She stood staring at us for a moment, not sure to believe me or
not. “You can ask her yourself,” I volunteered.

“Hurry up and
get changed. You need to be back in that room in 20 minutes,” she
said angrily.

Relieved that
my half-truth worked, Summer and I emptied our trays. We were
directed to a room where the girls were in various states of dress.
Some were getting their hair done up, others having make-up applied
to their faces.

“Oh, I have
the dress for that hair,” a young woman said, taking me by the arm
as soon as I walked in. I watched Summer being led away in the
opposite direction by someone else.

The woman
picked up an emerald colored strapless dress that draped all the
way to the floor. She motioned for me to get undressed. I did. Then
she slipped the silky gown over my head. The top was too big for
me, so she pinned it and then sewed it into place. I could tell the
dress had been altered several times before.

“Well I won’t
need to hem it,” she laughed.

I looked down
and saw the hem of the dress sat above my ankles.

“Hmmm,” she
pondered. “With the right shoes…” She left me for a few moments and
then came back with a sparkly pair of high heels. “They’re not too
high – we don’t want you towering over all the men! But it will
make the dress look like it’s been shortened deliberately to show
off the shoes.”

I strapped the
shoes on my feet and tried to stand up. I had never worn shoes like
these before. I had seen women in the movies wear them though, so I
tried to walk like they did. Satisfied with my outfit, the woman
told me to go to the hairdressing station next. I practiced walking
in the high heels on my way there and almost broke my ankle.

“Your hair is
absolutely gorgeous!” the hairdresser gushed as she took the
elastic out of my hair and let it fall down my back. “I’m tempted
to leave it just the way is.” She pulled it this way and that. “A
few curls just to frame your face I think.” She took a hot curling
iron from a holder and set to work. “There. You’re going to have a
lot of suitors tonight.” She sent me on my way to make-up.

“Let’s see,”
the make-up artist said thoughtfully, looking at my face. She
picked up a pair of tweezers and began ripping individual hairs out
of my eyebrows. It hurt. “Sorry,” she apologized. “Normally I’d do
this with wax all at once, but it will leave red welts.”

Next she
applied my make-up. When she was done, I hardly recognized myself
in the mirror.

Dressed and
painted, I was ready to go back to the dining room. I didn’t see
Summer anywhere and I was relieved. I hoped she was on her way
home. I waited with the group of girls gathered at the door and
finally someone came and led us back to the dining room. None of
the girls looked very excited to be there, although I could easily
tell the newbies from the girls who had been here before. I
wondered if the fear I was feeling in the pit of my stomach was
written all over my face too. I held out hope that Leisel hadn’t
changed her mind. That she still wanted my company.

The dining
room was just as we left it. The tables were cleared and the
candles still flickering. A few girls were still in white uniform
walking around with bottles of wine in each hand. They stopped and
filled up glasses where requested. I looked around the room
wondering if Leisel was still there. Maybe she would come and get
me herself.

But it wasn’t
Leisel my eyes found. It was Summer. All dressed up in pink with an
old man falling all over her. She looked absolutely terrified.
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“Now you, my
dear, are worth the cost of buying a drink,” an old man said as he
stumbled toward me.

He looked old
and had a big round tummy. His breath smelled like food and wine.
He handed me a glass and I accepted, because I didn’t know what
else to do. I was pretty sure I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone I
was waiting for Jack Kenner.

“Haven’t seen
you here before. Where’ve you been hiding? Down there in that Pit?
No place for a beautiful woman,” he slurred.

It took all of
my will power not to scream when one of his flabby hands snaked out
toward me and unsteadily pulled me closer him. I was taller so he
leaned his head against my neck. I could feel his hot, putrid
breath against me. He slid his head lower trying to grope my
breasts with his cheek.

“Wilson, old
man. What are you doing?” a young man asked jovially as he walked
up to us. I looked at him and wondered if he was Jack Kenner. He
looked a lot like the man I had seen on television.

“Jack, you
little devil.” Wilson released his hold on me. “Don’t worry, you’ll
be married soon enough, then you’ll know what I’m doing with this
young lady.” Wilson tried to wink, but it looked like a blink
instead.

“Oh, I think
this young lady is too much woman for you Wilson. You couldn’t kiss
her if you stood on your tiptoes,” he laughed.

“It’s not
kissing I’m hoping to do tonight,” Wilson joked back, elbowing Jack
in the side.

“You have good
taste old man, I’ll give you that. She’s the prettiest girl here,”
Jack said. He finally looked in my direction and his eyes raked
over me from top to bottom and back up. “In fact, I think I’ll take
her off your hands.”

“Wait a
minute! I found her first Jack,” Wilson waved an unsteady finger at
him.

“Yeah, but I’m
the guest of honor tonight so I get first pick,” he said
apologetically.

Wilson tried
to straighten himself up, but he was still unsteady on his
feet.

“’Course you
are Jack,” he slurred. “She’s all yours.”

Wilson reached
out and retrieved the glass of wine he had given me and stumbled
away in search of another girl. Jack watched him go then stepped so
close to me that we were only a few inches apart. In my high heels
we were eye level with each. His head came toward mine and I wasn’t
sure what to expect. I thought he was here to save me from all of
this.

“You’re Sunny
O’Donnell?” he whispered in my ear.

He stared at
me with the most intense blue eyes I had ever seen. I had seen his
face on television so many times over the past few months. He was
the man who was about to marry the President’s daughter. He was the
man who would one day be President himself. That made him a very
important person. I felt so intimidated in his presence, but I
managed to nod my head yes to his question.

“Leisel asked
me to come and find you. I’ll take you back to my apartment,” he
said matter-of-factly.

I was
relieved. Leisel was going through with her plan after all. But I
was still worried about Summer. I tried to discreetly look over
Jack’s shoulder to see where she was. I didn’t want to leave her
alone.

“Unless you
didn’t want to go back to my apartment?” he questioned. “Maybe
there’s someone who caught your eye.”

“Your fiancée
said my friend could go home for the night, but I saw her here,” I
boldly said. Would he think I was being out of line?

“Oh I forgot.
She told me to put in a request for… Spring is it?” he asked.

“No. Her name
is Summer,” I corrected him.

“Yeah, Summer.
Leisel told me to put her with old Forbes. He’s drunk and harmless.
He’ll fall asleep at a table and she’ll be sent home. Until then,
she can stay and enjoy the party.”

I looked over
at Summer. Wilson was competing for her now. By the look on her
face, she wasn’t enjoying the party at all.

“The President
has already left and everyone is waiting for me to clear out,” he
said as he extended his elbow out toward me. “Come on. No one can
leave until the guest of honor does.”

“Okay,” I
said.

What choice
did I have? I wanted to catch Summer’s eye before I left, but
Wilson was blocking her view of me. Jack was still holding his
elbow out toward me and I wasn’t sure why. Finally he picked up my
hand and wrapped it around his elbow. I was surprised he expected
me to do that – to touch him. My shock must have registered on my
face because he gave me a questioning look. I realized my mouth was
hanging open, so I closed it. I could feel the tension of his
muscles under my hand, caught where it was in the crook of his
elbow. He stood up straighter as he walked across the room,
steering me toward the main doors. He walked with the confident
swagger of someone who knew they were the most important person in
the room. I heard a few men shouting out good for you Jack!
and she’s a looker! They all clapped when we exited through
the door. I had never felt so humiliated in all my life.

Jack remained
silent as he escorted me to the elevator and pressed the button for
up. The doors opened immediately and we stepped in. This elevator
was carpeted and much more luxurious than the last elevator I was
in. He pressed the button for the eighth floor and the doors shut.
It seemed so small and claustrophobic in the elevator with him. I
was very aware that my hand was still sitting in the crook of his
arm. I wanted to drop my hold on him, but I wasn’t sure if I was
supposed to or not. I turned my eyes to the floor. I didn’t want to
provoke him in any way.

The elevator
doors opened again and we stepped out into an opulent hall. The
floor was covered with a plush carpet, which I found it difficult
to walk on in high heels. The walls were almost white in color
except for one long wall that was painted deep red. A few large
flowering plants were set against the red wall with a long mirror
in between. The sight of myself in the mirror shocked me.

“You’re really
pretty,” he said when he noticed me looking at myself in the
mirror. He didn’t say it like a compliment, more like a fact.

I looked away
from the unfamiliar sight of myself as Jack straightened his arm
and pressed his hand against the small of my back urging me to keep
walking. I was grateful not to have to hold his arm anymore. As we
left the elevator lobby, a picture hanging on the wall came into
view. My eyes were drawn to the bold strokes of red and yellow,
sometimes blending together to make gold. The colors were set
against a dark background, making them appear even bolder and more
colorful. It was positively beautiful.

“What is it?”
I asked, staring at the painting.

“It’s an
abstract of a sunset,” he said.

I examined the
colors in the painting and picked up a lock of my own hair. Where
the red and yellow mixed, I could see the resemblance to my own
hair color. Reyes’ words came back to haunt me; Did you ever
wonder how she knew what a sunset looked like? Was this the
picture my mother saw? Was she here on this same floor, chosen by
some drunken bourge to entertain him? The thought made me
nauseous.

“Was it
something I said?” Jack asked when he saw the look on my face.

“No,” I shook
my head. “Not you. Something someone else said.”

Jack looked
around, confused. “Um, there’s no one else here.”

“Sorry, I
meant a different conversation.”

“Well don’t
let me interrupt,” he said, sarcasm dripping from his voice.

I felt so
stupid.

There were
four different hallways leading away from the elevator lobby and he
turned right. We walked for quite a distance before he stopped in
front of a door at the end of the hall and passed his hand over the
scanner. I heard a click and he opened the door.

“Oh Jack! You
did it!” Leisel said gleefully. She threw her arms around him and
hugged him close. I felt awkward and out of place standing here
witnessing their intimacy.

“You know I’d
do anything for you darling,” he said.

I turned my
head away when I realized he was going to kiss her, but not before
I saw the kiss. Something about the way he was holding her, about
the way he kissed her didn’t seem right. They seemed almost stiff
and polite with each other. But maybe that was just the way the
bourge were with each other.

“Look at you,
Sunny!” Leisel turned her attention to me. “You are positively
breathtaking! Isn’t she Jack?”

“Not as
breathtaking as you, my love,” he kissed her again. “I’m going to
go read. You girls have a nice evening.” Jack headed toward another
room and closed the door behind him.

“He’s probably
had too much wine. He’ll go and sleep it off,” Leisel dismissed
him. I didn’t think he had been drinking wine, but maybe I was
wrong. “I ordered us some food. I assumed you would be starving
after working all night.”

I was
starving. My last meal had been over 24 hours ago.

“Can I take
off my shoes?” I asked timidly. I really didn’t think I could take
another step in them.

“Yes, of
course. You poor thing, working in those all night, your feet must
be killing you.”

They were. I
gladly slipped them off. The carpet felt thick and cushiony against
my feet. I followed Leisel into the room. There was a large sofa
and two smaller chairs grouped around a low table. The table had a
few plates of food waiting for us and my mouth watered at the sight
and smell. I prayed my stomach didn’t start making noises again. It
was so quiet in here.

Leisel picked
up a small remote and pointed it in the direction of a television
hanging on the wall. Soft music began to play. I didn’t see the
television at first and I was surprised by it. No one in the Pit
owned a television. They were only in the common rooms. But I guess
I shouldn’t be surprised. Jack and Leisel were rich.

“Please make
yourself comfortable,” she said, waving me toward the sofa. She
walked over to a small table and poured two drinks. “Blackberry
wine – my favourite!” She sniffed the contents of one glass while
handing me the other. “Why should the men get to have all the fun
tonight? No one threw me a big party and I’m getting married too.
Cheers!” she exclaimed and clinked my glass with her own. She took
a sip so I did the same. I had never tasted wine before and it
burned going down my throat. I almost choked.

“Mmmm,” Leisel
mumbled, savouring the flavour. “Blackberries grow best in the
Dome. They respond well to our artificial light. There are other
berries too, but blackberries grow big and juicy and make the best
wine.”

I nodded my
head in agreement. I had no idea what to say. I just wanted to
eat.

“Oh, I’m being
so rude. Please help yourself,” she said motioning to the food. She
either read my mind or I was being obvious.

There wasn’t a
fork with the food so I assumed it was okay to pick it up with my
fingers. I had never eaten food like this before. The only things
on the plate I recognized were the vegetables because I’ve peeled
so many working in the kitchen. I recognized the bread too. I chose
an orange wedge of something and popped it in my mouth. It was
delicious.

“I wasn’t sure
what you like to eat so I just ordered some things that paired well
with the wine,” she explained.

“Thank you.
It’s delicious,” I said as graciously as I could. I wasn’t sure
what she meant about pairing food with the wine. Food was food.

I followed the
orange wedge with a bite of bread and then picked up something that
looked like meat. I didn’t like it as much. Leisel clinked my glass
again and I took another sip of the wine. It didn’t burn as much
this time. A warm relaxing sensation was coming over me. I set my
glass down on the table to free my hands to eat.

“Thanks for
hanging out with me tonight. I know it’s not much of a party with
just the two of us, but I really don’t have good friends to share
my special day with. Isn’t that pathetic?”

Tears were
welling up in her eyes. She quickly brushed them away and reached
for a decadent looking cake on a dessert plate.

“Like you said
before – you’re the President’s daughter. You’re a very important
person and it’s difficult for the average person to get past that,”
I said compassionately.

“Do you really
think that’s why no one wants to be my friend?” she sniffed.

“I’m
positive,” I reassured her. “You’re very kind and generous. I
really appreciate that you let my friend Summer go home this
evening.”

I was
surprised by my own sincerity. Where I come from, we hate the
bourge. They’re a bunch of rich, domineering, self-centered people
who treated us worse than livestock. Yet Leisel was being so very
human right now.

“You know the
boys think they mean well. They think they’re doing you girls a
favour by letting you into their little parties. But I think most
of you don’t want to be there, do you?” she guessed.

Most of
the girls didn’t want to be there? Try none of the girls
wanted to be there. I popped another piece of food in mouth to keep
it busy. I was afraid of what I might say in answer to her question
so I just shook my head no.

“Sunny, we’re
friends. I’ll never betray you. You can talk to me,” she said in a
reassuring tone.

Leisel picked
up my glass and handed it back to me. She clinked it again with her
own glass and we drank. I didn’t really want any more wine. It was
making me sleepy. I set my glass back down and concentrated on the
food.

“Jack didn’t
behave inappropriately with you, did he?” her question sounded more
curious than suspicious.

“No, not at
all! In fact, he rescued me from an older man who was very drunk.
He’s very kind,” I said.

“And handsome!
Don’t you think he’s just gorgeous? That sandy colored hair and
those blue eyes! I mean, there aren’t many men in the Dome who look
like that, and I am so lucky he chose me to marry him.”

“Yes, he is
very handsome. And you’re very beautiful. You make a nice couple,”
I agreed.

“Do you have a
handsome someone in your life?” Leisel asked shyly.

My thoughts
turned to Reyes. He wasn’t handsome in the rich, clean-cut
aristocratic way that Jack was. Reyes had the dark hair and black
eyes of the average person who lived in the Pit, although his
features were more chiselled than most boys his age. He was very
tall and his muscles were well defined from working the past four
years in the coalmine. Lots of girls were attracted to Reyes, but I
was the one he wanted.

“Yes, I do,” I
smiled.

“Well, what’s
he like?” she asked, smiling.

“He’s tall and
handsome and strong. He works in the mines,” I bragged.

I picked up
more food and realized the plate I had been eating from was half
empty and Leisel had only sampled a cake.

“Are you going
to marry him?” Leisel picked up my wine from the table and handed
it to me. I took a sip.

“One day,” I
admitted. I knew Reyes would like that day to be sooner than I was
planning though.

“You don’t
sound sure,” Leisel remarked.

“It’s
complicated,” I shrugged.

I didn’t want
to meet her gaze. My world was so different from hers. I needed to
support my father until he met his fate in the Cull next year. Did
Leisel really not understand life in the Pit?

“I’m a good
listener and we have all night,” she said.

I knew she
wanted me to be a true friend and share secrets with her. I wasn’t
so sure it was a good idea.

“My mother’s
gone now and my father just lost his job. I need to look after him,
so marriage will have to wait for… well, until I’m available,” I
said awkwardly.

“Then you and
I have something in common,” she leaned forward to hug me. I found
it strange that she wanted to touch me. “I lost my mother too. She
died shortly after I was born. She had a heart defect. How did your
mother die?”

“Um…” I said
awkwardly. I wondered why she was asking me this. She must know.
“She was 35,” I said quietly.

“Oh, she was
Culled,” Leisel said in understanding, giving me a sympathetic
look. She took both my hands in hers and gave me a serious look,
her eyes bright with unshed tears. “I promise you that things will
be different under Jack and me.” She hugged me again, tighter this
time. “That is, if I manage to live long enough to get
married.”

“You mean
someone is really trying to kill you?” I asked. I remembered our
conversation in the kitchen.

“Yes. My
guards tell me they’ve stumbled upon an assassination plot. Someone
wants me dead! Someone doesn’t want me to marry Jack,” she
moaned.

“It doesn’t
make any sense though,” I said.

I was trying
to sort it all out in my head, but my thoughts were getting
confused. It must be from the wine. I put my glass down.

“It makes
perfect sense, Sunny. Jack and I don’t want to live with things the
way they are now. We want change. But there’s someone out there
that doesn’t agree with us. So they’re trying to stop the marriage
by murdering me.”

There were
questions trying to make their way into my muddled thoughts. Like
why not kill Jack? He would be an easier target than the
President’s daughter.

“Oh, it’s all
so hopeless. My guards think the assassins will wait until my
wedding day, when I’m in public. Daddy’s holding the wedding in the
main reception hall of the Dome so that everyone can come and see
us get married. I’ll have no protection.”

“You’ll be
defenseless!” I cried hopelessly.

I was
surprised to hear my words slurring together. I tried to picture
the main reception hall in my head. I think it had at least one
level looking down on it. She would be out in the open for anyone
to take a shot at. I didn’t want to see her killed. She and Jack
were going to change life in the Dome. They might be our only
hope.

“There must be
something you can do. Tell your father. He’ll change the wedding
plans,” I suggested.

“I’ve tried to
tell my father, but he thinks I’m crazy. The thing is, I can’t tell
my father that Jack and I plan to make changes. He would never
approve and would probably call off the wedding altogether. The
wedding needs to happen. I just need to find a way to stay safe,”
she pondered sadly.

“I wish I
could help,” I said sincerely. I was feeling like all the hope she
had just given me for a better future in the Pit was about to be
lost. If she and Jack didn’t get married, we would always live
under the oppression of President Holt.

“Maybe you can
help Sunny,” Leisel said, her expression brightening.

“Anything
Leisel. I’ll help anyway I can,” I said eagerly. I took a big sip
of wine and emptied my glass. Leisel refilled it.

“Maybe you can
take my place in the wedding,” she said.
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I didn’t know
what I was expecting, but it wasn’t that. Take her place? As in
be the bride? I shook my head no. It would never work.

“Just listen
for a minute,” Leisel pleaded. I couldn’t really get up and leave,
so I stayed and listened. “We’re the same height but I’m a little…
well healthier than you are,” she said of her plump figure.
“My wedding dress is big enough for you to put a bulletproof vest
on under it. We can cover up your hair with a wig and I have a veil
that will go over your face. No one will ever know it’s you and not
me.”

“Your fiancé
will know!” I blurted out. The entire Dome would be watching the
wedding. Someone was bound to notice.

“Jack!” Leisel
called out. “Can you come in here for a minute?”

A tired
looking Jack came into the room. His tie was gone and his shirt was
unbuttoned and wrinkled. It looked like he had been sleeping.

“Sunny and I
have an idea,” Leisel began. I opened my mouth to correct her, but
she cut me off before I had a chance. “We were thinking that she
could pose as me during the wedding. Now I know what you’re
thinking – it’s a crazy idea. But she’s thin enough to get
bulletproof clothing under the dress and we’ll keep her face
covered. No one will suspect a thing.”

“Leisel, is
this about the assassination plot again?” Jack asked in an
irritated tone.

I was
surprised he would be so callous about his fiancée’s life being in
danger. If my life were in danger, Reyes would do anything to
protect me. I took another sip of wine.

“Of course!
What else would it be about?” Leisel said annoyed.

“I think the
guards have been filling your head with nonsense. I had some people
check into the possibility of a plot and nothing’s been uncovered,”
Jack assured her.

“Are you
accusing me of lying?” Leisel asked in disbelief.

“No. I’m
saying someone’s trying to scare you,” he corrected her. He was
beginning to look worried.

“My guards
wouldn’t lie to me. And I can’t believe how easily you just dismiss
it. Maybe you don’t love me Jack. Maybe this whole wedding is a big
mistake,” she said, bursting into tears.

“Leisel!” Jack
crossed the room and pulled her off the sofa and into his arms.
“You know that’s not true. I want more than anything to be your
husband.”

Not the first
time tonight I felt that I really shouldn’t be here witnessing
their intimacy. Although I believed Leisel did have a point. Jack
hadn’t exactly declared his love yet.

“If that’s
true then you’ll want to protect me. Do this for me,” she
pouted.

“But if she’s
the bride then I won’t be marrying you will I?” Jack said gently.
Leisel refused to look at him. He lifted her chin to meet his gaze.
“Will I?” he insisted.

“It will be
me. Just by proxy, that’s all. She can walk down the aisle and
exchange vows with you – that doesn’t legally make you married to
each other. We have to scan-in and register to make it legal. So
I’ll just meet you in the Registry room and exchange places with
her. It will work,” Leisel pleaded.

“Leisel, it’s
a crazy idea. Of course it won’t work. There will be other people
in the Registry room witnessing our scan-in,” Jack said,
annoyed.

“Not if I tell
my father I don’t want anyone else in the room. He knows I’m not
happy about how public he’s making my wedding. If I ask for just
this one, short, private moment, he’ll give it to me.”

Jack dropped
his arms from her waist and took a step back. He raised his arm and
raked his hand through his hair. It was easy to see that he didn’t
like her plan, but was feeling backed into a corner.

“I don’t want
to die, Jack, and I’m really scared!” Leisel pleaded. She threw her
arms around him. “We have such a bright future planned together. I
don’t want anything to take that away.”

At the sight
of them clinging to each, I stared back down at my wine glass. They
obviously had some issues to work out and I was feeling awkward
being there.

“I don’t see
how it’s going to work Leisel,” he sounded frustrated.

“Will you
agree if I promise to tell my father? He’s worried about the
assassination plot too, but he doesn’t want to call off the
wedding. After all, he’s using our wedding to show everyone that
life is still good in the Dome, so he can’t very well cancel it
because someone is trying to kill me,” she reasoned with him.

“If your
father approves, then I’ll agree to your plan,” Jack said
reluctantly.

“Then I’ll
tell him. I know he’ll approve,” Leisel said victoriously. He
smiled and pulled her close and kissed her lightly on the lips. “Oh
Jack, I knew you’d understand. I knew you’d want to protect me,”
Leisel said, happily snuggling his neck.

I cleared my
throat.

“Oh, Sunny!
Sorry, we got a little carried away,” Leisel apologized.

She let go of
Jack and came back to sit on the sofa beside me. Her tears were
gone now, replaced with a smile. I was hoping the lovebirds wanted
to be alone and they would let me go home. “It looks like we’ll go
through with our little plan.”

I didn’t
recall agreeing.

“Leisel, I’m
not sure I’m comfortable with the idea. I mean there will be a lot
of people watching…” I began.

“Sunny, I
thought you agreed with this? You understand how important our
marriage is, don’t you? You want to support us?” she pouted.

“I do! I just
think if it doesn’t work… if I’m caught…” I said awkwardly. Would
she be angry with me for fearing for my own life?

“I know it’s a
big favour I’m asking of you. It’s a risk for me too, even with my
father’s approval. But if the risks are worth it in the end…”
Leisel said, her voice trailing off and her expression becoming
serious. “You know, when I saw your friend Summer stealing food, I
was obligated to report her to her to the authorities. But I
didn’t.” Leisel’s hand came up to caress my hair. “You know, I’m
still obligated to tell the truth about her. If anyone asks me if I
saw anything, I’d have to say yes. I could get into a lot of
trouble for lying. But sometimes friends do things for each
other.”

Although my
head was swimming from the wine, the implication of her words did
not escape me. Do this for her or she would report Summer.

“Yes. I’ll do
it,” I whispered in defeat. I didn’t really have a choice. “It’s
very late. Can I go home now? I have to work in the morning.”

“No silly, you
can’t go home! You’ll have to stay here. We have a lot of work to
do before the wedding.” A smile lit up her face and she hugged
me.

I just wanted
to go home. I wanted to be with my father. I wanted to make sure
Summer was home safe and sound. I wanted to tell Reyes everything
was fine. I missed them. It felt like it’s been forever since I saw
them. Why won’t she let me go?

“You can stay
here in Jack’s room. He can take the sofa and you can have the
bed,” Leisel offered.

“What?” Jack
exclaimed.

“Well, you
requested her from the party. No one will question it if she spends
the night here,” Leisel reminded him.

“I requested
her for you, not me,” he said angrily.

“Jack, be
reasonable. She can’t go home. I need to fit her with the wedding
dress, teach her how to walk down the aisle, how to act, and well
everything. There’s so much to do and not much time left before the
wedding,” Leisel said in a panicked voice.

“But I need to
go to work in the morning. I’ll lose my job if I don’t show up,” I
interjected. Was it the wine that was making me so brazen in the
face of these two important bourge? I had never even spoken to a
guard like this before.

“Sunny, don’t
worry about your job. When this is all over, I’m going to hire you
to be my personal maid. We’re always going to be good friends,”
Leisel said happily. She stood then and went to Jack. “I’m going to
go and get some sleep. I suggest you two do the same. We have a big
day ahead of us tomorrow.” She kissed her fiancé on the lips and
then skipped out the door.

The apartment
suddenly became very quiet except for the soft music playing in the
background. Jack stood in the middle of the room looking at me. I
remained on the sofa looking at him. My head was starting to pound
and the food I ate sat heavy in my stomach. I really didn’t feel
good. I really just wanted to go home.

“You can have
the bed,” Jack broke the silence.

“Um… if I
could just go home…” I began.

“You heard
her, you can’t!” he snapped. He raked a hand through his hair. He
looked upset and I didn’t want to provoke him anymore. He could do
whatever he wanted to me and no one would ever question it.

“I’ll stay on
the sofa,” I offered quietly. I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want
to be in his bedroom.

“It’s better
if you’re in my bed. If someone comes by and checks… they’ll be
expecting… you know,” he stammered.

“Okay,” I
agreed. What else could I do? I set my half empty wine glass on the
table and stood up. Suddenly the room was spinning around and I was
losing my balance.

“Whoa! How
much wine did you have?” he asked. He was standing next to me,
holding my arm in case I fell down. I didn’t remember him even
moving.

“I didn’t
think…” I put my hand to my head. I wished it would stop
spinning.

“You’ve never
had wine before, have you?” he asked.

“No,” I
managed to say. My stomach was roiling. “I don’t feel good.”

In an instant
Jack picked me up and carried me into his bathroom where I promptly
vomited.
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The pounding
in my head wouldn’t let me sleep anymore and I reluctantly woke up.
A big fluffy blanket was on top of me and I threw it off. The room
was hot enough. I realized I was wearing nothing but my
underclothes and the bed I was sleeping in wasn’t familiar. It was
big, soft, and very uncomfortable. I tried to sit up but it only
made the pounding in my head worse. I was thirsty. I noticed a
glass of water next to the bed and I sat up and drained it. The
change in elevation didn’t help my head at all, but the cool liquid
sliding down my throat felt heavenly. I fell back on the bed,
exhausted with my exertion. I tried to recall the night’s
events.

The last thing
I remembered was getting sick. I looked across the room and saw the
large bathroom Jack took me into. If I wasn’t feeling so awful, I’d
probably be astonished that he had his own shower and tub, but all
I could do was wonder if there was more water in there. I swung my
legs off the bed and stood up. It felt like my head was going to
blow right off my neck. I stumbled in and found a tap. I turned it
on and ducked my head under and drank.

I went back to
the room and lay down on the bed. I didn’t know where Jack was and
I didn’t want to know. The bed felt so uncomfortable and the room
so hot. The temperature in the Dome was so much warmer than the
Pit. I rolled off the bed and onto the floor. The carpet was about
the same thickness as my own bed and it was cooler on the floor. I
managed to drift back to sleep.

“Sunny?
Spring? Summer?” A frantic voice disturbed my sleep. Was it Reyes?
“What’s your name, where are you?”

The voice was
demanding now. It sounded angry. I pushed myself up onto my elbow
and was relieved to find my head didn’t hurt as much as it did last
night. I remembered that I wasn’t dressed, so I pulled the blanket
off the bed to cover myself. Suddenly, Jack Kenner’s face peered
over the side of the bed at me.

“What are you
doing down there? Did you fall out of bed?” he asked.

Would he
understand that I preferred the floor to his soft bed? Probably
not.

“Yeah,” I
lied.

“Are you
okay?” he inquired.

“Just fine,” I
said sarcastically. My head was hurting, I had an unquenchable
thirst and my stomach was growling again. And all I wanted to do
was go home.

“You scared
me. I thought maybe you found a way to get out of here. Leisel
would’ve killed me,” he said.

“I’m here,” I
said, as much as I would prefer not to be.

“Come on. They
delivered a protein drink to me this morning in case I had a
hangover. You have it.” He rolled off the bed and threw a bathrobe
at me. “Wear this. Your dress needs to be washed.”

Tentatively I
stood up. Not as bad as last night, but not great either. I
gratefully put on the bathrobe.

Jack was
sitting on the sofa reading something on a computer tablet when I
came into the living room. He looked up at me and held out a glass.
I accepted it and sat down on one of the chairs. I took a sip. It
tasted like the food we get in the Pit. I gulped it down.

“Slowly or
you’re going to get sick again,” he warned. “Do you remember
everything from last night?”

I thought for
a moment. I remembered agreeing to be the bride at his wedding. I
also remembered not having much choice in the matter.

“I think so.
You and Leisel want me to pose as the bride because you’re afraid
someone is trying to kill her,” I said.

“Well, you’re
almost right. It’s what Leisel wants, not me,” he corrected.

“Right,” I
agreed.

“I am going to
marry Leisel no matter what. I just prefer she’s the one standing
beside me at the altar. So how are you and I going to make that
happen?” he asked. He took his blue eyes off his tablet to give me
a direct look.

“Me? What can
I do? I’m powerless,” I shrugged.

“I disagree.
She seems to really like you. You might be able to influence her,”
he said, still scrutinizing me.

“Me? Have
influence over the President’s daughter?” I laughed. Even the
thought was absurd.

“Just convince
her that no one is trying to assassinate her,” he said in an
exasperated tone.

I realized how
impossible my situation was. I was caught between two of the most
powerful people under the Dome next to the President. And I was no
one. If I didn’t help Leisel, she would report Summer to the
authorities and have her punished for stealing food. If I did help
Leisel, then I can only imagine what Jack would do to me. Either
way, I was in trouble.

Instead of my
own impossible situation, I tried to focus on the fact that Leisel
and Jack wanted things to change in the Pit. If that were true,
then I would do anything to ensure they were married.

“I might get
myself in trouble with you for saying this, but she told me about
your plans together. She told me that you both want to… change the
way things are,” I began hesitantly. Had I said too much? He didn’t
say anything so I continued. “I know this is completely unimportant
and doesn’t have anything to do with your wedding, but recently my
mom was Culled and my dad lost his job. I know he shouldn’t have!
He should’ve been a good worker and gotten to work on time, but
he’s just so sad right now… and I am too. I mean I miss my mom so
much. But if I don’t keep my job, my Dad and I are going to lose
our home. Do you know what that means where I come from? To lose
your source of credit?” I asked with uncertainty.

“Look, I know
you probably have issues in your life and I’m really sorry for you.
But I can’t change anything. I don’t have that kind of power,” Jack
dismissed me.

“I know you
don’t have that kind of power – yet,” I rushed to say before he
could continue. “And I know my situation isn’t important to you.
But what is important to me is that when you become
President, you can change things.”

“I don’t know
what my fiancée has discussed with you, but any plans she and I
make for our future together are private. And if our private plans
were ever made public, well let’s just say we would never be given
the leadership role,” he said, glaring at me.

It struck me
then that he thought I was trying to blackmail him, which was the
furthest thing from my mind. Who would listen to an urchin
anyway?

“Please don’t
misunderstand me. All I’m trying to say is that if you and Leisel
want to make life better for us in the Pit, then I owe it to
everyone I love to make sure you become President one day. So if
someone is really trying to kill her, then I will do whatever it
takes to protect her,” I said passionately.

Something in
his expression changed when I said that. He almost seemed surprised
by my words. His intense blue eyes held my gaze for longer than I
was comfortable with. He seemed to want to look inside me, see
right into my soul. Maybe he thought I was lying.

“So you’re
saying you’ll pose as the bride and risk taking a bullet for her in
order to save your people?” he asked incredulously.

“Yes,” I
confirmed.

I knew what I
was saying could be considered treason. Jack could call in the
guards and have me arrested right now. But I was going on the hope
that what Leisel told me was true - that they really did have plans
together to change the Dome.

“So, you’re
not going to talk her out of this?” Jack pressed.

“Look, I don’t
want to be the bride any more than you want me to be. But the only
way we’ll change her mind is to come up with a new plan,” I
said.

The doorbell
rang and Jack set his computer down to go and answer it. Leisel
swept into the room wearing a big smile and carrying a large
garment bag.

“Good morning,
Jack,” she said and kissed him.

“Darling,” he
responded and kissed her back.

“Look what I
brought you, Sunny.” Leisel held out the garment bag for me to see,
then laid it carefully across the sofa and unzipped it. “Isn’t it
beautiful?”

“Leisel, I’m
not supposed to see it!” Jack said, suddenly turning into the
playful bridegroom.

“Then go
away,” she teased him. He left and went into the bedroom. “He
behaved himself with you last night, right?” Leisel asked me.

“He was very
nice. He slept on the sofa and gave me his bed. He loves you very
much. I don’t think you should worry,” I assured her. Then I
remembered I was wearing his robe and suddenly felt
uncomfortable.

“Oh, you need
some clothes, don’t you? I forgot. I’ll bring some later,” she
said. It was almost as if she read my mind again. “But right now,
maybe you wouldn’t mind trying this on,” she almost sang out.

She produced
her wedding dress with a dramatic flourish. I knew I should feel
very honored. There were thousands of people excitedly anticipating
seeing her wedding dress tomorrow and here I was about to try it
on. But I was all too aware of what it would mean for me to wear
this dress and walk down the aisle. I could be caught. I could be
shot.

The dress was
beyond beautiful. The top of the dress was silk with a high collar
around the back and sides of the neck, but fell away in the front
to plunge into a deep “V.” The bodice was form fitting to mid-hip,
then the silk seamlessly draped away into a waterfall of chiffon.
The back of the dress was just as stunning with a row of diamond
buttons ending at the small of the back in a cluster of silk and
chiffon roses. From there the dress cascaded away into a long
train.

“It’s
beautiful Leisel.” I said, almost speechless.

“Isn’t it? I
had it replicated from a picture in an old magazine. I saw it years
ago and thought if I ever got married, this would be my dress,” she
said wistfully.

“I can see
why. You’ll look beautiful in it,” I said.

“No,
you’ll look beautiful in it,” Leisel said in all
seriousness. “Try it on, but first this,” she produced a thick
vest. “You’ll be bulletproof.”

With Jack out
of the room, I took off his robe and pulled the vest over my head.
It felt heavy and hung from my slight frame. But Leisel began
adjusting the velco fasteners and pulled the vest snugger to fit my
form. Next, she slipped the dress over my head. Even with the
bulletproof vest the dress was too big. It looked horrible.

“It’s not
going to work,” I complained.

“Don’t
despair. I’ve brought pins,” she declared.

She set to
work taking it in on either side, pulling it this way, tucking it
that way. At least we were the same height so it didn’t need to be
hemmed.

“There,” she
said in awe.

I looked at
myself in the mirror. Was that really me?

“The dress
makes me look beautiful,” I said breathlessly. I wasn’t being
modest. The dress was truly spectacular.

“No. You make
the dress. It never looked this good on me,” she said.

“I’m sure
that’s not true, Leisel. It was made for you and,” she held her
hand up to cut me off.

“No argument.
You look beautiful in it. In fact when you get married – I mean for
real – you can wear this dress and I want to be there to see
it!” she exclaimed.

“What?” I
blurted out. Leisel laughed at my confusion.

“Well I think
it’s a shame that no one will actually get to see you in this
dress. Everyone will think you’re me. You’re helping me out so much
Sunny, the least I can do is let you borrow it for when you marry
that handsome man you were telling me about last night,” Leisel
said, smoothing my hair back into a pony tail. “And I hope you’ll
let me be part of your special day too.”

I had to
actually think about what she was proposing; me in a big white
wedding dress, down in the Pit, marrying Reyes with bourge as
guests - and not just any bourge, but the President’s daughter.
Somehow, I just couldn’t see it happening. I managed to stifle my
laughter, but not before my lips broke into a huge smile.

“See, I knew
that would make you happy,” Leisel said, hugging me.

“It’s not the
dress that makes me happy, Leisel. It’s the thought of living in a
world where I could have a wedding with you there as my friend,” I
said truthfully.

If going
through with this wedding meant saving Summer in the short run and
the Pit in the long run, then it would all be worth it. Leisel and
Jack were exactly the hope everyone in the Pit has been praying
for. The hope that one day we could live our lives – our entire
natural lives – working beside the bourge instead of for them. As
much as I was coming to like Leisel, it wasn’t for her that I was
doing this.

“It’s the same
world I want to live in too. I’ve never had a best friend before,
Sunny. I don’t ever want to lose our friendship,” she said.

Our eyes met
in the mirror and I could see the sincerity on her face. I couldn’t
help the feeling of elation creeping into my heart. I wished my
mother could be here to see me. To know that I was doing my part to
help these two people come to power and create a society where we
could all live in the Dome as equals. As friends.

“Well, don’t
make me cry! My make-up is going to run and Jack and I have a
televised interview this morning. Do you believe people want to
know about us?” Leisel shook her head in disbelief. “Why? We’re so
boring.”

Too swept up
in our plans, I had forgotten all about the excitement rippling
through the Dome about the upcoming nuptials. They had been showing
the young couple on television as often as possible, getting
everyone excited. Although, down in the Pit people were more
excited about being treated to a feast than they were in watching
them get married. But that wasn’t something I would ever share with
Leisel.

“I don’t think
you’re boring. I think sharing your wedding day with everyone makes
you closer to them. People really like you,” I offered.

“You’re so
sweet.” Leisel gave me another hug. “Speaking of the interview, I
need to finish getting ready. I’ll just slip you out of the dress –
careful of the pins. They need to stay exactly as they are. When we
switch in the Registry room, I can just remove them and then the
dress will fit me again.”

I put Jack’s
robe back on while she carefully tucked the dress away into the
garment bag.

“I probably
won’t see you again until tonight. But you look like you should get
some sleep anyway. I didn’t want to say anything, Sunny, but you
look exhausted.” And then she was gone.

Jack peeked
his head around the corner.

“All clear?”
he asked me.

I nodded.
“Leisel is gone to get ready for the interview.”

“About that,”
Jack began, “I’m not going to be here most of the day, so you’ll be
on your own. Once I lock the door, I’m the only one that can unlock
it so you won’t be able to leave. Which is for the best, because if
you’re caught walking around up here unescorted, it won’t be good
for you. Do you understand?” he asked, giving me a pointed look. He
expected me to respond.

“Can’t I just
go home please? I promise to come right back. You don’t need to
hold me as prisoner,” I pleaded.

“I’m really
sorry but that’s not possible,” he said. I could tell by the look
on his face that he truly felt bad about it. “I want you to know
that your loyalty to my fiancée won’t go unrewarded. Once we’re
married, I’ll make sure you and your family are taken care of. It’s
the least we can do.”

I was sickened
when I realized he thought I was doing this for my own personal
gain. I thought I had made my intentions clear. I wanted to say
something, but the doorbell interrupted our conversation. Jack
motioned for me to go into the bedroom. A few seconds later, he
told me it was okay to come back.

“Here’s your
breakfast,” he said, setting a tray on the table.

There was a
time when the Dome used replicators for meals, but it was
discovered that processing the food that way resulted in lost
vitamins and enzymes. Now the kitchens produced food the old
fashioned way and served it in cafeterias throughout the Dome. I
shouldn’t be surprised that Jack Kenner was having his meals
delivered though. He came from an important family and would one
day be the most important person inside the Dome. Having personal
servants to do his bidding reminded me of just who I was dealing
with.

“I can trust
you alone here today, can’t I?” he asked me.

I could feel
the heat of my blush creeping up from my neck to cover my cheeks.
Did he think because I came from the Pit that I was a thief?
Untrustworthy?

“Yes, sir,” I
said looking at the floor. I was too humiliated to look him in the
eyes. I heard the door open and close.

I was
alone.


 


 Chapter Seven

 


 


My feet seemed
to be rooted to the exact spot where I was standing. I listened and
waited. Waiting for what I wasn’t sure. A hand turning the
doorknob? Guards to come crashing through and arrest me? But the
only sound in the apartment was the sound of my own breathing. I
took a tentative step, breaking my legs free from their temporary
paralysis. I heard the whisper of my foot sinking back into the
carpet and froze. Was anyone in the hallway? Could they have heard
it too? I waited and listened again. No one was coming. I knew I
was being paranoid. Why would anyone come barging into Jack
Kenner’s apartment without permission?

My focus
turned to the tray of food sitting on the table and my stomach gave
a growl at the sight of it. I put my hand over my tummy to muffle
the sound. I was pretty sure they heard it all the way down in the
Pit. I grabbed the tray and ran on my tiptoes into the bedroom and
sat down on the floor where I slept the night before. I felt safer
here. If someone did come into the apartment I could roll under the
bed and hide.

I took the lid
off the tray and savoured the smell of breakfast. Two eggs, a piece
of ham, bread and fruit. It was more food than I was given in the
Pit for an entire day. I ate one egg and some of the bread, then
replaced the tray top and tucked the leftovers under the bed for
later. Then I sat there on the floor with absolutely nothing to
do.

Carefully, I
tiptoed back out into the living room. I wanted to turn on the
television to watch the interview when it aired, but I was afraid
it would make too much noise. I was never interested in the royal
couple before, but now that they wanted me to dress up as a decoy
bride for any would-be assassins, my interest in them had peaked.
Sure I had seen them on television before, but they were just
images on a screen then. Now I knew them personally. Leisel’s
gentle disposition had taken me by surprise. I guess I had assumed
that the daughter of the President would never have time for an
urchin like me, yet she was kind and generous. Jack on the hand was
still an enigma. Did he really want to change the Dome for the
better? I didn’t doubt Leisel’s sincerity, but Jack seemed less
enthusiastic about it.

It occurred to
me that I was standing in his apartment and maybe I could find out
more about him. I knew I shouldn’t snoop in his personal things. In
fact, I had told him he could trust me. But if I was going to risk
my life for him so he could one day hold the office of President,
then I owed it to myself to make sure he was worthy of it.

I opened the
cabinet doors on either side of the television and was pleasantly
surprised to discover shelves full of old books and magazines. Some
of the magazines dated as far back as the 1990’s. They had a look
of originality to them, not like the stiff and glossy replicated
ones. A pair of white gloves sat on one shelf and I assumed they
were required before touching the antique paper. I closed the
cabinets and looked in the drawer of the table, but there was only
a remote control for the television. I went back into his bedroom,
but all I found in his closet and dresser drawers were clothes.
There didn’t seem to be anything of a personal nature in the
apartment. No diaries, letters, or photographs. Only the library of
old books.

I went back to
the cabinet and put the gloves on. I recognized many classics I
learned about in school but never read like, Pride and
Prejudice, and Paradise Lost. Although I would love to
read them now, I was still hoping I wasn’t going to be here long
enough to finish them. I turned my attention to the magazines
instead. They ranged in topic from news and nature, to architecture
and computers. I took one out and looked at the front cover; it was
dated April 2012, and the headline read US and Nato Plan Defence
Project. The next one was dated May 2012, Russia Vows
Pre-Emptive Strike Against US and Nato. I jumped ahead to the
most recent magazine and the headline read Korea Not Happy with
Vice President Kenner’s Visit. The name Kenner had my
attention.

It was a short
commentary on Vice President Theodore Kenner’s meeting with North
Korea’s leader about working together to solve the current nuclear
crisis. The meeting didn’t go well because the North Korean leader
expected President Taylor, not the Vice President. The article went
on to say that instead of repairing relations between the two
countries, the rift had grown larger. It was dated January 2024.
The nuclear holocaust began in February 2024. Was the Kenner family
somehow implicated in the start of World War Three?

It was no
secret that the Holts and Kenners had never gotten along. Not that
we followed that kind of gossip in the Pit, it was just common
knowledge. The engagement of Leisel and Jack came as a surprise to
everyone. Maybe that’s why they were making such a big deal of the
wedding. The Holts were finally forgiving the Kenners for their
past mistakes.

I thumbed
through the rest of the magazines, but didn’t find anything related
to the Kenners. One headline dated early February 2024 read, Are
We on the Brink of World War Three? I couldn’t help but wonder
why our ancestors were smart enough to ask that question, but not
smart enough to avoid a war.

I couldn’t
find anything else about the Kenners and I decided reading about
nuclear war was depressing. I already knew how we all ended up
living in the Dome. What I wanted to know was when we could get
out.

I turned my
attention to the nature magazines. I selected a few and shut the
cabinet doors. As quietly as I could, I returned to my spot in the
bedroom and curled up to read. I felt safer tucked away in the
corner with my food tray close at hand.

The nature
magazines weren’t any more uplifting to read than the news
magazines. Most of the featured articles were about global warming
and how extreme droughts and vicious storms had wiped out more than
a third of the earth’s population. Food production had become a
global issue since the countries that received most of the rain
were the northern countries that didn’t receive enough sun to grow
the food. The world had become unbalanced. Even if there hadn’t
been a nuclear war, the human race seemed doomed anyway.

Feeling hungry
again, I took off the gloves and ate some of my food. I replaced
the lid and got up and washed my hands. For a moment, I was
startled at how loud the sound of running water was and I quickly
turned it off. But no one came running into the apartment to arrest
me. Feeling more confident now, I turned the water on again and
took a good long drink before I returned to my spot.

 


I didn’t
recall falling asleep, so I was surprised by a hand on my shoulder
waking me up. My immediate thought was that I’ve been caught in
Jack Kenner’s apartment. My heart was in my throat.

“Fall off the
bed again?” Jack asked, giving me a sarcastic grin.

“You scared
me,” I squeaked out.

“It’s time to
get up. Leisel wants you in her apartment to get ready for the
wedding,” he commanded.

“The
wedding?!” I asked in confusion. “How long have I been
sleeping?”

“You were
asleep when I got in last night. I decided to leave you that
way.”

I noticed the
magazines were gone. I felt ashamed at being caught with his
personal books. He had pointedly asked me if he could trust me and
I had said yes.

“I thought you
and Leisel were both coming back last night. I thought we would all
get the chance to talk again,” I began in a feeble attempt to find
a way out of this wedding.

“Leisel
decided to go straight back to her apartment last night. I think
she was angry with me for trying to talk her out of this little
farce,” he informed me.

“And did you?
Talk her out of it, I mean,” I asked hopefully, even though the
answer to that question was obvious. Now that the wedding day was
here, I wasn’t so sure about this plan. It wasn’t well thought out.
Too many things could go wrong.

“No. But she
promised me that she told her father. We should be safe,” he
said.

“Did you ask
the President? You know, just to make sure she really did tell
him?” I asked, hoping I wasn’t talking out of line.

“If Leisel
said she talked to her father, then I believe her,” he said in a
voice that brooked no argument. “Now we really are running out of
time.”

“I have
nothing to wear,” I pointed out. I was still in his bathrobe.

“That will
have to do,” he said, barely looking at me. “You’re ready
then?”

“I guess so,”
I said unhappily. I wasn’t feeling very enthusiastic. The
realization of what I was about to do was hitting me. My hands were
starting to shake.

“Just give me
a minute,” he said, picking up his computer tablet. He tapped away
on the screen. “Okay, that gives us 10 minutes. Let’s go.”

Jack opened
the door and tentatively checked up and down the halls before he
opened the door wide enough for me to exit. Putting his finger to
his lips he gave me the “ssshhh” sign and we quietly walked down
the hall and into the elevator. Leisel lived on the tenth floor,
the highest floor in the Dome. The ride was short and within
seconds we were exiting onto the tenth level.

The layout of
this floor was a little different than the eighth floor where Jack
lived. Instead of hallways feeding off the elevator lobby, there
were four large ornate doors. Above the doors were four family
names: Holt, West, Powell and Forbes, the four most powerful
families in the Dome. No one should be on this floor without a
formal invitation. In fact, I wondered why there weren’t any
guards.

Jack led me to
the door with Holt over the entrance. He waved his hand over the
scanner and the door clicked open. He opened it hesitantly and made
sure the hall was clear, and then waved me through. I was so scared
of being caught, my stomach was in a tight knot.

We quietly
made our way down the hall, hurrying as much as we could without
making noise. Then we heard it – the sound of a door opening. We
stopped dead in our tracks. There was nowhere to hide. A figure
stepped out into the hall and I held my breath for a second. Then I
saw it was Leisel. She motioned for us to hurry up and we rushed
inside her apartment.

“I’m so
relieved you’re here, Sunny! I kept torturing myself with thoughts
that you went back home - that you decided not to do this and I’d
have to make that walk myself. Thank you so much,” Leisel said
happily.

“I better go.
The guards will be back soon,” Jack announced.

“I’ll see you
soon, my love,” Leisel said, wrapping her arms around him.
“Everything will turn out just fine. I can’t wait for us to be
married.”

She gave him a
long, passionate kiss and I busied myself staring at the wall.

“I’m still
worried,” Jack said when the kiss was done, “but I trust you
Leisel.” He gave her one more kiss and then slipped out the
door.

“Well, I see
you’re still wearing that bathrobe,” Leisel laughed when she took
in my appearance. “Let’s get you into the shower. We have a lot of
work to do to get you ready for the wedding of the century.”
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Leisel’s
apartment was luxurious and I had never felt more out of place. She
led me through to her bathroom and gave me a warm, plush towel.
When she left me alone, I disrobed and stepped into the shower. The
set water temperature felt hot, but its warmth helped to relax my
tense muscles. I scrubbed myself from head to toe then reluctantly
turned the water off.

Leisel had
laid out a clean bathrobe for me and I put it on. Its silky
softness felt light against my skin after wearing Jack’s rough
terry-towel robe.

“You look much
better,” Leisel sighed when I emerged from the bathroom. “How are
you feeling?”

“Scared to
death,” I admitted. “But I know I’m doing the right thing helping
you, so I’ll get over it.”

“You’re so
brave, Sunny. What you’re doing for me is huge. I’ll never forget
it,” she declared and walked over to me and took both my hands in
hers. “Now, let’s get to work! I’ve told everyone I’d rather get
ready alone, so no one is going to disturb us. And I’ve already
ordered up food. We only have a few hours.”

The morning
passed by more quickly than I would have liked. Leisel started by
combing my wet hair into a tight bun at the base of my neck and
then fitted a wig – an exact replica of her own hair – over my
head. She tweezed my eyebrows to make them look more like her own.
Then she applied make-up on my face exactly the way she wore it.
When finished, she turned me around to look in the mirror. I was
amazed at what she had achieved. My face was thinner than hers was
and my eyes had large, black pupils so common among people from the
Pit, but otherwise we looked the same from a distance.

“With a veil
over your face, no one will know it’s not me.” Leisel looked
pleased with herself. “Only an hour left before my entourage picks
me up to escort me down to the wedding. Get a bite to eat and then
I’ll dress you.”

“I couldn’t
eat a thing,” I assured her. I was nauseous with fear.

“Ok - then
let’s do a rundown. My entourage will come and get you, which will
consist of my father flanked by his guards and another set of
guards for me. You won’t have to talk to my father, so don’t worry.
You’ll follow him – and never get ahead of him. The President is
always first. He’ll take the elevator with his guards and you’ll
wait for the next. The elevator will come back for you. The only
time you’ll be in my father’s company is in the downstairs elevator
lobby. That’s where the first set of cameras will be. My father and
I are supposed to pose for the cameras at that point. Then my
father will be taken away to his seat by the guards. Once seated,
the bride will begin her walk to the Altar. You’ll be on the second
floor and have to walk down the grand staircase. At the bottom,
just follow the white carpet up to the Altar. Jack will be there
waiting for you. Once you’re there, our Spiritual Leader will bless
the bride and groom then will ask you to commit to each other. The
answer is yes…” Leisel smiled at me, “but say it low. The
Leader won’t be suspicious of a nervous bride. Then you’re done,
you’ll be taken into the back room to scan in to the Registry.
That’s when I’ll meet you and change back into my wedding
dress.”

It all sounded
like clockwork, but I still wasn’t feeling very confident. Anything
could go wrong. My only safety net was that the President was in on
the plan. Still, if someone noticed I wasn’t Leisel, what then?
Would the President come to the aid of an urchin in front of the
entire Dome? Somehow I doubted it. I had to keep myself focused on
why I was doing this. To save Summer from being punished for
stealing food - to give everyone in the Pit hope for a better
future. I tried to take some confidence from this knowledge and
managed to lower my heart rate incrementally.

Leisel chatted
away happily to me as she fitted the bulletproof vest to my skinny
frame. It was flexible enough to show my small bosom, but she
decided to make me bigger by stuffing socks down my front. She
pushed the mounds this way and that until she was satisfied. Then
she eased the dress over my head. The pins were still there, but
she was careful not to stick me and the vest gave me added
protection. It seemed to take forever for her to do up the diamond
buttons in the back. Then it was time for the veil. She fixed it to
my wig and pulled a layer of tulle down over my face.

“There!” she
exclaimed excitedly.

She spun me
around to look in the full-length mirror. I looked like a bride who
just walked off the pages of a magazine.

“I don’t look
anything like myself,” I said with some relief.

“No one will
know it’s not me. I can’t even tell,” she laughed.

My heart
lurched when I heard a knock on the door. It was time.

“Don’t be
afraid. I love you for this,” Leisel said.

She gave me
one last hug and exited into her bedroom to get out of sight.

I took a deep
breath and answered the door. Two guards were waiting for me and
one of them had flowers in his hand. He held the flowers out to me
and I took them. Leisel never mentioned the flowers. I didn’t know
I was supposed to hold anything. I hoped my hands weren’t shaking
too much.

I stepped out
into the hall. The large door I came through with Jack just a few
hours ago stood wide open now and I could see the President and his
men waiting for the elevator. I began my walk, the walk that would
eventually take me all the way to the Altar. One of my guards was
ahead of me, one behind. Before I could reach the end of the hall,
I heard the elevator doors open and saw the President disappear
into it. I was relieved to see him go.

We stepped
into the elevator lobby and waited a minute for the elevator to
deposit the President. Then the guard pressed the button for it to
come back and retrieve us. I felt like such a criminal standing
there with them. Couldn’t they tell I wasn’t Leisel? Have they
noticed how much my bouquet is shaking? I was glad when the
elevator doors opened and I had to start moving again. One guard
went in first and then me. The train on the dress was long and
cumbersome, but the last guard very nicely picked it up and brought
it into the elevator with him. He pressed the button for level two
and the doors closed.

I felt trapped
in the small box with a guard on either side of me. I could hear my
own laboured breathing and tried to steady it, which only made it
worse. Now I was afraid of hyperventilating. The sensation of the
elevator descending wasn’t helping my stomach either. I kept my
eyes fixed on the seam of the doors and tried to will my body to
relax. It didn’t work. The doors opened and pandemonium ensued.

Bright lights
were pointed directly in my face and I felt my eyes rolling into
the back of my head. My eyes were sensitive enough to the light up
here in the Dome without having them aimed directly at me. People
were shouting questions at me. A few members of the media were
clapping at my arrival. Everyone wanted to know about my dress.
Then the President came to stand beside me and he placed his hand
on the small of my back. It took every bit of my will power not to
jump or scream at his touch. I had to remember he knew about the
plan and trust he wouldn’t deliberately expose me. So I mutely
stood next to him with the cameras pointed at us. He answered a few
questions. Somewhere in the distance, I heard music beginning to
play and his guards stepped forward to escort him to his seat. Some
of the cameras followed the President, but more stay focused on
me.

Then it was my
turn to make my way to the Altar. My guards escorted me from the
safety of the elevator lobby to the top of the grand staircase, but
left my side before I came into view of the public. I was on my own
from here. As I came to stand at the top of the staircase, the
music changed and the guests all stood. I began my descent down the
stairs and a few people clapped. There were gasps throughout the
crowd as they saw the dress for the first time. The cameras were
everywhere. I feared that someone was about to yell out that I was
an imposter. And then I remembered the reason why Leisel wanted me
to take her place. An assassin could have a gun pointed at me right
now.

I reached the
bottom of the stairs without falling, being shot or recognized. The
white carpet Leisel mentioned was there stretching all the way to
the Altar. There were red flower petals scattered on it and I
didn’t remember Leisel mentioning these. Was I supposed to avoid
stepping on them? I hoped not. I had enough on my mind.

As I walked
down the aisle, I heard a few people softly calling Leisel’s name,
but I refused to make eye contact with them. Instead, I turned my
gaze toward the Altar to see how far I had left to walk. The first
thing I noticed was a huge television screen behind the Altar with
live coverage of the bride walking down the aisle. I was so shocked
to see myself on television that I almost stumbled, but I also
realized with some relief that it was impossible to tell it wasn’t
Leisel under all this white fabric and tulle.

I looked for
Jack just as Leisel told me too, but could only find an official
looking military officer standing by the Altar. I wondered why he
was there. Leisel didn’t say anything about the military being
present. Have I been discovered? My legs began to weaken at the
thought. But then I recognized the man standing at the Altar in
uniform was indeed Jack Kenner. He looked so official it scared me.
My body began to recover from the shock of thinking I was caught. I
stayed focused on closing the distance between the Altar and me. It
seemed to take an eternity, but then I was finally standing beside
Jack Kenner with my back to the crowd.

The music
stopped and the room became quiet. My breathing was still laboured
and I was sure everyone could hear me.

“Who here
gives permission for this young couple to be joined?” the Spiritual
Leader asked the congregation.

“I do,” the
President said, standing up.

“We do,”
another couple said. I assumed they were Jack’s parents.

With
permission granted, the Spiritual Leader began his blessing. I
wished I could focus on what he was saying. I wished I had the
presence of mind to understand every word. But I couldn’t. I was
too busy trying to stop my hands from shaking. My legs were
beginning to feel weak too.

“Leisel, my
darling,” Jack gently prompted me. Someone was standing beside me
with her hand out. “The flowers,” he whispered.

I handed the
flowers to the woman. I was afraid of dropping them anyway. Jack
picked up my left hand. The Spiritual Leader was saying something
again. I knew I should be listening. Everything was quiet again. I
could hear someone clear his throat in the back of the room
somewhere. Jack gave me an almost imperceptible nod of his head. I
remembered now. Leisel told me to say yes.

“Yes,” I said
breathlessly.

There was a
sigh from the crowd. I must have done it right. The Leader droned
on again.

“Yes,” I heard
Jack say in a loud and clear voice and then more sighs from the
crowd.

The Spiritual
Leader walked away to stand behind the Altar. He began another
blessing, picking up a small shiny object and holding it up in the
air. He placed the object on an open book and made the sign of a
cross above it. Then he picked up the book and returned to us and
handed the object to Jack. It was a ring with a large diamond in
the centre. Leisel didn’t mention a ring.

Jack took the
ring from the Leader and, still holding my hand in his, placed the
ring just on the tip of my finger. I could tell it was going to be
too big. I was angry that Leisel didn’t mention the ring. The
Leader began to read from a book and Jack repeated everything he
said word for word. Now I’m wondering if there was a ring for Jack
too and I was going to have to repeat everything the Leader said. I
would be caught for sure. Jack slipped the ring onto my finger and
as I thought, it was far too big. I curled my finger under it to
hold it in place.

Jack continued
to hold my hand and now the Leader was wrapping some kind of holy
cloth around our joined hands. I tried to steady my hands and kept
my eyes downcast. The Leader was so close to us that I was sure he
must be able to see I wasn’t Leisel. Then it was done. The cloth
was taken away. The crowd was clapping for us. Jack held his elbow
out toward me. This time I understood to take it, so I wrapped my
hand around his arm and we began the walk to the Registry room. I
was almost home!

The cameras
followed our slow progression to the Registry and I expected them
to stop when we walked through the door, but they kept coming in.
Someone had made a mistake. I was sure they would be asked to
leave. I glanced at Jack and he looked confused too, but he
remained calm. He just kept walking toward the table where an
ordinary scanner had been set up and decorated with flowers.

I almost
fainted when I saw the President and his guards come in behind us;
and then Jack’s parents, followed by the Spiritual Leader. How
could I switch with Leisel while all these people were here? Did
she forget to tell them this was supposed to be a private moment?
Jack’s arm tightened under my grip. I looked at him and I saw sweat
forming on his upper lip. He raked his free hand through his hair.
I noticed he always did that when he was frustrated.

“Ladies
first,” the Leader said beside me, holding out his hand for
mine.

I knew the
minute my hand was passed over the scanner the machine was going to
turn red and sound an alarm. I was not Leisel. My mind was
screaming with panic now and I looked desperately around the room
hoping to see Leisel’s face, but I didn’t see any sign of her.

“Miss Holt…
er, excuse me, Mrs. Kenner,” the Leader corrected his
mistake with a smile. A few people chuckled. “Your hand
please.”

This time he
didn’t wait for me to give my hand to him. He picked it up and
waved it in front of the scanner. It beeped and the green light lit
up. It took a few moments for the realization to penetrate my
numbed brain that a green light came on.

“Mr. Kenner,”
the Leader was asking for his hand.

All the color
had drained out of Jack’s face. His jaw was tightly clenched, but
he gave the Leader his hand. The scanner beeped and the green light
went on. The small group in the room was elated. Everyone clapped
and then each one began to make their way toward us to give their
congratulations.

“You haven’t
kissed the bride yet,” Jack’s mother pointed out.

Jack looked
down at me, his eyes wide with fear. They wanted him to remove my
veil and kiss me. I wanted the floor to open up and suck me back
down into the Pit. And somewhere in the distance, I could hear
voices being raised in alarm. Something was happening.

Before I could
make sense of anything going on around me, Leisel burst into the
room - very dishevelled Leisel with torn clothes and a few bruises.
Tears were streaming down her face.

“Daddy, HELP
me!” she screamed through tears, clutching her father’s arm before
she crumpled onto the floor. “You have to arrest them!”

Her finger was
pointed directly at us.
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All I could do
was stare dumbfounded at Leisel’s crumpled figure on the floor. Her
hands were covering her face and she appeared to be inconsolable. I
could see a bruise on her face and wondered who gave it to her. Did
the assassin find out about the switch? Did he find her?

“Leisel! What
are you doing?” Jack demanded, a stunned expression on his
face.

President Holt
nailed Jack with a deadly look. The threat was obvious. Jack
stopped talking.

Everyone in
the room was looking from her to me. Guards grabbed Jack and me,
twisting our arms behind our backs and cuffed us. Jack’s mother
walked directly toward me and ripped off my veil and the wig went
with it. I was exposed.

“Who the hell
is this?” she asked angrily.

I didn’t know
what to say. Would Leisel stand up for me? Would the President?

“Daddy! They
hurt me!” Leisel whaled, still pointing at us. “Jack decided that
he doesn’t love me anymore, and that he wanted her. So he
hit me and put me in a closet.”

She was
sobbing so hard she couldn’t go on. Her hands came up to cover her
face. Somewhere in my confused thoughts, it registered that Leisel
said they hurt me. I knew I didn’t give her the bruise, so
why was she including me in the blame?

“Someone get a
doctor!” the President appealed to the crowd. “My Leisel is hurt.
Get a doctor!” With wild eyes, he looked from one person to the
other beseeching someone to get help. Finally, someone ran out of
the room.

“Jack! What is
going on?” his mother asked in a low threatening voice. His father
looked to be in shock.

“It’s not what
it looks like mom. She planned this whole thing,” he said,
looking at Leisel.

“HE’S LYING!”
Leisel spat out through her tears. “He’s been hiding that…that…
urchin in his room for days - ever since his bachelor party.
Remember Daddy, I went to the party? Jack and I made plans that
night to be together… I know it was wrong. I shouldn’t have planned
to meet him when we weren’t even married. But when I went to his
apartment that night, he sent me away. I thought he was up to
something. And then… this morning…” Leisel broke down sobbing
again.

“Take a deep
breath my baby and tell Daddy what he did,” the President asked his
daughter softly. His tone of voice was in complete disagreement
with the murderous look he was giving Jack.

“He hit me
Daddy! He told me he didn’t love me and never has. He said he loved
that urchin girl. So he hit me and… I don’t remember much after
that. I woke up in the closet and couldn’t get out. He had put a
chair up against the door, but I just kept jiggling the door until
the chair finally fell. And then I came straight here.” Leisel
choked, sobbed, and gasped on her words.

“LEISEL, YOU
LYING LITTLE B,” Jack began, but his mother slapped him across his
face cutting off the rest of his words.

His mouth
gaped open and his eyes grew wider as he stared at his mother. An
angry red welt was beginning to appear along his cheek.

“How could you
Jack! How could you do this to us? To her!” Jack’s
mother said through angry tears.

“Mom I swear
to you! I’m the one being betrayed,” Jack said with conviction.
Anyone within hearing distance could hear the desperation of Jack’s
words. They came from somewhere deep inside him. “It wasn’t my
idea. She gave me no choice.”

Tears were
welling up in his eyes as he looked at his parents. I was stunned
to see this side of Jack Kenner. He no longer resembled the
powerful man who would one day become President. Now he looked like
a boy appealing to his parents to help him.

“I thought you
loved me,” Leisel sobbed hysterically, “but you were just
using me. Daddy, he told me he planned on making changes in
the Dome once he became President.” Leisel grabbed her father by
the lapels of his jacket, hanging onto him desperately. “He said he
wanted to change everything. He wants to break the Treaty with the
urchins. He wants to stop the Cull. He wants to change our entire
society. I told him it would never work. I told him we need to have
strict rules in the Pit so that their population doesn’t get out of
control, but he thinks he knows better.”

My mind was
trying to make sense of what she was saying. She told me she wanted
those changes too. She told me she wanted to make the Dome a better
place to live. I understood now that she manipulated me into doing
what she wanted. I played her game unknowingly. Whatever made me
believe I was anything more than an urchin to her? Whatever led me
to believe I could trust a bourge.

“Treason!” the
word escaped through the President’s tight lips. “You’re telling me
he spoke treason to you?”

“Yes, Daddy. I
don’t think he ever loved me. I think he just wanted to be
President,” Leisel whaled.

I watched the
President slowly get up and walk toward Jack, his eyes never
leaving Jack’s face. I was afraid that this might be it for us, or
at least for Jack. The President looked mad enough to kill. I
wished I could move my terrified limbs. I wished I were brave
enough to turn to the cameras and tell my Dad I loved him. Tell
Reyes I was sorry. Tell Summer to take care of them both for me.
But all I could do was watch the President come closer.

“The fabric of
our nation was founded on Democracy and Freedom for all. And you
would seek to destroy that and replace it with Communism?”
His face was red and his eyes looked wild. “Who do you think
destroyed our Nation and sent us into this Dome? Who do you think
sent the bombs? Communists!” the President spat.

His entire
body was shaking with anger and spittle was flying out of his mouth
and running down his chin. His face was completely red and he
looked insane. I saw him glance at one of the cameras out of the
corner of his eye and his disposition changed slightly. He smoothed
back his hair and straightened his well-decorated military
tunic.

“Apparently, I
have been so busy worrying about unseen enemies outside the
Dome that I didn’t notice the enemies we have inside. You,
Jack Kenner, will be put on trial for treason. If you are found
guilty, you will be executed according to our laws. And if you are
found guilty, I fully intend to hunt down all of your supporters.”
The President gave Jack’s parents a menacing look.

Three armed
Domers rushed into the room, adding even more chaos to the already
dramatic scene. The media people had to scramble to get out of
their way.

“Mr.
President, we need to get you out of here, Sir. There’s a riot
starting in the Pit,” one of the Domers said.

At this news,
the President dragged his eyes away from Jack and looked at me for
the first time. His murderous look was still there, but there was
something else too. Something in the way he was clenching his jaw
and drawing his lips into a sneer that made me think he hated me
even more than he hated Jack.

“Get Leisel to
safety,” the President instructed the guards. Then he turned and
looked directly into a camera. “Mobilize the guards and lockdown
the Pit. If they persist in this little demonstration, stop their
ventilation system until they do.” Now the President turned his
attention back to us. “This is not the first time that I regret the
fact that we don’t have a prison inside the Dome. Remand them to
Jack’s apartment and call the Council for an emergency meeting,”
the President ordered and strode out of the room.

The Domer
behind me tightened my cuffs and shoved me back out into the main
Reception area. The guests were going crazy. Everyone had witnessed
what just went on in the Registry on the giant television behind
the Altar and now they were seeing the two of us being marched out
in front of them for real. The guard behind me kept shoving me
forward, but with every other step he trampled the train of the
dress impeding my progress. At one point, I heard it rip and my
first inclination was to worry that I might be punished for the
dress being destroyed. But then I remembered I was doomed anyway.
There was no doubt in my mind I would be killed for what I had
done. And somehow, I found solace in the thought that I would never
have to worry about ruining a uniform ever again.

Jack was in
front of me fighting the guards every inch of the way. Obviously he
was angry and I didn’t blame him. The woman he thought loved him
just betrayed him and if Leisel was able to convince everyone of
his treason, then he was every bit as doomed as I was.

We were thrown
into an elevator together with a few guards, our hands still cuffed
behind our backs. I couldn’t help but wonder why they were treating
us so nicely. If we were in the Pit, we would have been beaten to
death by now, but no one had hit me even once.

The elevator
doors opened and we were shoved out. The guards remained behind us,
pushing us down the hall every inch of the way. The dress kept
dragging me down. For something that looked as light as air the
first time I saw it, it was turning out to be a chain around my
ankles. At last, we arrived at Jack’s apartment and the guards
roughly threw us inside. One guard stepped in and unlocked our
cuffs, and then left. As soon as we were alone, Jack turned on
me.

“Did you know
about this?” he demanded in an accusing tone.

His fists were
clenched at his sides and I could feel his anger permeating off of
him. I stood under the glare of his accusing eyes and it occurred
to me that this was the first time anyone had spoken to me since
the fiasco began. All morning, people had been talking all around
me, but no one had actually spoken to me. So far I had been an
outsider… a participant in the event, but not actually a prominent
player. I realized I liked the anonymity. It made my role less
important. I didn’t want Jack to take away that small shred of
comfort. I didn’t want him to talk to me. So I went into his
bedroom and returned to my safe little spot on the floor beside the
bed.

He didn’t
follow me, for which I was grateful. The dress still felt like a
dead weight wrapped around my legs, so I gathered it up and tucked
the train behind my back. It made a nice cushion against the hard
wall. I leaned back on it, smoothing out the front of the skirt. I
wondered if they would give me something else to wear when they
executed me or if I would have to die in this dress. I wished I had
my own clothes. If I was going to die, I wanted it to be as me and
not as some wannabe bourge.

I hadn’t
thought too much about Reyes until now. I wondered if he saw the
wedding. Of course he had. The entire Dome saw it. I tried to
imagine what it must have looked like on television. Could he tell
the entire wedding was a sham? Or did he think that I betrayed him?
I tried to remember how much Summer knew before we were separated.
She would have told Reyes that I went with Jack to see Leisel, but
then I never returned to the Pit. It must have been a shock to see
me on television standing where Leisel should’ve been beside Jack
Kenner.

I heard Jack
get up off the sofa and he came into the bedroom. How long had we
been in the apartment? An hour? More? I sank lower on the floor,
hoping he wouldn’t see me. No luck. He walked around the bed and
sat on the floor next to me.

“We have about
thirty minutes of privacy,” he said.

“I don’t
understand. What happens in thirty minutes?” I asked, even though I
wasn’t really interested in having a private moment with him.

“I was eight
years old the first time I hacked into the mainframe,” Jack held up
his computer tablet for me to see. “There are hidden cameras
everywhere, even in this room. Usually they’re not turned on in
private homes, but I’m guessing they’ve turned on mine now. Anyway,
I learned a long time ago how to super-impose a different feed over
what the camera was supposed to be recording. That’s how I got us
to Leisel’s apartment this morning without being caught. Right now,
if anyone is watching or listening, they’ll see us as we were
thirty minutes ago, not as we are now. Privacy,” he said with
satisfaction.

“Why do we
need privacy?” I asked suspiciously.

“Because I
want to know if you’re in on this with Leisel or not,” he said
directly.

His clear blue
eyes that I once thought were beautiful seemed cold and calculating
right now. I had a sudden irrational urge to lean forward and claw
those eyes out.

“The only
reason I find myself facing certain death is because I got caught
between two crazy bourge bent on destroying each other. And you
want to know if this is my fault?” I asked incredulously. My
anger was so intense that I couldn’t care less about who he was and
whether or not he had any power left.

“I’m sorry. If
you weren’t in on it with her, then you have every reason to be
upset,” he said, raking a hand through his hair. He studied me with
his blue eyes and I leaned back further against the wall hoping to
somehow evade them. I didn’t trust him. “I want you to know that
I’ve never lied to you. Your presence in all of this was…
unexpected. I completely misread Leisel. I thought I had her under
control.”

“What? Had
her under control?” I repeated. “That’s not exactly a
declaration of love toward your fiancée.”

“I never loved
Leisel,” he said matter-of-factly.

“So she was
right? You were just marrying her so you could become President?” I
asked incredulously.

“Yeah, I was,”
Jack laughed derisively. “But it sounds so seedy when you say
it.”

“Were you the
one that gave her the bruise? Did you lock her in the closet after
I left?” I questioned. All this time I thought it was Leisel who
betrayed Jack, but now…

“No!” Jack
shook his head. “I didn’t touch her. I don’t know who did that to
her. I just want you to know Leisel is the one who betrayed you,
not me. I think she planned the whole thing out the moment she met
you. You’re both the same height.”

“I’m confused.
Why do you care if I believe you betrayed me or not? Why are you so
intent on making sure I know Leisel is the guilty one? You’re not
exactly innocent in all of this,” I said.

“I don’t know.
Last confession? Unfortunately neither one of us has much longer to
live,” he shrugged. He finally dropped his gaze from my face and
looked at my hand resting in my lap. I still had the ring on. It
looked shiny resting against the white dress. A sad look came over
his face. “I’m guilty of a lot of things, but being a traitor isn’t
one of them. The true traitor is Damien Holt,” he said
bitterly.

“What does
President Holt have to do with this? I thought this was between you
and Leisel?” I asked and instantly regretted my question. I really
didn’t care. Whatever issues there were between Jack and the
President was for them to sort out. I was already dealing with the
backlash of getting caught between two bourge. I had learned my
lesson.

“When Leisel
told you I wanted change in the Dome, she wasn’t lying. I talked
about it with her a little to see how she would react, but she
doesn’t know the entire story. You see, my family heads up a secret
organization called Liberty. Our goal is to restore democracy to
our government.”

“Restore it?”
I asked in confusion. “We have a democratic government.”

“No we don’t.
Holt and his buddies have revised our history so much that most
people don’t know the truth. But the Kenners know the truth. We
have evidence.”

“What truth?
What evidence?” I asked. I had to admit my curiosity was aroused.
If I was going to be executed because of a secret organization
trying to take control away from the President, I wanted to at
least know whom they were.

“Where do I
begin? Well… probably at the beginning of the Dome’s history.” He
gave me a roguish smile. The smile made him almost seem human, but
I wished he would change out of his military uniform. He looked
like someone I should be afraid of. “My great, great, great, great,
great, great, grandfather – give or take a few greats – was
Theodore Kenner, Vice President of our nation before the bombs. He
entered the Dome as part of President Taylor’s entourage when the
bombs were launched. General Edward Holt was also part of
that entourage.” Jack emphasized the word General and paused to
look at me, to see if I understood what he was saying.

I couldn’t
remember ever hearing about a President Taylor. The Holt family had
always held the title of President.

“So the Holt
family wasn’t in line for the Presidency?” I asked, confused.

“Actually in a
democratic government there’s no such thing as being in line
for the Presidency. In a democracy, the People choose a leader
through an election process and, once elected, the leader is
expected to represent the People. But the Holt’s don’t operate that
way. What we have under the Holt regime is a dictatorship, which
gets passed along from generation to generation to only the males
in that family.”

“How did
Edward Holt become President then? Was he elected?” I asked.

“No. My family
has kept evidence all these years that implicates Edward Holt
murdered President Taylor and her husband.” He smiled at my look of
surprise. There had never been a woman President in the Dome. “My
ancestor, Vice President Kenner, kept a written journal and video
clips of his life in the Dome, which the Kenner family has kept all
these years. Every Kenner has read the journal and watched the
videos and we continue to share it with others who want to know the
truth. The video that made the most impact on me shows civilians
from the Valley climbing their way up the mountain to the open
hangar doors where military vehicles were still coming into the
Dome. They tried to fight their way in with them, but soldiers were
pushing them back and then used machine guns to stop them. It was
General Holt who had ordered the soldiers to do it, but President
Taylor called a halt to it. In the video, you can see bodies
everywhere, rivers of blood flowing down the mountain, but still
the people kept coming to the Dome. They had no choice. In the
video you can see the first of the bombs flying overhead on their
way to the major cities.” Jack paused a moment and I noticed his
eyes were bright with unshed tears. “No human being with a soul
could turn those people away and President Taylor didn’t. She told
the guards to let them through.

That caused a
huge rift between President Taylor and General Holt. His
cold-hearted behaviour bothered Taylor so much that she started
looking into Holt’s military career and during her investigation
she discovered that Holt had betrayed her – big time! It’s
complicated, but I’ll try and explain it. In order to launch a
nuclear warhead, two people are required to enter secret codes into
a computer that controls the bombs. This is a safety precaution to
make sure that a bomb never accidentally gets launched. The two
people who held those codes were President Taylor, the leader of
our nation, and General Edward Holt, the leader of our military.
President Taylor reluctantly agreed to launch the warheads after
General Holt informed her that both Russia and Korea had launched
at us. But General Holt had lied to her. No one had launched. When
she punched in her secret code and activated the warheads, she
started World War Three. Countries sent their warheads in
retaliation against us, not as an offensive strike. Then our Allies
launched in our defence, then their enemies launched in their
defence… and on and on it went until the Earth was destroyed.

When Taylor
discovered the betrayal, she was going to have the General formally
charged. She had already confided in Vice President Kenner about
everything she had found out, which is why all this ended up in his
journal. But from this point on, much of what Kenner writes was
hearsay. The President and her husband were murdered within hours
after she made her discovery and General Holt was the first one on
the murder scene. He took complete control of the investigation and
claimed to have found evidence that their murder was the result of
a conspiracy by the civilians – the same civilians they had so
generously given shelter from the bombs - to take over the Dome and
throw everyone else out. As the head of the military, it seemed
natural for Holt to be the one to step up as leader to get the
civilians under control. That’s when he struck the famous Treaty
with them - the Treaty that turned you into slaves.”

What Jack was
telling me was a lot to take in after the day I had. I was feeling
mentally exhausted. How was I supposed to react to all of this
information? He seemed so self-righteous in his confession, yet I
saw another side to his story. If the Dome had been built right in
our own Valley, why hadn’t the President and her entourage invited
us in when the bombs were launched? Why did the civilians have to
fight their way in? It sounded like there had been more than enough
room for their vehicles…

“Considering
the amount of time and effort the ruling class put into building a
secret shelter to protect themselves from a nuclear holocaust, it
seems to me they had damned us long before they launched the
bombs,” I said in a biting voice. I saw Jack’s look of surprise at
my words. I wondered if he was going to hit me, but I didn’t care.
I pressed on. “So the Kenner’s have known this all along and
haven’t exposed the Holts? Why? Why didn’t anyone fight for us? Why
didn’t Vice President Kenner step up and have him arrested?” I
demanded. Jack looked at me thoughtfully. I wasn’t sure if he was
mad or not.

“I’ll try to
explain, if I can. By rights Vice President Kenner should have
become the interim President until an election could be held. But
General Holt had control of the military and felt it was in the
best interests of the Dome to retain a military government. And not
only did he have the military behind him, but he was also in
possession of both his own codes and President Taylor’s codes for
the warheads. Remember I told you that two people are needed to
launch a nuclear warhead? There are warheads inside the Dome. It’s
part of the Dome’s defense system.

The codes get
passed to each President when he’s sworn in and only the Holts have
held that Office since the beginning of the Dome. There are a lot
of people living here who would like to see a return to our
democratic government, but the Holts still control the military and
the warheads. Every Holt that has come to power has threatened to
blow the entire Dome in the face of an uprising. So we try to have
a quiet revolution. We plan and plot and hope that one day we’ll
find the codes and usurp their power. I’ve tried to search the
computer mainframe and I can’t find them,” he said.

“I don’t
understand why General Holt wasn’t exposed back then. I mean if he
had the President’s codes, then the only way he could’ve gotten
them was from Taylor herself. But if he found her already
murdered…” I shook my head. If I could see the flaws in Edward
Holt’s story, couldn’t the people back then see the flaws too?
“Maybe he doesn’t have the codes. Maybe the Holt’s have been lying
all along in order to stay in control.”

“That’s a
really astute observation, Mrs. Kenner,” he said, giving me an
appreciative look.

It annoyed me
that he was surprised I had a brain. He really must think all
urchins were uneducated dolts. He continued, oblivious to my
infuriated expression.

“There is
documented medical evidence that President Taylor’s husband was
badly tortured before he was killed; however, there are two
different stories to explain this indisputable fact. Holt’s
explanation – which is in his official investigation report -
claims that the civilians tortured him in front of his wife in
order to manipulate her into giving the order for all officials to
leave the Dome so they could have it all to themselves. But VP
Kenner wrote in his journal that he believes it was Holt who
tortured President Taylor’s husband in order to get the codes out
of her. Officially, Holt claims the President whispered them to him
before she drew her last breath,” Jack said. He pulled his knees up
and rested his arms on them. His anger seemed to have been replaced
with melancholy.

“It doesn’t
change anything though, does it? I mean, knowing the
horrible history of how everything came to be doesn’t change it.
People in the Pit will continue to live as slaves, you and I will
be executed as traitors, and the bourge will continue to win,” I
said bitterly.

“That’s not
true. The Kenners know and we’ve shared the information with as
many people as we can trust. We do have supporters. We’re trying to
change things the only way we think we can without harming the
entire Dome. Try to understand that our family was cast way down
after Edward Holt became President. He didn’t want any reminders of
the old regime. The Kenners clawed their way back up, getting back
into the good graces of the four major families. My marriage to
Leisel was the moment my family had been waiting for. Once I became
President, we would have the codes to the bombs. We would control
of the Dome.”

“If the Holts
dislike the Kenners so much, how did you become engaged to Leisel
in the first place?” I asked purely out of curiosity.

“Because there
is no one else. When Edward Holt claimed the Presidency he made it
law that the title can’t get passed on to a woman. And they’ve been
lucky because every generation has produced at least one son,
except this generation. And usually the Holts choose their spouses
from the West, Powell or Forbes families, but there’s a
generational gap. The only boys in those families are under the age
of twelve. It’s the first time in the history of the Dome this has
happened. My mother noticed last year that Leisel was showing
interest in me and told me to pursue her romantically. When I asked
the President to marry his daughter, I promised she could keep her
last name and all our children would carry the name Holt as well.
He liked that. And Leisel said I was what she wanted and the
President always gives his daughter what she wants.”

“So you were
prepared to spend the rest of your life with someone you didn’t
love in order to restore democracy?” I asked. Jack nodded his
head.

“I just wanted
to be honest with you. After all that’s happened, you were owed an
explanation. I am truly sorry you got caught up in all of this.” He
reached for my hand and held it in both of his. Slowly he brought
it up to his lips and tenderly kissed it, then placed my hand back
on my lap. “Time’s up,” he said.

He went back
out into the living room.
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I allowed my
hand to remain in my lap exactly where Jack put it down. There was
still a tingling sensation where he had pressed his lips against my
skin. I stared at my hand, but it didn’t look any different. I
never expected kindness from a bourge, especially one so
aristocratic. If he thought I had anything to do with Leisel’s
betrayal, why didn’t he just beat me? Or kill me. No one would
care. But instead of hurting me, he confided in me. In fact, his
openness about his feelings toward President Holt and Leisel
shocked me. Treasonous words were never heard in the Dome.

I didn’t know
what to think of Jack Kenner or his story. If his family really was
intent on restoring democracy to the Dome, they have had almost
three hundred years to do it. Yet here we all were still at the
mercy of the Holts. I wondered if life would be any different if
Liberty succeeded. For all Jack’s talk about wanting to get rid of
the Holts, never once did he say life in the Pit would get any
better.

He seemed kind
enough, but he was definitely aware that I came from the Pit. I
felt it when he questioned if he could trust me to be alone in his
apartment; I heard it when he congratulated me on pointing out some
of the obvious flaws of his story. He thinks I am less than he is.
I wanted to scream at him that we are educated in the Pit. Maybe
not in elaborate schools like the bourge attended, but our common
rooms in the Pit served as classrooms during the day when the
adults were working. But in the Pit, the most valuable lesson was
to learn to think on your feet. Every urchin needed a quick mind to
get themselves out of situations that may otherwise result in a
beating or death. We have learned to live for the moment.

Maybe that was
the problem with the Kenners and Liberty. They were over-educated
in the classroom and no longer had the ability to think for
themselves. What other reason could there possibly be for them to
have never confronted the Holts over the past 283 years? But
instead of making a plan of action, they were having their quiet
revolution. I guess they weren’t as desperate for change as we were
in the Pit.

My stomach
gave a growl, reminding me I hadn’t eaten anything in more than a
day. The breakfast Jack had given me before he left for his
interview with Leisel was the last meal I had consumed. I looked
under the bed, relieved to find the tray of food was right where I
had hidden it. There was an egg, one and a half pieces of bread,
and almost a whole piece of ham left. I was about to take a bite of
the bread when I remembered Jack. He had been kind enough to me so
maybe I should share it. I returned to the living room, the dress
dragging behind me making a rustling noise.

“Decided to
join me?” Jack questioned, not looking up from his computer.

“What are you
doing?” I asked, looking at the tablet in his hand.

“Writing my
farewell letters,” he said and put the computer down. He raised his
eyebrows at the sight of the tray. “You’ve been hoarding food?”

“It’s what
every good urchin learns from an early age. That or starve,” I
said, offering him some of the food.

“Mmmmm… cold
eggs and ham. No thanks,” he said. A barely concealed look of
disgust crossed his features.

“Suit
yourself,” I shrugged. I guess you had to be an urchin to
appreciate that a meal was a meal no matter what temperature it
was.

I picked up
the piece of bread and sat in the chair across from him. I almost
choked on it when I heard the apartment door unlock. Leisel walked
in, a Domer following closely behind her. Jack was instantly on his
feet.

“Well here’s
the happy couple!” Leisel said with a smile on her face. “Oh and
look, you’re sharing a meagre breakfast. What is that anyway? Cold
ham?”

“What do you
want Leisel? Come to finish the job off yourself?” Jack
demanded.

“Well that’s
hardly the response I expected from my jilted fiancé. What, no
mourning the loss of my love?” Leisel sneered. Jack just glared at
her. “I thought not. I knew you never loved me Jack. And as much as
I would love to finish the job off myself, I would never deprive my
father of that pleasure. He’s really mad at you. I mean, it really
took some convincing on my part to get him to let me marry a Kenner
in the first place and then you turn around and do this to me.”
Leisel pouted. “Your family’s never going to recover from
this.”

“Leave them
out of it, Leisel. They have nothing to do with this. This is
between you and me,” Jack warned her.

“I think we
both know that’s not true Jack. Your family has been trying
to take mine down for hundreds of years. And now my father has
legitimate reason to destroy you all, starting with you,” she said
happily.

“Why? Why are
you doing this to me?” Jack asked between clenched teeth.

I noticed his
hands were now balled into fists at his side and every muscle in
his body was tensed and ready to spring across the room at her. I
saw the guard standing behind Leisel tense up too, his hand
reaching for his weapon. I found myself on my feet going to Jack,
grabbing his arm with both my hands. If he went for Leisel, there
was no doubt in my mind the guard would kill him and I didn’t want
to be left here all alone. I didn’t want to be executed alone. I
hung on tight to him.

“Sunny, how
touching. Oh, wait. I think I have a…a… tear in my eye,”
Leisel said sarcastically, wiping a non-existent tear from the
corner of her eye. I just wanted to wipe the sarcastic expression
off her face.

“Shut up
Leisel,” I snapped. My words shocked even me.

“So the urchin
has a voice. Not that you need one. I mean no one is putting you on
trial for anything. You’re going to die simply for wearing that
dress and marrying above your station in life. And by the way, I
lied to you - that dress looks way better on me.”

“You wish!”
Jack spat at her. Leisel looked taken aback and her guard stepped
forward to be at her side.

“Oh, keep your
little insults to yourself. I only came here to say thank you.
Thank you so much for playing your roles in my little plan so
flawlessly. I really do wish I had been there to see the
look on your faces when Sunny’s scan actually worked. I bet you
were so surprised,” she laughed. She was actually enjoying this.
Her guard was smiling too.

“So what is
your plan exactly Leisel? You might as well tell us. We’re going to
die anyway,” Jack prompted her.

“Why not,
Jack. My plan has always been to become President. I mean, who came
up with the rule that a woman can’t be President? You know when I
went to my father saying that a Kenner was the most eligible
bachelor in the Dome, I had hoped he might consider changing the
rules. I was absolutely flabbergasted when he said I could marry a
Kenner! He’d rather have a male Kenner as President than see his
own daughter inherit the title. So that little plan backfired and I
ended up engaged to you.” Leisel shook her head in
disbelief. “It was frustrating, you know? So I had to come up with
something else. That’s when I saw Sunny. We’re the same height and
I knew I could alter the dress. I couldn’t believe my luck when you
both agreed to go along with everything. I mean you both must’ve
been so desperate. You to become President Jack, and you, Sunny to
save your little friend.”

Summer! All
this time I was thinking about how Leisel betrayed me and never
thought that she probably went back on her word about Summer too. I
felt a knot forming in the pit of my stomach. I did this all for
nothing. I wanted to kill Leisel myself now. I dropped Jack’s arm
and headed straight for her, but he grabbed me around the waist
preventing me from reaching my target.

“Let me go!” I
forced the words out from between my clenched teeth.

“She’s not
worth it, Sunny! She’ll just kill you now,” Jack said.

“Listen to
him, Sunny, because I will,” Leisel said, all business now. The
sarcastic grin was gone from her face and her guard drew his gun.
“Desmond, put it away. Jack at least knows better.” Leisel placed
her hand over the guard’s, an intimate gesture that was hard to
miss. “Yes, we’re lovers,” she confirmed when she saw my eyes on
their hands. “Does that surprise you, Jack? That someone may
actually love me? Desmond and I have been together since I was
fourteen. When I’m President, we’ll live in a world where he and I
can get married. You see I do want change in the Dome.”

“I still don’t
see how you’re going to become President. Your father won’t agree
to that,” Jack said. He didn’t seem overly upset by the fact she
had a lover.

“Are you
kidding me? After the public betrayal I’ve gone through? The
humiliation of being the jilted bride… the broken heart I’m
suffering…” her voice trailed off and she shook her head at the
exaggerated tragedy of it all. “When I tell my father I never plan
on marrying again, he’ll understand completely. I mean, who’s left
for me to marry anyway? I’d have to start scraping the bottom of
the barrel to come up with someone who’s eligible and Daddy would
never stand for that. I’ll convince him the only way to keep a Holt
as President is to let me succeed him.”

“I guess you
have it all worked out then, Leisel. Thanks for stopping by,” Jack
dismissed her.

“Oh, don’t be
like that Jack. We did have a few good moments during our…
relationship,” she purred.

“To be honest
Leisel, I detested the sight of you. So you can imagine what inner
strength it took for me not to run every time you touched me. I
guess I should thank you too. Turns out the thought of getting a
bullet in my head isn’t nearly as bad as the stress I was under
wondering how I was going to get through my wedding night with
you,” he said matter-of-factly. By the look on Leisel’s face,
Jack’s words hit home. She curled her lips into a snarl.

“Good bye,
Jack. The next time I see you you’ll be with your executioner.
Enjoy your short life.” And with that, Leisel and her guard swept
out of the room.

I wanted to
run after her. Claw the door open and race down the hall to find
her. A creature that evil should not be alive let alone have a
chance to become the next President. If life in the Pit was bad
now, it was going to be intolerable under that monster - and I had
unwittingly helped her. She had to be stopped. I tried again to get
to the door, and then realized Jack’s arms still had me in a vice
grip.

“Let me go!” I
cried out, trying to pry his arms off me.

“She’s gone,
Sunny. She’s gone,” he tried to reason with me.

“I’ll get the
door open. Let me go before she’s gone,” I pleaded. Why did he want
to stop me? He must hate her too.

“Sunny.
Sunny.” His lips were by my ear. “Relax. She’s gone. I don’t want
you to hurt yourself.”

I felt my
strength leave me. He was right. The door was locked and I couldn’t
get at her.

“How did she
get in here? I mean you said there are cameras everywhere. But she
got in here and said all those things. She wasn’t worried about
being caught,” I pointed out.

Jack gave me a
thoughtful look then grabbed his computer. He did a few things and
smiled brightly.

“You’re a
genius. She has the cameras jammed on this entire floor so I just
locked it in. She won’t be able to unjam it for quite a while,” he
said triumphantly.

“Then I’m not
going to waste it. I’m going home,” I decided.

The
determination I felt inside me was stronger than anything I had
ever felt before. I knew I wouldn’t get far. The Dome was only so
big. But if I could just get enough time to go home! I didn’t want
to die wondering if Reyes thought I betrayed him. I needed to let
my father know I wasn’t long for this world and he needed to get
out of bed and look after himself. I needed to make sure Summer was
okay and that she knew it was Leisel who betrayed us.

I marched into
the bedroom intent on looking for something less conspicuous to
wear than this wedding dress. I opened Jack’s closet doors. The
green dress I wore here was still in the closet. It was the only
thing that would fit me.

“Can you help
me get out of this dress? Just rip the buttons off,” I instructed
him. I remembered how long it took Leisel to do them up this
morning. It would take forever to undo them.

“Um…what are
you doing?” Jack asked, standing in the doorway watching me.

“You have your
computer to say your farewells, but I have nothing. I need to go
home and see everyone before I’m executed. Will you help me?” I
appealed to him. He considered me for a moment.

“Only if you
take me with you,” he finally said.

“Then help me
get out of this wedding dress. I might get noticed in it,” I said.
I took the green dress out of the closet and put it on the bed.

“Trust me –
you’re going to get noticed in that green dress too,” he said
suggestively.

“There’s
nothing else for me to wear,” I pointed out.

Finally Jack
moved into action. He went over to his bureau and took out pants
and t-shirts.

“Have you
thought about where we’re going to go once we leave the apartment?”
he asked as he came up behind me and ripped the back of my dress
apart.

“Home,” I
said. I let the dress fall to the floor in a heap and stepped out
of it. I was still wearing the bulletproof vest. Jack was taking
off his military uniform now. I could tell he was thinking about my
plan.

“Keep the vest
on,” he told me as he threw a shirt and pair of pants at me. “The
Pit’s on lockdown. There’s no way for us to get down there.” He
stripped down to his underwear. I was surprised by how muscular he
was. He wasn’t as muscle bound as Reyes was, but he was in good
shape. And he needed to be physically fit to get down into the Pit
the way I was going to take him.

“I can get us
down there. Can you get us out of here?” I asked.

Before I
pulled his t-shirt over my head I took all the stuffing Leisel had
shoved down the vest to make me look bigger. Jack gave me a curious
look, but didn’t say anything. Next I put his pants on and they
were way too big. Jack got a belt out of his dresser and then
picked up a knife from the drawer of the bedside table. He handed
me the belt and I pulled it through the loops on the pants. Then he
pulled the belt together until it was the right size and drilled a
new hole in it. Next he cut off the end of the belt shortening it
and cinched it around my waist.

“I don’t think
my chip will unlock the apartment door anymore. In fact, we’re
going to have to dump our chips and get new ones. We’ll have to
make a quick stop along the way,” he said. He walked to the closet
and took out two hats, handing one to me. “You better cover up that
hair.”

He put his hat
on and pulled the visor down to cover his face. I did the same,
glad my hair was still in a tight bun.

“Ready,” I
announced. He was too, so we walked out into the living room. We
stared at the door.

“This is
crazy, Sunny. We’re never getting out of here and if we do, they’ll
catch us and kill us right away,” Jack said in a defeated tone.

“So you’d
rather sit here waiting to die? Sounds like something a Kenner
would do,” I said sarcastically.

“What’s that
supposed to mean?” he said angrily.

“Your secret
little organization, Liberty, has had 283 years to take down the
Holts and you’re still in the planning stage,” I reminded him. I
saw the hurt look on his face and regretted my words. “Look if you
want to stay, then stay. But I’m getting out of here. If I actually
make it to the Pit, then I’ll at least I have the chance to say
goodbye to my father and friends before I die.”

“Okay. We need
a plan to get out of here. I’m sure there are guards on the other
side of the door. If we can create some kind of diversion to bring
them in here, we can-”

I screamed at
the top of my lungs. Click. The door opened and in rushed two
Domers. Jack flew into action. He grabbed the gun away from one
guard while his leg came up to snap the other guard in the face.
Neither one was expecting the assault, so Jack had the advantage of
surprise. He almost had the gun when the guard jerked back to
wrestle him for it. The other guard was shaking off the pain Jack
inflicted and was now reaching for his weapon. I ran forward to
grab the guard’s gun to prevent him from using it, but he easily
overpowered me. I heard Jack swear under his breath. I watched him
bring his knee up and ram it in between the legs of the guard he
was engaged with, grabbed his gun and snapped him under the chin
sending the guard’s head backward. Now Jack had the gun. He turned
on the guard who had me locked in a choke hold and whacked him over
the head with it. The guard dropped to the floor. The door stood
wide open.

“You want to
give me a little warning next time?” Jack reprimanded me.

“Where’d you
learn to fight like that?” I asked, truly impressed with his
skills. I now thought we actually stood a chance of reaching the
Pit.

“Military
training. Next time, stay out of the way,” he warned. He went back
to the table and retrieved his computer. “Come on.”

We looked up
and down the hall before we exited the apartment. The carpet in the
hallway muffled the sound of our footsteps, so we were able to make
fast progress. Jack led us to a door with an Exit sign above it. He
paused for a moment to look at his computer then tapped on the
screen.

“Go,” he said,
opening the door.

We entered the
stairwell and looked up and down - no one but us. We headed down to
the second floor and stopped in front of another door while he
tapped away on his computer. I could hear movement and voices on
the other side of the door. This was a busy part of the Dome.

“Through the
door and right. Follow me. Keep your head down. Don’t make eye
contact with anyone,” he instructed.

Jack opened
the door and we joined the flow of traffic as if we had every right
to be there. For the second time today, I found myself parading in
front of people trying to be someone I was not. The first time
didn’t end so well. I’m hoping this time I’ll be luckier.

As we walked
along the hall, I overheard different conversations. It seemed
everyone was talking about the wedding and how Jack ditched Leisel
for an urchin girl. And everyone was wondering who that urchin girl
was. I pulled my visor down just a little lower.

Jack found the
room he was looking for and knocked on the door before he walked
right in. I was shocked by his boldness, but I followed him trying
to act as confidently as he was. We entered a large storage room
with shelving units lining the walls. There were a few sealed bins
off to one side.

“What are we
looking for?” I whispered.

“We’re looking
to replace our chips. According to the map, the surplus chips are
stored somewhere in here. I don’t know exactly where though,” he
said looking around the room.

I studied the
shelves and picked up a pattern as to how they were organized. The
bins were grouped small, medium and large and each group was in
alphabetical order. I began going through the small bins first,
looking for the words chip or scanning. Jack was
looking in the sealed bins off to the side.

“I found a bin
labelled microchips,” I told him.

I pulled the
bin out and looked inside. There were thousands of small chips in
plastic bags and two large devices stored with them.

“Perfect!”
Jack exclaimed as he looked in the bin.

He took out
two chips and plugged one into his computer. “Who do you want to
be? Name?”

“What? You
can’t just change the chip?” I asked.

“No, I have to
make us new ones. And we can’t be Jack and Sunny anymore – that
will get us killed. So what do you want your new name to be?”

“Well if we
need new names we might as well have new identities too. You know,
just in case we go unnoticed down there for a while. We’ll need
jobs,” I suggested.

An idea was
beginning to form in my mind. If I could get a new identity and a
job, then I would still be able to make enough credits to keep my
father’s apartment. It didn’t matter if Sunny O’Donnell or someone
else was with him, as long as he had a partner to support him. I
could tell by Jack’s wry expression that he was doubtful we would
be down there long enough to need new identities.

“You’re making
it more complicated,” he said in an irritated tone. He tapped away
on his computer. “Laundry?” He asked.

“Fine.”

“And for me…”
He continued to tap on his computer. “Definitely not sewage…” he
kept looking, “Mines. I can work in the mines. So we need names.
I’ll be Benjamin. According to the records every other guy down
there is Benjamin. I’ll blend right in. And for your name… lots of
girls named after the seasons… Summer, Winter, Autumn… weird,
there’s no Spring.”

“The Cull
happens every Spring. Who’s going to name their daughter after
that?! Pick Autumn,” I said.

“Okay… so
Autumn and Benjamin Jones are now employed and they need a place to
live,” he mumbled out loud.

“What? We’re
going to pretend we’re married!” I asked in shock.

It was bad
enough Reyes saw me marry Jack on television without actually
dragging a husband down there with me. How was I going to explain
it was all a mistake while he was right there with me?

“Well
technically we’re not pretending, we actually are married,” Jack
said absentmindedly as he continued to tap away on his tablet. “And
you’re not leaving me on my own down there.”

“Your presence
will… complicate my life,” I said hoping to change his mind. I was
sure I could find someone to take him in so we didn’t have to live
together.

“Boyfriend?”
he asked. I nodded. “Don’t worry I’ll stay out of your way,” he
reassured me. Somehow I wasn’t reassured though. And who would look
after my father?

Jack took out
one of the large devices and felt the back of my right hand until
he found my chip. He placed the device over it and extracted it. It
was painless. He fitted the new chip into the device and put it in
the back of my hand.

“My turn,” he
said, giving me the device. “Just press this button for extraction
and this one to insert.”

I repeated to
his right hand what he did to mine. Jack took our old chips and
crushed them on the floor with the heel of his boot then kicked
them under the shelves. “There goes Jack Kenner and Sunny… I don’t
even know your last name. Although now that we’re married, I guess
its Kenner,” he laughed. “Anyway, say goodbye to them.”

“O’Donnell. My
name is Sunset O’Donnell,” I said seriously, ignoring his joke. I
looked down where he kicked our chips under the shelf and I was
struck by sadness. Why did it feel like a little death to see my
chip destroyed?

“Sunset?” Jack
gave me a strange look.

“My mother
named me Sunset because of the color of my hair. I always hated it…
until now. Now my name seems like a gift she gave me… something
that was special to her… and it’s all I had left.”

I needed to
shake off the melancholy that was suddenly gripping me. I was still
Sunset O’Donnell. I didn’t need a chip to tell me that.

“I remember
the first night I met you, you were interested in a painting of a
sunset. Why? Did the picture mean something?” he asked
curiously.

“Maybe. I
don’t know. I guess I was wondering how my mother knew what a
sunset looked like,” I said. Why was I confiding in him? Why did I
even bring up this conversation? We were in the middle of an
escape. “Forget it. We’re running out of time.”

“You lead the
way,” Jack said as he held the door open for me. The hallway was
still busy and we joined the moving crowd.

I was halfway
home.


 


 Chapter Eleven

 


 


The big double
steel doors were our only way out of the Dome and into the Pit, and
to get to them we were going to have to walk through the main
Reception area. Pandemonium was still in full swing after this
morning’s wedding debacle. Jack was hoping we could slip into a
service elevator unnoticed to get to the main floor, but there were
line ups at every elevator with people taking linens and chairs and
things back up to the various floors they were borrowed from. We
were going to have to go down the grand staircase in full view of
everyone.

At least there
was a lot of traffic on the stairs. We wouldn’t be the only ones. I
followed the same path I took just this morning as a bride and
approached the top of the staircase. I hesitated a moment, the
memory still fresh in my mind, but Jack didn’t miss a beat. He
wrapped an arm around my waist and swept me along with him.

Once on the
stairs, we had to go single file because of all the traffic. People
were taking down decorations, carrying flowers back to where they
were supposed to be, cleaning up after the crowds that had been
there earlier. The Altar was still set up with the giant screen
behind it. It was busy here. Someone was bound to notice us. How
could they not?

We reached the
last step and began our trek across the busy room. Both steel doors
were open for the servants wheeling the carts back out to the
kitchens. I noticed none of them were wearing kitchen uniforms and
then remembered the Pit was on lockdown. The bourge had to do their
own work during lockdowns. I decided that we could easily act like
we were sent to help with the carts. I led Jack over to the line-up
of carts waiting to go and motioned for him to take one. I grabbed
one and started wheeling it toward the door. I looked back and saw
that he was following me.

I kept an even
pace as I walked, resisting the urge to run through the doors.
There was a line-up to get through and I realized with a sinking
feeling in the pit of my stomach that they were going to make us
scan to get out. Nervously I wondered if our new chips would work.
I was so close to being home. Just through those doors, then I
could get back to the Pit. I heard the beeps up ahead as people
scanned as they filed out the door. I could see armed guards on the
other side of the door now. The guards were always there to keep
the urchins out of the bourge’s domain.

One more to go
then it was my turn. The person ahead of me scanned and continued
on his way. Now it was my turn. I felt myself beginning to sweat. I
waved my hand in front of the scanner. Nothing. I tried again.
Nothing. I could feel my heart starting to pound harder. I looked
back at Jack. He looked nervous too.

“Wait a
minute,” one of the guards said coming toward me. In my heart I
knew that I had been caught, but I couldn’t run. My legs were too
weak and my feet felt like two dead weights. “Scanner’s been acting
up all morning,” he said, hitting the side of it a few times. “Try
it again. I might have to find a new one.”

The guard
remained there watching me as I raised my hand to try again. My
hand was trembling ever so slightly and I focused on getting it
under control. I reached out and waved my hand over the scanner.
Beep. A green light flicked on. The guard waved me through and
motioned for Jack to come forward. I heard the beep behind me.

It took all of
my energy to walk on my weakened legs. I tightly hung onto my cart
in case they decided to give out on me. Then I was through the
steel doors and out into lobby where the entrance to the Pit was
located. The other people with carts were well ahead of me, but I
knew my way to the kitchen. This was familiar territory for me. I
walked down the hall and joined the line-up for the kitchen. I
looked behind me and Jack was there. I gave him a worried look. I
worked in the kitchen and someone was bound to know me. In fact,
I’m sure I heard Supervisor Bailey instructing people on where to
put the carts. She’ll know me for sure.

A few more
carts pulled up behind Jack. I shuffled ahead as the line-up moved.
I was starting to panic.

“Hey buddy,”
Jack said to the guy behind him in line. “Can you do us a favour
and take these carts in? We were told to get back asap to start
tearing down that Altar. I guess it’s offending the President,”
Jack said confidentially.

“Can’t imagine
why,” the guy rolled his eyes. “Although you can’t blame Kenner.
Leisel’s not much of a looker even if she is the President’s
daughter. That urchin he married isn’t hard on the eye though.
What’s her name?”

“Sunny
O’Donnell,” Jack told him proudly. “Hard to forget the pretty name
that goes with that pretty face.”

I couldn’t
believe how brazen Jack was being. He was going to get us both
killed.

“Sunny
O’Donnell,” the man repeated. “That is a pretty name. Yeah, sure
I’ll take your carts for you. See you back in there.”

“Thanks,” Jack
said and turned and walked away.

He didn’t wait
for me so I walked quickly to catch up. We passed a few people
waiting with their carts. The hall we needed to go down was coming
up on my right and I pulled Jack into it when we came upon it. I
walked a short distance and turned left toward the old mine shaft.
No one was back here so I broke into a run. I could see the small
door to the shaft from here. When I reached it, I took a deep
breath and pulled it open. I was relieved. They usually forget to
lock the shaft doors when they do a lock down and I’m glad this
time was no different. We went in and I shut the door. It was
dark.

“Just give
your eyes a minute to adjust,” I cautioned.

“It’s pitch
black in here. My eyes aren’t going to adjust,” he said.

“They will.
What about cameras? I assume there aren’t any in the shafts?” I
asked.

My eyes had
already adjusted, but then again I was more comfortable in the
dark. I searched for the rope I knew was here. Years ago, the
shafts were used to transport coal and mining debris up to the
Dome. But the system was prone to breaking down so they built a new
one, closer to the place where debris was dumped.

“There aren’t
many cameras in the Pit – only in the common rooms,” Jack answered.
“It was going to be a lot of work to put them in and there didn’t
seem to be much need anyway.”

“We were
always told that there were cameras everywhere. That the walls have
ears,” I said incredulously.

“That’s
exactly why we didn’t bother putting cameras in. Rumour seems to be
working just as well. That, and there are armed guards everywhere.
Any of you get out of line and they can just shoot you,” he said
jokingly.

“Oh, Jack.
You’ll soon find out that was no joke,” I said in all
seriousness.

I found the
rope and gave it a good tug to make sure it was secure. “Here, use
this to repel down. I’ll go first and guide you along as best I
can,” I told him. I scrambled over the side and began my
descent.

“Wait! Aren’t
you going to use the rope too?” he asked in a terrified voice.

“I don’t need
it. I’ve been doing this since I was five. And besides, I don’t
think that old rope is going to take two of us,” I explained. I
climbed down about ten feet and waited for him to start. I heard
him double checking the rope.

“Come on,” I
prompted him.

“I can’t even
see!” he complained.

Finally he
lowered himself over the side. Hanging onto the rope, he
tentatively lowered one foot. I descended another ten feet and
looked up. Jack hadn’t made any progress.

“Jack, you’re
taking too long. Trust the rope,” I encouraged him.

“You mean this
old rope?” he chided me. “Easy for you to say. You don’t
even need it. I can’t see anything. How are you doing this?” he
asked, absolutely terrified.

“Just lean out
away from the rock, hang onto the rope and start walking backwards.
You have the rope – you don’t need to find footholds,” I instructed
him.

I heard him
take a deep breath and watched him lean out. He lowered one foot,
then the other, and then the next.

“Hey I’m doing
it!” he said, excitedly.

He continued
to repel in a slow and steady rhythm. I descended another ten feet.
I probably shouldn’t be this close. If he fell, he would take us
both down.

“How far do we
have to go?” he asked.

“About a
mile,” I said.

“Please tell
me you’re taunting me,” he said in a flat voice.

“Nope. But
we’re almost there,” I lied.

Down we
descended, me staying ten feet below Jack encouraging him along. He
was painfully slow, but I tried not to get frustrated. I remembered
it was hard the first time I did it too. Of course I was only five.
Finally, I arrived at the sixth level. I reached over and pulled
myself onto the landing.

“Almost there
Jack,” I cheered him on.

His feet came
down within reaching distance and I give him a little tug to help
him along.

“Stop!” Jack
almost screamed. “I’ll do it myself.”

I took my hand
away from him. Finally he came down enough to reach over to the
landing. I grabbed him by the elbow and helped pull him in. He
hugged the side of the shaft, testing to make sure his feet were
firmly on the ground.

“That was the
scariest thing I’ve ever done in my life,” he breathed, his face
covered in sheen of sweat.

I left him
alone to collect himself and walked over to the door. I pressed my
ear against it but I didn’t hear anything. There was usually
traffic in the halls, but right now everything was quiet. Then I
remembered again that the Pit was on lockdown and everyone would be
in their homes.

“We have a
problem – I forgot about the lockdown. The only people in the halls
right now are the guards,” I said.

“We can
pretend we got lost or something. Took a wrong turn and we’re
trying to get back to our home. Make something up,” he naively
suggested.

“What?” I
asked in disbelief. “The guards will shoot us on sight. They’re not
going to stop and ask us anything.”

“They don’t
fool around down here, do they?” he asked.

“Nope,” I
said.

“What if we
climb back up and…” Jack said as he is walked toward the shaft. I
realized he couldn’t see the edge.

“Stop!” I
yelled out too loudly. He froze. I went and stood next to him and
saw the toe of his shoe hanging over the edge. “Back up,” I said. I
had a tight grip on his arm pulling him back with me.

The door
opened and a dim shaft of light fell on us. Someone heard us.
Slowly we turned around. There was no escape except to go back into
the shaft and we would be nothing but target practice for the guard
in there.

“Sunny? Is
that you?” a familiar voice asked. I squinted at the guard.

“Bron?” I ask
tentatively.

“It’s me,” she
came in and shut the door. “Mr. Kenner, sir. It’s an honor,” she
said acknowledging Jack. “What are you two doing here? I thought
you were in the Dome waiting for your… trial.”

“Are you going
to turn us in?” I asked. I needed to know. I had come so close to
getting home.

“I could get
in a lot of trouble if I don’t,” she warned me.

“I know you
can, which is why I won’t ask you to help. I just wanted to get
home and see my Dad before… you know…” I said.

“That was
quite a wedding. Everyone is talking about it. Everyone’s talking
about you, Sunny,” Bron said with a smile.

“The whole
thing was an accident Bron. Leisel betrayed us. It’s a long story,”
I said wearily.

“Then keep
your story to yourself. Right now you’re a hero down here. You were
sent upstairs to be a plaything at a bachelor party, but instead
you married the groom and made the President’s daughter a laughing
stock. Don’t tell them it was an accident,” she said.

“Don’t tell
them?” I echoed. “Does that mean you’ll let me go and see my
father?”

“I can take
you to him, but you can’t stay there for very long. There’ll be
more guards down here soon for the check-in,” she warned.

“Check-in?”
Jack asked.

“When we’re on
lockdown we have to return to our apartments and stay there. We
can’t visit anyone or go to the common rooms. The guards frequently
carry out check-ins to make sure everyone is where they’re supposed
to be,” I explained.

“Divide and
conquer,” Jack commented. I gave him a confused look. “Riots happen
out of anger, so if you’re left to stew together, you might just
talk and come up with a plan to revolt. If you’re separated, you
can’t talk.”

“I always
thought we were just being punished,” I said. It never occurred to
me that the bourge would ever see us as a threat.

“You’re
correct, sir. We are under strict orders not to let them fraternize
during a lockdown,” Bron confirmed. “What will you do after you see
your father? Do you have a place to go to?”

“I secured an
apartment for us. It’s on the fourth level,” Jack told her.

“Well, come on
then. I’ll take you to see your Dad,” Bron said.

“Thank you
Bron.” I said, giving her a hug.

“I’m doing
this for your mother. I know she’d be very proud of you right now.
And I’m doing this for the Kenners. I’ve been a loyal member of
Liberty all of my life,” Bron confessed.

I was shocked
to hear Bron say that. She knew about Liberty?

“I appreciate
it,” Jack said. He held out his hand to her and they shook.

Bron looked
pleased beyond words. I had no idea what was going on between them,
so I decided to say nothing. Bron opened the door and we walked
out. I had walked these halls since the day I was able to take my
first step. This was my home. When I was up in the Dome it felt
like it had been an eternity since I had been here. But now it
feels like I never left.

We managed not
to pass any other guards by the time we reached my home. It was an
exact replica of all the other homes down here; square box houses
made from replicated wood and all attached to each other in a long
row, backing onto the stonewall. Each box had a narrow door that
led into a two room apartment. I opened the door and turned on the
light. My father was probably still in bed, right where I left
him.

“Stay here,” I
told Jack.

I saw my
father’s slight form under the thin blanket with his back turned to
the door. I went in and sat down beside him on the bed. I placed my
hand on his back, looking for his heartbeat. It had been almost
three days since I saw him and he hadn’t eaten that last day
either. Four days.

“Dad?” I said
softly. No answer. “Dad. DAD,” I was starting to panic, but then he
stirred slightly. “Dad! It’s me, Sunny. I’m back.”

“Sunny?” he
asked and rolled over to look at me. I was shocked by how pale he
was. “Is that you? Where have you been?”

“Dad you
scared me. I thought you were... Have you eaten since the last time
I saw you?” I asked.

“I’m not
hungry. I missed you though. I wondered if you were coming back or
if you had run off and married Reyes,” he said.

Obviously my
father had not been out of bed today or he would know that I did
indeed get married, but not to Reyes. Jack came into the room with
a glass of water in his hand. I was annoyed that he didn’t listen
to my simple request for him to stay out in the living room, but
thankful he brought the water.

“I wouldn’t
run off and leave you on purpose Dad. I love you too much,” I said
softly.

I took the
glass of water from Jack and put it to my father’s lips. He
drank.

“Who is this
young man?” he asked looking at Jack.

“I’m Jack
Kenner, sir. I’m pleased to meet you,” Jack said, bending down and
extending his hand out to my father. He took it and gave it a weak
shake.

“I’ve never
met you before. Why are you here with my daughter?” my father asked
in confusion.

He rarely
watched television so he probably had no idea who Jack Kenner
was.

“I’ll let your
daughter explain that, sir. Sunny, I’ll be out in the living room.
Bron’s gone to get some food,” Jack excused himself.

I was
surprised by the respect Jack was showing my father. I never
expected that from a bourge.

“Sunny?” my
father prompted me.

“Well… I guess
maybe I did run off and get married Dad. I didn’t mean to. It’s
complicated. Jack Kenner was supposed to marry the President’s
daughter today, but instead he and I got married. It was kind of an
accident,” I stumbled, searching for an explanation he could
understand.

How could I
explain all this to him without telling him I had been forced into
going to Jack’s bachelor party? I didn’t want him to think badly of
me.

“An accident?
You got married by accident? To a bourge?” he asked. My father was
smiling now, almost laughing. It had been a long time since I saw
him look happy.

“It’s not
funny Dad!” I said, although I couldn’t help but laugh too. It all
sounded so ridiculous. “Don’t ask me how I got involved in this,
but I met the President’s daughter Leisel and she convinced me to
take her place at her wedding today.” I decided to leave out the
part where Leisel thought she might be assassinated, so I played
the role of decoy for her. “We were supposed to change places
before the bride and groom were registered, but she didn’t show up.
So I had to scan in myself and, well, the scanner worked. It
shouldn’t have. It should only have worked for Leisel, but she
betrayed us Dad. Jack and I are in a lot of trouble.”

“So President
Holt didn’t know it wasn’t his daughter getting married?” my father
asked, still laughing.

“Not until
Jack’s mother ripped off my veil and wig,” I told him.

My father was
laughing so hard now he started to cough. I realized laughing was
using up what little energy he had left.

“I bet you
caused quite a ruckus up there. The President must be
red-in-the-face spitting mad,” he said with pride.

“He is Dad.
Spit was flying everywhere. I’ve never seen him that mad,” I
agreed.

No one in the
Pit liked the President. He was known for his rages. Whenever
something went wrong in the Pit, or we didn’t produce enough coal
or diamonds, he would televise a lecture and we would be forced to
go into the common rooms and watch him. When we were all stuck
there like that, what else could we do but make fun of him?

“Oh my
daughter, you make me proud. But now you’re in a lot of trouble.
How much trouble?” he asked.

“How much
trouble do you think an urchin would be in for humiliating the
President’s daughter and marrying her fiancé?” I asked.

My father
sadly nodded his head in understanding.

“Are they
going to make it a public execution?” he asked painfully.

“The only
reason I’m here with you right now is that I escaped. I don’t know
if they know we’re gone yet or not, but when they do, they’ll come
looking for us. I don’t intend to go back into the Dome alive. I
won’t give them the satisfaction of a public execution,” I said
with conviction.

My father sat
up and looked me in the eyes. “Then you stay hidden. Do you
hear me? You don’t let them find you,” he said desperately.

“I’ll do my
best Dad. Jack and I have new identities. Maybe we can live down
here for a while,” I said, giving him hope.

“You do
everything you can to stay alive Sunny. Get more coal and cover up
that hair of yours. Stay out of sight,” he advised.

The front door
of the apartment opened and I immediately smelled the food Bron had
brought. She came into the bedroom and handed me the container.

“I promise to
stay alive if you promise Dad. You eat this,” I ordered. I opened
the container of stew and started spooning it into his mouth. I
could tell it was making him feel sick, but he swallowed it. I
managed to get a few more mouthfuls into him before he collapsed
back on the bed. I put the glass of water to his lips and he drank
more.

“You’re
running out of time, Sunny. I need to get you upstairs,” Bron said
quietly.

“Can’t I stay
here with him? I don’t want to leave him like this,” I pleaded.

“I’ll be fine
Sunny. I promise I’ll eat and drink. You try and come to see me
tomorrow,” he tried to reassure me.

“I’ll check in
on him,” Bron promised. “Right now, we have to go.”

I kissed my
father good-bye and went back out into the living room. Then I
remembered the coal I always kept in my cupboard and put it in my
pocket. Jack gave me a questioning look but didn’t say
anything.

“The place is
filling up with guards now so I want the two of you to march in
front of me. It will look like I caught you out during curfew,”
Bron instructed.

“Let’s go,” I
said.

It pained me
to leave my father, but I risked everyone’s safety if I stayed. If
I were discovered here, my father would be in trouble for hiding a
criminal. And if I sent Jack on to the apartment that Benjamin and
Autumn were supposed to share and Autumn was absent during the
check in, then he would be questioned about my whereabouts, which
would probably blow our cover. I had no choice but to go. I
silently cursed Jack for giving me an identity that prevented me
from looking after my father.

We marched
toward the stairs, Bron behind us with her gun. We only had two
levels to climb, so it would be a short walk. As we began climbing
the stairs, two guards coming down stopped us.

“A couple of
troublemakers?” one of the guards asked Bron.

“Nothing I
can’t handle,” Bron replied. She motioned for us to keep
moving.

“Why are you
even bothering to take them upstairs? Just shoot them,” the other
guard suggested.

“That’s
against regulations,” Bron informed him. She prodded us with the
barrel of her gun. “Keep moving,” she ordered.

“Since when do
we worry about regulations down here?” one of the guards said. They
both laughed. “Listen, if you want to get your exercise climbing up
and down those stairs, be my guest. But I see anyone out and I’m
shootin’ them.”

We continued
to climb the stairs and made it to the fourth level without further
incident. Bron led us to our apartment. I passed my hand over the
scanner and the door unlocked.

“I have to go
back down, so you’re on your own. I’ll keep an eye on your Dad,”
Bron said.

“Thank you for
everything,” I said. I wanted to give her another hug to show how
much I appreciated her help, but if a guard came around the corner
and saw it, we would both be in a lot of trouble.

“Thanks,” Jack
said, giving her a big smile.

“It’s been a
real privilege, sir. I’ll help out any way I can,” she promised.
Then she left to go back to the sixth level.

We went in and
checked out our new home. The place looked tidy. I wondered about
the previous occupants and where they might be now. Culled? Shot
during the lockdown? How long had it been empty?

“Why was Bron
acting that way with you?” I asked.

“I told you
Liberty has supporters and I guess she’s one of them. Why did you
take the coal?” Jack asked, changing the subject.

“My hair,” I
said. I took off my cap and threw it on the table. My hair was
still in the tight bun I wore under Leisel’s wig and I took out the
elastic and shook it loose. It felt good. I picked up the coal and
rubbed it against a lock of hair. “See? No more red. You should use
it too. No one has light hair down here.”

I finished
rubbing it through my hair and handed it to him. He took it,
looking at it dubiously. Then he took off his cap and started
rubbing his head with it.

“Not like
that. You’re making a mess,” I said. I sat him in the chair and
rubbed the coal just against his short hair staying away from his
scalp. “There,” I said when I was done. Dark hair didn’t suit him
at all, but I decided to keep that to myself.

I walked over
to the sink and turned on the faucet hoping the previous occupants
didn’t use up all their water rations. It worked. I took a glass
down from the cupboard and filled it.

“There won’t
be any food in here, but we have water,” I said. I had almost
drained the glass when there was a knock at the door.

“Is that the
guard for the check in?” Jack asked me.

I nodded and
went to the door and opened it. A guard stood there with a scanner
in his hands. We waved our hand over the scanner and received green
lights. I realized too late that we didn’t have our hats on, but at
least we covered our hair with coal. The guard moved on to the next
apartment.

“How can your
Dad do the check in if he can’t get out of bed?” Jack asked with a
note of concern in his voice.

“Bron’s been
the guard in that section for as long as I can remember. She’s
probably checking him in,” I said.

“Your Dad
looks really sick,” Jack said softly.

“He is,” I
agreed. He was sick with grief for the death of my mother; sick
with despair knowing his own death was only months away. I should
be with him, but I was trapped. “And thanks to you he’s on his
own,” I said bitterly.

“I didn’t
know,” Jack said defensively.

“I told you!”
I accused. “Before your wedding, I told you my dad was sick and I
had to look after him. But you didn’t listen because you didn’t
care,” I accused. It was his fault I was in this predicament.

“I’m sorry,”
he said sincerely.

“I need
sleep,” I informed him.

Without
another word, I escaped into the bedroom and closed the door. I
didn’t care where he slept or even if he stayed. I just crawled
onto the thin mattress and tried to blot out the last three days of
my life. I felt so hopeless.


 


 Chapter Twelve

 


 


It wasn’t the
sound of the bong bongs going off that startled me awake. It
was the reaction of the person in the next room that made me sit
up, eyes wide open.

“What the hell
is that?” Jack said as he raced into the bedroom.

“What are you
doing?” I asked.

“Aren’t there
any windows in here? What’s going on out there?” he demanded.

“Relax. It’s
just the morning call to work. The lockdown must be over. That’s
why no one came to check us in again during the night,” I said.

“Morning call
to work?” he repeated, looking confused.

“Happens every
morning down here in the Pit. We have fifteen minutes to get to the
common room for breakfast. Exactly one hour from now, we need to
scan in at our place of work. And we can’t be late or we’ll lose
our jobs and Benjamin and Autumn will be homeless and no better off
than Jack and Sunny,” I explained.

I got out of
bed. I realized I still had the bulletproof vest on and it was
beginning to feel like a dead weight. “I have to take this thing
off,” I announced, pulling at the offensive vest.

“Leave it on
if you can stand it. It makes you look heavier - less like Sunny,”
he said.

He was
probably right. Plus the added protection against bullets might
come in handy if I was caught. We went out into the living room and
Jack donned his hat and threw mine at me. Hats weren’t very popular
in the Pit, but there were a few people who wore them, so we
shouldn’t look too out of place.

I decided to
go to the sixth floor common room for breakfast. There was already
a lot of traffic on the stairs – early risers hoping to be first in
line for breakfast. Technically we were supposed to stay on our own
level for meals, but it wasn’t a rule the guards ever bothered to
enforce. Mealtimes were about the only time throughout the day
where we could socialize and the guards didn’t mind, as long as we
went about it peacefully.

We reached the
sixth level and I turned toward my home to get my Dad to come to
breakfast. I was hoping I could get him out of bed quickly, because
I didn’t want to miss out on the food. It had been more than 24
hours since I last ate and it now appeared that I would have to go
and work a full day in the laundry room. Of course that depended on
if I was caught or not. As I rounded the corner in the hall, I
could see Bron standing not far from my Dad’s apartment. She looked
startled to see me and silently shook her head ‘no.’

“Stop,” Jack
said, grabbing my arm to prevent me from going any further.
“Something’s wrong.”

I gave Bron an
inquisitive look. She mouthed the word ‘guards.’ I didn’t know if
she meant someone was at my father’s house right now or if they had
been there. I nervously wondered if my father was okay, or if the
guards were there to kick him out of the apartment now that I was
no longer there to support him.

“Turn around,”
Jack insisted. “Take us to the common room. There’ll be a bigger
crowd there to get lost in.”

Without any
choice, I did as Jack requested. I had to trust that Bron wouldn’t
let anything happen to my father. At least I was able to get food
and water into him last night.

There was a
long line up of people already waiting for the common room to open
its door. Meals weren’t served during a lockdown, so everyone was
starving. I scanned the faces of the people in line hoping to see
Summer or Reyes. I saw a lot of familiar faces, but not those two.
I hoped no one would recognize me. The doors to the common room
opened and everyone began to shuffle in to get their morning ration
of food. Jack and I shuffled along with everyone else, keeping our
heads down.

When it was
our turn to enter the room, I saw the big screen was lit up with
the Presidential seal visible for all to see. There was going to be
an announcement. People were groaning at the sight, not wanting to
sit through another lecture. So much of our day was spent working
that meals were considered a special time to spend with friends and
loved ones. No one liked being interrupted by President Holt.

“Again?”
someone behind us complained loudly when he entered the room. “Does
the President think we need more reminding of how lucky we
are?”

“Yeah, we were
all real lucky yesterday,” someone else joined in.

“Don’t start
another riot!” a familiar voice boomed out. A tall, muscular boy
with a crop of curly dark hair stepped out of line ahead of us to
glare at the two in the back making all the complaints. It was
Reyes.

Even though I
had been searching the crowd for his face, his appearance was still
a shock. All I seemed to be able to do was stand there and stare at
him. Now that he was in front of me, what could I say to him? How
could I explain everything that’s happened? I watched him scan the
line-up to see if anyone wanted to challenge him and his eyes came
to rest on me. I could tell by his shocked expression that he
recognized me right away. I was afraid he might give me away, so I
looked past him at the guard standing at the back of the room. His
eyes followed in the direction of mine and he nodded in
understanding. He made a slight motion with his head in the
direction of the tables. He wanted me to join him.

“What are you
doing Autumn?” Jack asked when he noticed Reyes and I communicating
with each other.

“He’s a
friend. I need to talk to him,” I said in a determined voice.

“It’s risky,”
Jack pointed out.

“Remember the
only reason I came was to say goodbye to the people I love and
that’s what I’m doing,” I reminded him. My life was ruined because
of Jack and I wasn’t going to let him cheat me out of saying
good-bye.

“You’re right.
I lost sight of our goal here. So is that your boyfriend? The guy
your Dad thought you ran off and married?” he asked.

“Does it
matter?” I snapped.

“Yeah it
matters. Look at the size of that guy, and I just married his
girlfriend!” Jack exclaimed, his eyes wide as he looked at Reyes. I
wondered if he was joking. I had seen Jack fight and knew Reyes
wouldn’t stand a chance against him.

Now it was our
turn to get breakfast. We were each handed a sealed container with
a spoon and a glass of water. I saw Reyes sitting with his friends,
Raine and Mica. I hesitated. I trusted Reyes, but I hadn’t always
trusted his friends. Would one of them shout out my identity? I
didn’t want to get caught. I had not seen Summer yet and I still
wanted to check on Dad again. Reyes motioned for me to join him. He
probably already told everyone we were here anyway. I went to sit
with him and Jack mutely followed behind me.

“This is
Benjamin and I’m Autumn,” I said firmly. I couldn’t believe those
were the first words out of my mouth, but I was afraid Reyes or
someone else would use our real names. I took the empty chair
beside Reyes and Jack sat across from us. Reyes gave him a
murderous glare before he turned his chair to face me. He put his
head close to mine and talked in a low voice.

“What
happened?” Reyes asked, his voice cracking with emotion. “I waited
and waited for you to come back from that bachelor party and you
never did. The next thing I know you’re on television in a wedding
dress marrying that… bourge!” he said, sneering at Jack.

“It was all a
mistake,” I said, not knowing where to begin. “I know what it
looked like on television, but that’s not the way it was. Leisel
lied to everyone.”

“If you’re not
in love with him, then why did you bring him here?” Reyes
demanded.

“He helped me
escape. I owe him,” I heard myself say. Strangely, I did feel
responsible for Jack. I knew I shouldn’t. It was partly his fault
that I was in this predicament.

I watched Jack
take the lid off his bowl and sniff at the contents. He turned his
nose up at it, but tasted it anyway. Then he put the bowl down and
replaced the lid. Raine and Mica were staring at him too, not sure
what to say or how to treat him. We didn’t tend to get a lot of
bourge down here dining with us, particularly famous ones.

“What the hell
happened Sunny?” Reyes continued to demand the truth from me. “Do
you know what it did to me to see you up there on the screen with
him? The President’s daughter saying he jilted her because
the two of you were in love, and then the guards dragged you off. I
thought they killed you.”

“I think the
President wanted to kill me, but we were being televised. Then the
guards came and took him to safety because of the riot down here,”
I babbled, knowing I wasn’t answering his question.

“Why did
you do it?” he demanded in frustration, grabbing me by both my
arms. I felt his fingers bite into my flesh and I winced.

“Because the
President’s daughter conned me into it!” I blurted out, trying to
get free of his bruising grip. Finally he let me go. “Have you seen
Summer? Did she tell you anything?” I asked him.

“Summer told
me about the President’s daughter and how she invited you to her
place. But then you never came back. I went nuts trying to find out
what happened to you. I thought you were… dead. I thought they must
have done something horrible to you. And then I saw you on
television marrying him. What the President’s daughter said – about
you and him falling in love and trying to get rid of her – made
sense at that moment. Why else would the two of you get married?”
Reyes gave Jack another murderous look.

“Leisel
manipulated me into taking her place at the wedding. She caught
Summer stealing food after the bachelor party and threatened to
tell the authorities on her. She also gave me a story about an
assassination plot planned against her for her wedding day and
wanted me to take her place wearing a bullet proof vest. She
convinced me that when she and Jack took control of the President’s
office, things in the Pit would get better. So I played the decoy
bride. I did it to save Summer. I did it because I believed her
when she said she wanted to make things better down here. But in
the end, she used us. She wants to be President herself. The whole
thing was a plan to convince her father to let a woman become
President.”

“So you’re not
in love with him?” Reyes asked. I shook my head no. “If you had
just let me protect you in the first place, none of this would have
happened. But you’re always so worried about protecting everybody
else that you don’t care who you hurt!” he spat at me.

I pulled my
chair away from his, putting a little distance between us. Reyes
had a habit of being hurtful when he was angry. I knew having a
conversation with him right now was pointless.

“So what
happened here? Why was there a riot?” I asked Raine and Mica,
changing the subject.

“Everyone’s
bloody fed up with the bourge, that’s why,” Reyes answered, staring
directly at Jack. I noticed Jack was glaring back at him.

“He’s not
wrong,” Mica piped in. “People started lining up for the so called
feast the night before the wedding. The guards didn’t care because
no one was making trouble and the night had a kind of a festive
feel to it. And after waiting all night, you know what the feast
turned out to be? Bread. They gave us bread with our stew. Do you
believe that?” Mica was clearly angry, but I was grateful he was
keeping his voice low.

“So they’re
showing us the wedding on the screen and all the well-dressed
guests taking their seats, but all we see are tables heaped with
food everywhere,” Raine said, joining in the story. He gave
Jack a look of disgust. “Did they actually think we wanted to see
your stinkin’ wedding? We only came for the food.”

“Raine, keep
it down,” Reyes warned him. The guards in the room remained
oblivious to us. “You’ll start another riot and yesterday’s was
bad. There were three people killed, including a little kid. We
don’t need to start killing each other too. There are enough bourge
doing that for us.”

Mica picked up
the story again. “And after standing in line all night then finding
out we were getting nothing but bread as a reward, and then seeing
all the food the bourge were going to gorge on, what else do we
see? The President’s daughter came running in crying her head off.
You can imagine how confused we were at first. Then we watched her
fall on the floor, crying and looking pathetic and humiliated. And
then someone tears off your veil.” Mica paused for a moment to look
at me with a smile on his face. “It was sweet, sweet revenge
finding out that the President’s daughter was humiliated by one of
us. And not only that, you stole her husband. You married the next
President.” Mica leaned back in his chair, smiling at the
memory.

“It’s true,
Sunny… I mean Autumn,” Raine corrected himself. “The entire Pit
went nuts. Everyone was laughing and clapping and cheering for
Sunny O’Donnell… except maybe Reyes,” he eyed his friend to see how
he was reacting. “Then the guards started telling us to keep it
down. But why should we? We weren’t fighting. We were having a
laugh is all. When we wouldn’t stop, they started getting rough so
people started fighting back against them. That’s when all hell
broke loose. The President sent Domers down and threatened to cut
off our ventilation system. People down here started getting scared
and grabbed their kids and ran home. They put us on lockdown.”

“I’m sorry for
everything. I really am,” Jack spoke for the first time.

“A bourge is
apologizing to us?” Raine asked incredulously. “This is
another day of firsts.”

“I don’t like
to be lumped in with the likes of Holt. He’s a tyrant. For what
it’s worth, I was marrying Leisel to gain control of the Dome by
becoming President. There are a lot of people who don’t like the
way things are under his government. Unlike President Holt, we
don’t think you’re very lucky down here at all. Things need to
change,” Jack confessed.

“You mean
things should change for the better in the Pit?” Reyes asked him
sarcastically. “Isn’t that the same crap your fiancée fed Sunny?
And look how much better off she is for it,” he said in
disgust.

Music started
filling the room heralding President Holt’s announcement. A
collective groan went through the crowd. But for the first time in
my life, I was interested in what the President had to say. By now
he knew we had escaped.

“I bid you a
good morning,” the President began. “The events of the past
twenty-four hours have affected us all. My daughter’s wedding,
which the entire Dome was anticipating with excitement and much
happiness – has been the target of two malicious people intent on
destroying the very fabric of our society. Jack Kenner, my
daughter’s estranged fiancé, presented himself to me and to the
entire population as a man who held great promise to become the
next President. I believe I speak on behalf of us all when I say my
daughter’s marriage to him was supposed to be the very symbol of
hope, progress and success for the future of our society.

Only her
wedding day did not turn out to be the beginning of a bright future
beside the man she loved. Instead, she was traumatized!” the
President was starting to yell now, his face turning red. I
overheard a few people taking bets on when spit would fly out of
his mouth. “Jack Kenner is a traitor! He tried to lead my Leisel
down a path that would end in the destruction of our
society, but she said NO to him. My daughter is faithful to
her people. She held the good of the people above her own love for
her fiancé and above her own personal happiness. That is why
Jack Kenner inflicted pain and humiliation on my daughter,” the
President was spitting with every word he said. I heard someone
being congratulated behind me.

The President
paused, trying to get himself under control. Then he deliberately
looked directly into the camera. “Jack Kenner is a criminal and he
has escaped, with his new wife in tow. I want them found and
brought before the Council to answer to their crimes of
treason.”

His words
caught the attention of the entire room. Everyone was sitting up
and staring at the television with shocked expressions on their
faces. A murmur was going through the crowd. I wanted to sink lower
in my chair, but it would only draw attention to me. I hoped no one
recognized us. Jack was staring at me, telling me with his eyes to
be calm.

“We have
already made a preliminary search with no luck in finding them,”
President Holt continued. “Therefore I appeal to all of you. Anyone
with information leading to their arrest will be rewarded with 400
credits. And for anyone found hiding them, you will be considered a
sympathizer to traitors and dealt with according to our laws.
Death.” The Presidential Seal flashed up on the screen, ending his
address.

“Well, that
its then,” Jack said, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the
table.

I knew he was
right. It was just a matter of time before someone recognized us
and collected the reward. That was enough credits to make sure you
would never be homeless, even if you lost your job. Anyone to turn
that down would be crazy. I looked around the table. I didn’t think
Reyes wanted to collect the reward, but maybe one of his
friends.

“What do you
mean that’s it?” Reyes challenged Jack. “She’s a hero down
here. No one’s going to turn her in.”

The murmuring
among the crowd was getting louder and Reyes had to raise his
voice. I was getting concerned someone would overhear him.

“Reyes, he’s
right. That’s a lot of credits. I won’t blame anyone who takes
advantage of it,” I said, resting my hand on his arm to calm
him.

“I’ll blame
them!” Reyes said angrily. Suddenly he was on his feet, climbing up
on his chair. I couldn’t believe he was doing it with Jack and me
sitting right there. He might as well just turn us in himself.

“EVERYONE!
LISTEN TO ME!” he yelled above the din of the crowd. The guards
stepped forward in response to Reyes’s yelling, but the room
started to quiet down. In the distance I could hear noise coming
from the levels above and below us. Now that he had the room’s
attention, he lowered his voice slightly. “Sunny O’Donnell took on
the President and his darling little daughter when NO ONE ELSE has
ever had the guts to do it! The bourge treat us worse than their
livestock! Our food is their leftovers!” he said, picking up his
container of food and throwing it against the floor. “Our lives are
devoted to making their lives better and what do we get for
it? They kill us for being late, they kill us for not having a job,
and they kill us for being 35 years old!” he spat. He paused and
looked around the room. All eyes were on him. I noticed a guard
speaking into his communicator. He was probably looking for back
up. “Yesterday for the first time we saw the bourge being
humiliated. We saw what pain does to them. And that pain was
inflicted on them by one of us. Sunny O’Donnell is not a
traitor! She’s a goddamn HERO! And anyone who turns her in to the
bourge for that measly offer of 400 credits will have ME to deal
with,” he raved, waving his fist in the air.

Someone
started shouting Sunny O’Donnell over and over again creating a
chorus that went up among the crowd. People began to stand,
throwing their fists in the air like Reyes. I couldn’t believe that
it was happening. How could they see me as a hero? Leisel was the
one who humiliated me, not the other way around. She used me to
frame Jack as a traitor and I went along with her plan. I was not a
hero. I was a naïve and stupid girl who was duped by a master
manipulator.

Jack stood and
joined the crowd, putting his fist in the air calling out my name.
He was looking at me with wide eyes, willing me to do something.
Then I realized I was the only one in the room still seated and not
shouting out my name. I stood and put my fist in the air too,
yelling, Sunny O’Donnell. I felt so stupid. I knew we would be put
on lockdown again.

Just as the
thought entered my mind, armed guards came rushing into the room. I
saw someone at the front of the room get the butt of a gun against
the side of his face that knocked him to the floor. Another guard
pointed his gun at the ceiling and pulled the trigger. A loud bang
reverberated through the room. I lowered my fist and gave everyone
at our table an angry look that said stop! I did not want to
be the cause of anyone being shot or hurt. Under my angry glare,
Reyes stepped down off the chair and lowered his fist.

“Lockdown,” I
said for Jack’s benefit.

“It won’t be
for long,” he said.

“How would you
know that?” Reyes asked in a condescending tone.

“Because you
were on lockdown all day yesterday. They need you to cook, clean,
serve, work the mines and do all the things you do. When you don’t
do them, life in the Dome comes to a halt. I know we’ll be off
lockdown by lunch,” Jack said confidently.

As I listened
to Jack talk, something inside me suddenly clicked and I looked at
him with new eyes. All along I had only thought of Jack as the
famous bridegroom; as the man who would become President one day;
nothing more than a figurehead really. Now I was seeing Jack in a
whole new light. I flashed back to him at the wedding, dressed in
the military uniform of a high-ranking officer. I remembered his
comments about lockdown to Bron – about how it was used to divide
us. And now he thinks he knows when lockdown will be finished.

It occurred to
me that Jack possessed very valuable insight into the bourge and
how they ran the Pit… insight that could come in handy if someone
wanted to start a revolt.
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We all hung
back at our table as long as we could before it was our turn to
start moving toward the door.

“Take that
with you,” I instructed Jack pointing to his breakfast. No one in
the Pit would ever leave food behind. His full container would sit
on the table like a beacon.

I stood beside
Reyes as we shuffled along. I could feel his hand secretly
searching for mine, so I put my hand in his. I felt guilty for
getting mad at him earlier. I gave him an apologetic look and he
responded with a sad one. We both knew we could never go back to
the way we were. Our future together was gone the minute I agreed
to be Leisel’s victim.

“I was hoping
to see Summer too,” I mused to myself out loud. “I wonder why she
wasn’t at breakfast.”

Reyes drew his
brows together and his expression became closed off. “She’s been
eating breakfast somewhere else the past few days,” he said.

“What does
that mean Reyes?” I asked, even though I was pretty sure I knew
what it meant; Summer was never sent home from that bachelor
party.

“You know what
it means. Someone up there has her. I’ve only talked to her once
since the night you two left for the party. That’s when she told me
about you and the President’s daughter. I’ve seen her a few times
since, but she doesn’t look at me. She doesn’t look at anyone. She
just keeps her eyes on the floor,” Reyes whispered to me.

I knew why
Summer was keeping her head down. She was ashamed. I never
understood why girls who were taken as mistresses by the bourge
felt ashamed and embarrassed. It wasn’t their fault. And now the
thought of my best friend – the happiest person I’ve ever known –
being used by those old, pompous men at the party sickened me with
disgust.

When we came
to the stairs, Reyes dropped my hand to encircle my waist with his
arms. I knew he didn’t want to let me go. Maybe if I weren’t so
consumed right now with hatred for the bourge, I would feel the
same way.

“Stay safe,”
he whispered to me and kissed me on the lips.

“I’ll try my
best,” I said, making no promises.

Reyes dropped
his arms from my waist and turned on Jack.

“You touch her
and I’ll kill you,” he said in no uncertain terms.

Jack stared
back at him unfazed by the threat. I really didn’t want Reyes to
create another scene, so I ignored him and joined the flow of
traffic on the stairs. Jack followed me. There were armed guards
positioned along the staircase who kept everyone moving as quickly
as possible. It didn’t take very long for us to get back to the
apartment that was an exact replica of where I grew up, but yet was
so unfamiliar.

“I have to
take this off,” I said as soon as we entered the apartment.
Thoughts of Summer were weighing me down enough without the
bulletproof vest adding to it.

“Your
boyfriend’s a really nice guy,” Jack said sarcastically, lifting up
one of my arms to examine the bruises Reyes gave me.

“It’s none of
your business,” I stated flatly.

“You’re right.
And it’s the only reason he has any teeth left,” Jack
responded.

I ignored him
and went into the bedroom, shutting the door behind me. I was happy
to have a few moments alone. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to cry or be
physically sick. I needed to see Summer so much it hurt. I needed
to tell her none of this was her fault. I couldn’t lose my best
friend. She was always the brightest light in this dark Pit. I
wanted to kill whoever was hurting her.

I stripped
down to the vest and undid the straps. I flipped it over my head
and let it fall to the floor with a thud. The weight off my
shoulders and chest felt good. I put Jack’s t-shirt back on and it
hung from my shoulders.

I heard a loud
banging on the door and I knew it was the guard to do the check-in.
Reluctantly, I left the sanctity of the room and went out to answer
the door. I was surprised to find Jack stripped down to his waist
doing sit-ups on the floor.

“What are you
doing?” I asked stupidly.

“I’m a little
stressed out,” he said between deep breaths, “and exercise always
relaxes me.”

He jumped up
off the floor and came to the door with me. I opened it. The guard
held out the scanner, eyeing the two of us with a smirk on his
face. My shirt was askew and Jack was half naked and breathing
hard. Not hard to tell what he thought we were doing. We both
scanned in and the guard continued to the next door.

“Want to try?”
he asked, sitting back down onto the floor.

“Why not?” I
said. It might help me work off the anger I was feeling about
Summer’s predicament.

I lied down
beside Jack on the floor and fell into sync with him. I had never
done sit-ups before, but it seemed easy. I wasn’t sure how it would
ease my stress though. I still wanted to kill someone.

“Try this,” he
said and rolled over onto his stomach. Balancing with one leg
tucked over the other, he began to push himself up and down using
his arms. “Push-ups,” he informed me.

I rolled over
and did the same. Up, down. Up, down. This felt like a better
exercise than the sit-ups. At least I could feel some of the
tension in my neck and shoulders turn into fatigue. I heard Jack
count under his breath. We were at thirty.

“How many of
these are we doing?” I asked. My breathing was heavier now too. I
was starting to sweat.

“Fifty,” he
said. “I don’t want to push you too hard on the first time,” he
smiled.

“Don’t worry
about me,” I said.

“Fifty,” he
announced when he reached thirty-six and collapsed on the
floor.

“You’re right,
it did help to relax me,” I said. But I still had murderous energy
flowing through me. “What’s next?”

“I don’t know.
I don’t have any equipment down here. Usually I lift weights, run
the track, swim, that kind of thing,” he said.

“I know! Teach
me to fight - like you fought the guards at your apartment,” I
suggested.

“That’s
actually a good idea. You need to learn self defense with that
boyfriend of yours,” he said, getting to his feet.

“I don’t think
that’s funny,” I said wryly.

“It wasn’t
meant to be,” he responded. “We’ll start with Tai Chi - it’s a
martial arts exercise that teaches you how to control your
movements. Just do what I do.”

He stood up
straight and slowly brought his hands up to chest height, then
crossed them, then stretched out his right hand as he extended his
right leg. He curled his right leg bringing his knee waist high and
then set it down. Then he repeated the movements with his left
side. Each movement was very controlled and flowed into the next
one. He was going very slowly so it was easy for me to follow.

“Seems more
like a dance,” I said. “I was hoping for something faster paced and
a little more violent.”

No sooner had
I spoken the words than Jack sped up his movements directing them
at me. His leg came up and his foot snapped at my chest, stopping
just inches from making contact. Less than a second later, the back
of his hand stopped just half an inch from my nose. “Like that?” he
asked smiling.

“Like that,” I
agreed. His movements were so fast I didn’t see them coming.

“You need to
learn the movements before you can control them. Try again?” he
asked. I nodded my head.

We went back
into the first stance he showed me and he repeated all the
movements. Our hands were constantly moving, stretching one way,
and then recoiling and stretching another way. Our legs were
constantly moving too, squatting one minute then moving one leg up
and balancing on the other leg. The movements were hypnotic.

“So how long
have you and Reyes been together?” Jack asked.

“Why do you
want to know that?” I responded. My relationship with Reyes was
none of his business.

“Just trying
to make conversation,” he shrugged. “Okay, I’m wondering what he
whispered to you that made you so upset,” he confessed.

“He told me
that Summer is being used by those ugly old men I saw at your
bachelor party,” I said bitterly.

“Oh,” he
stopped moving to look at me. “I’m really sorry, Sunny.”

“Are you?” I
demanded. My anger came bubbling up to the surface again. I wanted
to kill someone. I wanted to kill him. “How about we try out these
moves you’ve been teaching me?”

I tried to
strike out at him as fast as he struck out at me earlier, but he
easily blocked my punch. I raised my leg to kick him, but he
stepped out of the way and I lost my balance and almost fell. I
recovered quickly and threw the heel of my left hand toward his
face and, knowing he would block that strike, I had my right hand
ready to catch him off guard. But he just grabbed both my wrists
and somehow spun me around and pinned my arms to my sides.

“Had enough?”
he asked me.

In answer to
his question, I brought up my leg up and stomped on his foot. This
time I did catch him off guard and he let go of me. I spun around
to face him, but he was already in a defensive stance. I took a
step forward, he took one back. I sped up my movements and so did
he. I threw my right hand in his direction and followed it through
with my body to put more power behind my strike. But Jack didn’t
see the chair behind him and he tripped and went down on the floor.
I was already in motion when he went down, so instead of my strike
making contact with him, I ended up on top of Jack on the floor. I
tried to get my balance to jump off quickly, but Jack wrapped his
arms around my waist.

“You catch on
quick!” Jack said. “Who knew sparring could be this much fun?” He
caught me around my waist with both his arms.

“Let me up!” I
said angrily. I tried to get out of the hold he had on me, but he
was too strong. Despite my anger, I was very aware that my entire
body was pressed against his. Our faces were only inches away from
each other and his blue eyes never left mine. I put my hands on his
chest to push my face away from his and was surprised at how warm
and smooth his naked chest felt under my hands. I breathed in his
scent, a combination of soap and sweat, and my heart beat faster. I
wasn’t sure if I wanted to kiss him or punch him.

“Not until you
tell me why you’re trying to kill me,” he said.

“Because it’s
your fault.” I said. “You were supposed to sign her up with
some old guy who was going to fall asleep and then she would be
sent home.”

Deep down I
knew it was ultimately Leisel who had betrayed Summer, not Jack.
But it made me angry that he didn’t think enough of Summer to make
sure the plan was followed through. And I was angry with myself…
angry that my eyes kept wandering down to his mouth. What was wrong
with me?

“I did!” he
said defensively, still holding my gaze. He must have seen the hurt
and anger I was feeling because his expression changed to one of
understanding. “But I should’ve done more for her. I’m sorry,” he
said softly.

I could see
the sincerity in his eyes. He let me go and I jumped up, relieved
to put distance between us.

“Apology
accepted,” I lied. Being sorry still didn’t make it okay.

“If I let you
beat me up will you feel better?” he asked.

“Urghhhhh!” I
almost screamed. Let me beat him up? But I realized that’s
exactly what I wanted. Jack stood up and righted the chair.

“Look, I’m
frustrated, angry and feeling helpless too. I don’t know if Holt
has my family locked up or not. I can guarantee he’s already
gathering evidence of treason against me so he can legally execute
me. And I’m living down here in the Pit where - what do you call
us? Borks - are hated. But I’m hoping that you and I can at least
be friends and help each other survive,” Jack said, raking a hand
through his hair. It came away black from the coal. “I really am
sorry about Summer. If there was any way I could help her, I
would.”

Once again I
was seeing another side of Jack. I had forgotten about his family
and the threat they were under. And I had never thought about the
fact that he had a life he had to give up in order to hide down
here. I guess I had never really thought of him as a person before
- only as a famous bourge that would one day be President. And
there had never been a President in the history of the Dome that
had ever been liked in the Pit.

Maybe Jack and
I could be friends. He had a lot of military training behind him
and valuable information about the way the bourge controlled the
Pit. He could be the advantage the Pit needed to level the playing
field between bourge and urchin.

“Bork?” I
asked. “We call you bourge. But I think I like bork better. It
rhymes with dork,” I gave him a small smile. He smiled back. “A
truce then,” I offered.

‘That would be
nice,” he said. “Because I have a feeling it’s going to get rough
down here.”

“What do you
mean?” I asked genuinely interested to hear what he had to say.

“I mean you,”
he said. “You heard Reyes and his friends – you’re a hero. The one
thing people needed down here was a victory and you gave them one.
I know you think Leisel humiliated you, but that’s not what they
saw. They saw an urchin taking down a bourge and putting her in her
place.” Jack was looking at me, maybe gauging how I was taking what
he had to say. I still didn’t know myself. How did I go from being
a victim to a hero? My brain hadn’t accepted that information
yet.

“That’s not
all they saw. They think they saw a love story between you and me.
They believed what Leisel said,” I added.

“I know,” he
said quietly, “and it would seem our love story has sparked a hell
of a response from everyone down here.” He took a deep breath and
dragged his hand through his hair. “I’m reminded of a saying I was
taught at the military academy. It went, Red sky at night,
sailor’s delight. But red sky in the morning, sailors take
warning. It was used to predict the weather - a red sunset
meant clear skies, but a red sunrise meant a coming storm. I can’t
help thinking your mom should’ve named you Sunrise, because there’s
a storm on its way Sunny, and you’re at the center of it.”

“A storm?
Seriously Jack?” I asked wryly. He laughed.

“Okay. That
was just my corny way of saying there’s a war brewing. You didn’t
start it, but you seem to be the catalyst for it.”

“I think
something’s brewing too, but I’m not sure about a full blown war.
You think no one’s ever thought of that down here? Believe me, we
would have started one a long time ago if we weren’t condemned to
living in a death trap. But the minute we make any noise, they
threaten to lock the doors and shut off our ventilation. How long
do you think we’d have before we ran out of oxygen or the entire
Pit filled with gas from the mines? Our salvation won’t come until
we can leave the Dome,” I said bitterly. “But I think a revolt is
possible. We could push back a little to let the bourge know we’ve
had enough just like we did when they tried to lower the age of the
Cull to 30.”

“I don’t know.
The military reports I’ve read – during my short career – suggest
that unrest in the Pit has escalated over the past few years.
President Holt included the Pit in the wedding celebrations as an
attempt to pacify everyone down here. You know, include them in the
wedding and make them feel like one of us. Unfortunately, his own
prejudices prevented him from treating you as anything more than
slaves. I’m betting he thought the extra bread with dinner was a
huge gift for people so undeserving,” Jack said.

“And he never
stopped to consider that the bread was a slap in the face
considering all the food on display in the Dome,” I said in
understanding.

“Exactly –
it’s a mistake that Holt is going to repeat over and over again
because he doesn’t know what he did wrong,” Jack predicted. “Life
has never been good down here, but it’s worked. It’s worked because
despite how people felt about their President, they still believed
their leader was rational, sane and knew best how to run the Dome.
The Holts have always been tyrants, but this one is particularly
bad. Damien is insane. He’s cut back your rations and increased
your workloads, and he’s also given free license to the guards and
supervisors down here to keep you inline anyway they choose. People
are getting scared and desperate.”

Jack was
making a lot of sense. I had felt the tension he was talking about
in my everyday life. People were starting to complain more and more
about the lack of food and water and how badly they were being
treated at work. There were more guards now too, restricting
whatever freedom we had enjoyed in the past. But the thought of war
inside the Dome was scary.

“War is a bad
idea. The President holds all the power and we have none,” I
said.

“There’s
nothing you can do to stop it,” he responded.

“But maybe we
could try and control it. You have a military background and you
seem to know an awful lot about how the bourge run things down
here. When you go to work in the mines, share your knowledge with
everyone. Teach them to fight, like you’re teaching me. Give them
what they need to defend themselves,” I pleaded.

“How do I do
that without exposing who I am? And the minute they find out who I
am, I’m as good as dead. No one down here is going to accept me,”
Jack pointed out.

“Reyes already
knows who you are. He can help you,” I suggested


“Reyes?” Jack asked incredulously. “If he didn’t already
have anger management issues, he certainly does now that I’ve
married his girlfriend! He isn’t going to help me. In fact, he’ll
probably be the first one in line to kill me.”

A loud alarm
rang out in the hallway. Jack put his hands over his ears to block
out the sound.

“The lockdown
is over. You were right,” I said. He really did know how the bourge
worked.

I bent down
and retrieved Jack’s t-shirt off the floor and threw it to him. I
grabbed my hat and put it on.

“Forgetting
something?” he asked. I look around not sure what he meant. “The
vest. Put it back on.”

“Right,” I
said and went into the bedroom and put it back on. It felt heavier
for some reason. I pulled my t-shirt over it and then put my hat
on. I was back to being Autumn Jones.

“I know where
the laundry room is, do you know where you’re going?” I asked.

“Two miles
down into the bowels of the Dome,” he said with mocked pride.

“At the end of
the work day, we’ll meet back here and then go to dinner together,”
I instructed him. I held the door open for him and we left the
apartment.

People were
pouring out of their apartments and heading in all directions going
to their places of work. We joined the flow and headed for the
stairs. As we reached the stairs, Jack gently took my arm and
turned me towards him.

“Be careful. I
don’t want to get stuck down here alone,” he said.

“You too,” I
responded.

We both knew
it might be the last time we ever saw each other.
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I watched Jack
walk down the stairs until I couldn’t see him anymore. I hoped
Reyes and his friends would reconcile themselves to him. Reyes
never actually said what he felt about Jack’s presence down here,
but judging by the murderous glares he was giving him, I was going
to go with hate. I should have talked to Reyes when I had the
chance.

I climbed the
two levels to the laundry room. I was feeling a little apprehensive
this close to the main floor of the Dome. All I had to do was climb
just one more level and I would be standing right in front of the
well-guarded Reception area to the Dome. I wondered how long it
would take for someone to recognize me. Would they shoot me on the
spot? Or take me back to Holt to be dealt with? I think I’d prefer
to be shot on sight.

I hated to
admit it to myself, but I was feeling vulnerable being separated
from Jack. He was my partner in crime. If I were going to be caught
and dragged back to his apartment to await my sentencing, I would
prefer to be with him. As selfish as it may be, I didn’t want to
die alone.

I approached
the laundry room and saw there were people coming and going with
wheeled carts full of laundry. I came as soon as the lockdown was
over so I wasn’t sure how I could be late. Being late would not be
a great way to start my job here. Tentatively, I entered the
laundry room. It was hot. I looked for someone in charge.

“Over here,”
someone sitting behind a desk motioned toward me.

At first I
wasn’t sure if the person was a man or a woman, but on closer
inspection, I saw she had breasts. She was stocky and had a shadow
of facial hair above her lip. A sign on her desk read ‘Supervisor
Madi’, a female name.

“You must be
Autumn Jones. I got an electronic message this morning telling me
to expect you. About time I got extra help around here,” she
complained. “I’m Supervisor Madi and you’ll scan in with me
personally every morning.”

She held out
the scanner to me. I was very relieved that I wasn’t getting in
trouble for being late. I waved my hand in front of it and it
beeped and the green light went on. I hoped Jack was having the
same luck as I was.

“Come with
me,” Supervisor Madi instructed, getting up from behind her desk to
lead me through the laundry room. It was bustling with activity and
I tried not to get in anyone’s way. There were clothes and linens
everywhere and I had to watch where I stepped.

“Di, got one
for you to train. Her name’s Autumn Jones.” Supervisor Madi
announced to an older woman who was in the process of emptying a
laundry cart.

Di looked up
from her work and gave me a warm smile. I instantly liked her kind
face and tired eyes. Her black hair was caught up in a bun, but a
few strands had come loose and she brushed them away from her eyes.
Supervisor Madi left us without any further introductions.

“I am glad to
see you! We sure can use the extra help,” she extended her hand to
me and I took it in mine. She clasped both her hands around mine
and gave me a tight squeeze. “I’m Di. Actually, my name is Diamond.
My Dad worked in the diamond mines and thought the rocks were
pretty, so he named me after them when I was born,” Di said,
laughing at the memory. “I can’t stand the name, so I shortened it
to Di. I don’t mind Di.”

“I know what
you mean,” the words tumbled out before I knew what I was
saying.

“Why? Autumn’s
a pretty enough name. What would you shorten that to?” she asked in
confusion.

“Forget it.
I’m just nervous,” I told her. I would have to be more careful in
the future. I was no longer Sunset O’Donnell. That name would get
me killed.

“Well, it’s
not a glamorous job in here. All kinds of things end up on clothes.
Like people getting sick or losing control of their bowels. It all
comes down here to be washed. Just be careful with the sorting. You
don’t want to get that stuff on your hands – you’d be sick before
you know it. I sort the clothes by whites, colors, and darks and
then make a special pile for the really soiled clothes. Those ones
have to be washed by hand first.” Di paused to look around and then
said in a conspiratorial voice, “They get sent over to Crystal to
get washed and I don’t mind at all. She’s a stuck up little thing
because she has a good singing voice. Not that anyone down here
would know. She only sings for the bourge,” Di rolled her eyes. I
was glad she mentioned it. Crystal might just be the type to turn
me in and collect the credits.

“Where would
you like me to start?” I asked.

“I like your
attitude Autumn - ready to dig right into work. Why don’t I keep
you with me today and we’ll go through everything together. I’ll
teach you to sort and how to use the washing machines and dryers.
There’s a folding station over there too, but that takes a while to
master. The bourge like their things folded just so. Here, you can
start with this cart,” Di led me to where the carts were lined up.
“All the bins with dirty laundry are over there. They’ll stack up
all day long. The bins are numbered according to where they came
from.” Di showed me the number on the side of the bin. “Like this
one – 5499114. The 5 means it’s from the 5th level, the
4 is the section number on that level, the 99 means its personal
laundry as opposed to dining room or something, and the 114 means
the laundry came from apartments 1 thru 14. We’ve got a boy working
here that runs the carts up and down from the Dome.”

I took a cart
and wheeled it to a table beside where Di was working. I was a
little hesitant to just dive right into the laundry considering
what Di had told me I might find in there. I gave the cart a sniff
and didn’t smell anything foul. Di was shaking her head at me
laughing. I didn’t need to get into trouble on my first day, so I
took a deep breath and plunged my hand into the clothes and piled
them up on the table. I started sorting them like she showed me,
but Di corrected me on a few items. I didn’t know there was a
difference between lighter dark shades and a darker light
shades.

“Might seem a
bit picky, but if you put something red in with light colors, then
everything might come out with a red tinge to it. And you can bet a
couple days’ credits and a beating to boot that you’ll be paying
for that!” Di warned me.

“Supervisor
Madi seems very strict,” I said confidentially. I hoped she didn’t
think I was being too forward, but I needed to know what I was
dealing with in here.

“And don’t you
ever think otherwise,” Di levelled me with a stare. “That woman is
one letter away from being crazier than the President. There’s
something wrong with her,” Di tapped the side of her head, implying
the woman was psycho. “And make sure you only ever work with one
cart at a time too. The last one that mixed up the carts was
thrashed until she was bloody.”

Laundry just
got a whole lot more complicated. If being recognized wasn’t enough
stress for me, now I had to worry about being beaten to a pulp if I
made a mistake. I had heard about supervisors like Madi, and it
didn’t take much to provoke them.

“All sorted?”
Di checked over my work. I was glad she was there to teach me.
“Well, let’s take the load of darks,” she said. She gathered them
up in her arms and walked over to a machine. “Put them in like
this.” She took each piece of clothing and shook it out before
putting it in the washing machine. “They wash up better when
they’re separated like that. And if anything is mixed up in the
clothing it will fall out. You don’t need a pen exploding ink into
your wash. You’ll pay for that too,” she warned. With all the
clothes now in the washer, she shut the door and showed me where to
put the detergent. She pressed a few buttons and the washer
started. “Now let’s see how you do with the next load. I’ll just
watch this time.”

I did the next
load exactly like Di showed me with the first one. It was a mundane
task, yet it needed my full attention or my mistake will be Madi’s
pleasure. It was difficult to focus when my entire life had been
turned upside down. My Dad’s welfare was weighing heavily on my
mind and I was anxious to see him. But I told myself I couldn’t do
anything about it right now. I needed to focus and keep myself out
of trouble so I would be able to see him later.

I turned my
attention back to the task at hand. I added the detergent to the
washer like I was shown and then pressed a button. Di corrected me.
Now I needed to go back to the table for the third load. Doing
laundry was a foreign task and I suddenly missed the familiar ease
of the kitchen. If I had never been drafted to work at Jack’s
bachelor party, then Summer and I would be working in the kitchen
right now, probably peeling carrots or potatoes. That was a mundane
task too, but since I did it with my best friend all day, I enjoyed
it. I wondered what Summer was doing right now. Was she still
working in the kitchen? Or was she up in the Dome with someone she
didn’t want to be with?

I gathered up
the last load and went to the next available washing machine. I
shook out each piece the way I was shown. My thoughts wandered to
Jack. I blushed at the memory of how much I wanted to kiss him
today. I wondered how he was doing with his new job in the coal
mine. It was hard to think of him as anything but a bourge. He had
a quality that set him apart down here. He carried himself with a
confidence that the average urchin lacked.

“Don’t mix up
your carts, Autumn,” Di stopped me in the middle of getting another
cart.

“All my loads
are in the wash. I thought I would start sorting a new load,” I
said.

“Never work
with two carts at one time. You’ll get the clothes mixed up and
they’ll never find their way back to their owner. Keep track of
what you have on the go right now. Your first washer will end in
about ten minutes, then you’ll need to sort them again since the
clothes don’t dry at the same temperatures or the same amount of
time.”

My head was
going to explode. Who knew laundry was this complicated? For the
third time today I told myself to concentrate and put everything
else out of my mind and focus on the clothes. I couldn’t afford to
make any mistakes. I went over to the washer that was about to end.
I watched the clothes spin around. It reminded me of my little
training session with Jack this morning. I wished I could fight
like him. He could move so fast. I wondered if he would do as I
asked him and show the miners how to fight. If he could pass his
skills on to them even a little bit, it might give them a chance
against abusive guards. The washer stopped and I opened the
door.

“Now let’s
have a look,” Di said next to me. She started taking the clothes
out one by one and shook them again. “Now, see how the pants have a
crease down the middle? You’re better off leaving those damp and
running an iron over them. The iron will dry them. These ones can
go in the dryer,” she said as she shook each item out again before
putting it in the dryer. “Less wrinkles to contend with,” she
confided. I paid close attention to what she was showing me. My
life really did depend on getting it right.

“Miss Di, do
you have anything for me?” a young boy politely interrupted us. He
had a fat lip and seemed to be holding back tears. He looked
younger than twelve, but he couldn’t be. Twelve is the earliest age
you could be assigned a job, although I’m sure the bourge would
like to make it younger. More workers would mean more
production.

“Well, there’s
my handsome little Kai,” Di gave the boy a hug. “Kai this is
Autumn. She just started working here today.”

“Hello Kai,” I
greeted him. He gave me a weak smile.

“Where have
you been?” Di asked him gently.

“Supervisor
Madi had me take carts up to the main floor. She said they were
getting real mad up there because they haven’t had clean clothes in
two days.”

“Madi give you
that?” Di asked him, examining his lip.

“Yes ma’am. I
was late. The stairs were just so crowded after lockdown was
finished and it’s a long way up here from the 8th
level.” A tear spilled from the corner of his eye. I remembered the
first time I was struck by a supervisor and how awful it had been.
I felt sorry for him, but I knew he would get used to it.

“You get
docked too?” she asked.

He nodded his
head. “Half a day’s credits. And since we only get half a day
because of the lockdown, I’m not getting anything today.”

“Don’t you
worry. You’re still living with your parents. They can take care of
you for a few years yet,” Di kissed the top of the boy’s head and
gave him a bone-crushing hug. “I’ve got a couple of carts for you
right over here to take up. By now there’s probably a few more for
you to bring down. Come see me when you’re all done.”

I watched the
boy take the carts and make his way out of the laundry room. He
cringed slightly when he walked by Supervisor Madi. Di was making
tutting noises beside me.

“A sweet
little boy like that and she just hauls off and punches him in the
mouth. It’s not right, Autumn,” Di shook her head. “There are days
when I’m happy that I’m not long for this world. I turned 35 this
year. I’ll be on the next Cull and I say good riddance to this
place.”

I was
surprised by the amount of malice in her tone. I was getting the
impression that life in the laundry room was more hell than
anything else.

“How long have
you worked here?” I asked.

“Most of my
life. It wasn’t always a bad place to work, but the past few years
the supervisors have been getting meaner. This one is the meanest.
Like most people working here, I’d like to find a job somewhere
else. But if Madi ever found out anyone here were looking for a new
job, she’d beat her to death. It makes a supervisor look bad to the
higher ups when too many workers want to leave.”

“So you’re
saying I better get comfortable here because I’m not going anywhere
else,” I stated flatly.

“Not unless
you come up with an airtight plan to get out of here,” Di said,
cocking an eyebrow at me, which made her statement more of a
question. Why would she wonder if I had a plan to escape? Did she
recognize me? No, she couldn’t have. She would’ve reported me.
Harbouring a criminal in this place would be the violent death of
her for sure. She knew that.

“Then you
better show me how to iron these pants because I have no other
place to go. I’ll try to keep Madi happy,” I said, putting the
pants on the ironing board.

“Good luck
with that!” Di said sarcastically. “The iron gets really hot if you
set it too high and it will burn the clothes. That’s why I like to
iron when the clothes are still damp – less chance of damaging
them.” She showed me how to lay the pants on the board and began to
run the iron over the material quickly, never stopping in one
place. A washing machine started to buzz behind us. “That’ll be
your second load. We need to get it out now because someone will be
waiting for the machine.”

We left the
pants and went back to the washing machine. Di told me to sort
everything out myself and just watched to see if I did it right. I
made a few mistakes, but she corrected me and I took note for the
next time. I ended up with two more items to iron. We went back to
the ironing board and she let me finish the pants. She was showing
me how to iron a shirt when my third machine started to buzz. I
went and got the clothes and began sorting them. I found a few more
items to iron and went back to the ironing board. Di was still with
me, showing me how to do everything. I wasn’t finished with my
ironing when the first dryer signalled the load was done.

“Now we go to
the folding station. This will take a bit of time to learn,” Di
warned me.

I was feeling
uncomfortable with the amount of multi-tasking I had to do. I still
had ironing waiting to be finished, two more loads in the dryer,
and now a load to be folded. The carts were stacking up too. Di
took out a small board from under the counter. She placed it on the
back of a t-shirt and began to fold the shirt around the board.
When she was finished, she slipped the board out of the folded
t-shirt and flipped the t-shirt upright. It was perfect. Now it was
my turn to try. I was not nearly as fast or as good as Di. I tried
again.

“You’ll need
to master this quickly,” Di said, looking in the direction of
Supervisor Madi. I understood. I tried harder.

“There - how’s
that?” I presented my finished t-shirt.

“Not bad,” Di
said after she made a few adjustments. “Try again with this one.”
She handed me another shirt. I was feeling under pressure with all
the work I had piling up. I was afraid of losing track and missing
something. I folded the shirt like I was shown. “Better,” Di
said.

It took me
approximately fifteen minutes to fold the entire load. I was still
very aware I had ironing and another load in the dryer that was
about to finish. I went back to the ironing board and did what I
could until the dryer signalled it was done. I left to go and fold
it. Di was over at her station now getting some of her own work
done. I realized I had taken up quite a bit of her time today.

I was halfway
through folding my third load of laundry when the bong bongs
sounded, signalling the end of the working day. With the lockdown
this morning, we only had half a workday, although it felt like I
put in a full day.

“You’ll need
to finish up before you go. Kai’s is waiting to take the last of
the carts upstairs. We’ll have a busy day tomorrow trying to catch
up. Lockdowns might seem like a peaceful break while they’re
happening, but the work keeps piling up and we have to stay on top
of it,” Di sighed.

I tried to
hurry my folding, but it didn’t work. I just wasn’t that adept yet.
So I made myself slow down. Working late wasn’t part of my plan for
this evening. I was really anxious to find my father and make sure
he was okay. I was also hoping to catch Summer at the common room
for dinner.

“Autumn, you
need to concentrate or you’ll never finish,” Di said. She took the
shirt from my hands and positioned the board in the center of the
back. “Like this.” She showed me in slow motion. I tried again with
the next shirt, pushing aside the panic rising up inside me.

Eventually the
laundry was folded and I could get back to the ironing. Again, I
found it slow going but I knew I had to get it right. Di was
helping me every step of the way and I was truly grateful for her
patience and kindness.

“Done!” Di
exclaimed as I finished the last pair of pants. “Now, put the
clothes in the proper cart. I know Kai wants to get home and eat
something.”

Di showed me
how to stack the clothes into the cart. I couldn’t believe how
complicated it was to do laundry. I had a new appreciation for my
old job in the kitchen.

“I’m sorry I’m
so late Kai. I’ll try to be faster tomorrow,” I promised the
boy.

“That’s okay,
Miss Autumn. We always end up working late after a lockdown.” Kai
took the remaining two carts and headed for the door.

“Now we can
scan out. I’ll see you tomorrow,” Di said.

Supervisor
Madi was waiting for us with the scanner in her hands.

“I expect
tomorrow you’ll be able to pick up the pace,” she glared at me. “I
don’t like having to stay here late waiting for a couple of urchins
to finish their work.”

“Yes ma’am,” I
said and I waved my hand across the scanner.

It felt good
to get out of the heat in the laundry room. I went in the direction
of the stairs, pulling the visor of my hat lower. There were not
many people in the hallways anymore. I realized I must be over a
half-hour later than usual. I quickened my stride and joined the
few people on the stairs.

That’s when I
saw her. Summer.
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Summer looked
directly at me and I could tell by her expression she recognized me
right away. She looked terrified and dropped her gaze, refusing to
look my way. I resisted the impulse to run down the stairs to meet
her and instead waited for her to come up to me. Something must be
wrong because she’s never ignored me before.

She gave me a
sidelong glance when she reached the fourth level and walked down
the hall in the opposite direction from me. I waited a moment then
walked after her. I tried not to get too close in case someone was
watching us. I saw her disappear into the common bath. I slowly
walked in that direction and ducked inside to meet her.

“Sunny, what
are you doing in the Pit?” Summer demanded the instant I stepped
into the room.

“Looking for
you,” I said softly. I went to her and wrapped my arms around her.
“The whole reason I escaped was so I could see you, Dad, and
Reyes.”

“Are you
crazy? They’ll kill you if they find you,” Summer said
desperately.

“They’re going
to kill me anyway. At least now it’s on my terms. What happened to
you? Why are you still going up to the Dome?” I asked, changing the
subject.

“You know why,
Sunny. Don’t make me say it,” she said in a defeated tone.

“But Jack told
me he signed you up with some old guy that would fall asleep and
you’d be sent home after the party,” I explained. “Why didn’t that
happen?”

“Oh, its
Jack now is it? Not Mr. Kenner or Mr. Almost President?”
Summer asked sarcastically. She really wasn’t acting like herself.
Her voice was laced with bitterness.

“We’re on the
run together. Being on a first name basis saves time,” I said,
trying to keep the sarcasm out of my own voice. “I want to know
what happened to you.”

“Leisel
happened to me. Jack may have signed me up with a deadbeat,
but Leisel signed me up to be with her father!” she spat.

I stared at
her dumbfounded. That was just wrong on so many levels. I couldn’t
even begin to imagine old President Holt in a sexual capacity. It
was disgusting. And the fact that his daughter signed up a girl for
him…

“Leisel is the
most evil person I’ve ever met,” I spit out.

“I’ve been at
the Holt residence every night since the bachelor party. The only
reason why I get to come home during the day is that Mr.
President, as he told me to call him when he gives me permission to
speak, allows me to go to work in the kitchen every day. He feels
that all urchins should be earning their keep. Imagine! Like I’m
not earning my keep being his sex slave all night long. It’s
revolting!” she shuddered in disgust. “And if that’s not enough, I
have Leisel talking to me about you. Between acting like the
heart-broken jilted bride in front of her father, she’s
interrogating me to see if I’ve seen you and your husband down
here.”

“So she didn’t
tell her father that you and I are friends?” I asked warily. I was
afraid for Summer, but as long as Holt didn’t know she meant
something to me there was no reason for Summer to be drawn into my
predicament.

“How could he?
Leisel can’t tell him she knows who I am without risking admitting
she knows who you are. Although given time, I’m sure she’ll come up
with some story. She’s conniving that one,” Summer said
bitterly.

“So Leisel
told you what she did to Jack and me?” I asked.

“Every single
detail. She’s quite proud of herself. And you should know she and
her guard are lovers. He and some of his friends are watching me
down here to see if I lead them to you,” she warned.

“That’s why
you didn’t want to talk to me in the hallway. I’m so sorry I got
you dragged into all of this. I’ve really made a mess of
everything. If I could rewind the past few days, I’d do things so
much differently. I’d just take getting fired and look for a new
job,” I said apologetically. I hugged her again.

“Stop it! Just
stop apologizing!” Summer said angrily. She gripped me by my
shoulders pushing me away to look me in the eyes. “We didn’t ask to
have bad things happen to us! Our only mistake was being born on
the wrong side of the Dome.” She dropped her hands from my
shoulders and looked at me sadly. “I’ve gotta go. Being late with
President Holt is not an option.”

“Be careful
Summer,” I pleaded, but my words sounded hollow and ineffectual
even to my ears. What I really wanted to do was take her by the
hand and find a hiding place for the two of us and keep her safe.
But if she didn’t show up for President Holt, then she would be
running for her life now too. There wasn’t a way out of this for
either one of us.

“You’re the
one who needs to be careful. Holt is turning the Dome upside down
looking for you two. The only reason he hasn’t done a thorough
search in the Pit yet is because it hasn’t occurred to him that
Jack Kenner would find refuge down here. But he’ll figure it out
soon enough. He won’t stop until he finds you,” she warned.

“Jack got us
new chips,” I began, but Summer held her hand up to stop me.

“Don’t tell
me. If I know anything about you, Leisel will find a way of getting
the information out of me.” She pulled me toward her and hugged me
tightly. “You’ve always been my best friend and you always will be.
I love you Sunny,” she said softly. I felt the tears roll down her
face. I knew what she was doing and it was too much.

“Don’t you say
good-bye to me, Summer!” I said with conviction. “Holt is not going
to win. We’ll see each other again.”

“Sure we will,
Sunny. Just do me a favor and stay hidden.” She gave me a sad smile
and kissed my cheek. Then she was gone out the door.

It was
unbearable to think I would never see her again. I couldn’t imagine
what my life would be like without her in it. It was her strength,
her ability to take a bad situation and turn it into an adventure
that enriched my life so much. But my effervescent friend was gone.
The same monster that wanted me dead had enslaved her. There was no
bright side to this adventure.

I rubbed the
tears off my cheeks and left the bathroom. I saw a guard at the far
end of the hall, but he was oblivious to me. I headed back to the
stairs and descended the two flights to our apartment.

“Jack?” I
called out when I entered the apartment. There was no answer.
“Jack?” I called out a little louder, but still there was no
answer. A nervous flutter was starting in the pit of my stomach as
my mind raced to the conclusion that he had been captured today. I
ran into the bedroom and found him on the mattress, flat on his
back covered in coal dust. I faintly heard him snoring.

I breathed a
sigh of relief. The thought of him being captured terrified me. Now
that my best friend was lost to me, I felt so alone. The only
person I really had left was my partner in crime.

“Jack
wake-up,” I said as I sat down on the bed. He didn’t even stir.
“Jack,” I gently shook his arm. With lightning reflexes, his hand
came up and wrapped around my throat. For an instant I felt him
starting to squeeze. “Jack!” I choked out. He dropped his hand.

“Don’t sneak
up on me like that!” he snapped. I could tell he still wasn’t quite
awake.

“They’ll stop
serving dinner soon,” I warned him, massaging my neck. I would have
to be more careful around him.

“I can’t
decide what I need more - sleep or food,” he said, rubbing his eyes
to force them open.

“Food,” I
said. “You can sleep again later, but food is only served three
times a day. Miss a meal and it will be a long time before the next
one.”

“Hey, were you
crying?” he asked when he saw my red eyes.

“I just saw
Summer,” I said.

“Oh. Look if
you want to beat me up again, then I’ll let you know right now I’m
too tired to fend you off. Just go ahead and punch me,” he said,
throwing his arms wide open on the bed to give me clear access to
his stomach.

“Maybe after
dinner,” I responded. “She told me she’s with President Holt.
Leisel signed her up to be with her father after the bachelor
party.”

Jack sat
straight up in bed and gave me a look of surprise. He was fully
awake now.

“Your friend
Summer is within Leisel’s reach?” Jack asked. I nodded. “Then she’s
got to be part of Leisel’s plan. What angle could she be using with
her?”

I never
thought about it that way, but I was beginning to learn that
everything Leisel did had a motive behind it.

“She set-up
Summer with the President the night of the bachelor party. She
couldn’t have known then that we would escape and go into hiding,”
I observed.

“You’re
right,” Jack agreed. “Summer was part of her plan that night.
How?”

“Probably as
insurance to make sure I did what she wanted,” the realization hit
me. “She threatened to tell on Summer for stealing food if I didn’t
go along with her plan. If the threat hadn’t been enough to
convince me, she probably would have paraded Summer out in front of
me and threatened to do worse. Leisel kept saying how impressed she
was that I stood up for my friend. She found my weakness.”

“And now that
we’ve escaped, she’s keeping Summer close,” Jack finished.

“Well that and
Holt likes Summer. He’s the one telling her to come to him every
night. But when he’s not around, Leisel is going after her. She
told me Leisel’s been interrogating her to see if she knows where I
am. Leisel’s boyfriend is following her too,” I said.

“Does Holt
know that you and Summer are friends?” he asked.

“Leisel can’t
tell him without implicating herself. Summer says she’s playing the
broken-hearted victim in front of her father,” I said.

“A little
handicap like that isn’t going to slow her down. Are you sure that
you and Summer weren’t seen talking today?” he asked.

“We didn’t
speak to each other in public – we met in the bath room and no one
else was in there. Summer’s aware she’s being watched. She also
didn’t want to know where we’re hiding. She’s scared Leisel will
get the information out of her. Oh, and she said that Holt hasn’t
thought to look for you here in the Pit.”

“Why not?” he
asked, confused.

“She said it
hadn’t occurred to him that you would hide down here.”

“So his own
prejudices are preventing him from making good decisions again,”
Jack said in understanding. I gave him a curious look. I wasn’t
sure I was following. “Holt would never be caught dead down here
and he thinks I’m every bit as prejudiced as he is. See, I told you
he’d keep repeating his mistakes. At least it gives us a bit more
time.” He gave me a weak smile. We both knew that eventually we
would be caught and killed.

“Then let’s
use the time we have left. Did you think about what I asked you?
About teaching them how to defend themselves?” I asked.

“You’re asking
me to do the impossible. First of all, Reyes is never going trust
me so his friends never will either. Secondly, there is no place
away from the eyes of the guards to teach them. Thirdly, it took me
years to learn martial arts and I have maybe a few days at best
before I’m caught,” he pointed out.

“So now I know
why in 283 years your family still hasn’t won against the Holts,” I
mused out loud. Jack gave me a blank stare. “You talk yourself out
of every good plan. Sometimes you just need a starting point,” I
said. I found it frustrating to want to do something to help
my own people, but being told I couldn’t. If Jack didn’t want to
help, I would find another way. “Never mind. Let’s go to dinner
before there isn’t any left.”

“Sunny,” Jack
began, but I walked out of the apartment. I was almost to the sixth
level when he caught up. “That wasn’t a fair statement,” he said
when he came up beside me.

“I don’t want
to talk about it anymore,” I cut him off. I didn’t need him to
convince me my plan was a bad idea. I had already made up my mind.
If people saw me as a hero, then I needed to live up to the title.
I wanted my death at the hands of the President to at least inspire
change.

At the risk of
missing dinner, I decided to turn toward my father’s apartment. If
he was still in bed, perhaps I could convince him to come and eat
with us. I found Bron was in her usual spot.

“Sunny…” Bron
began when she saw me. “I wanted to come and see you right away,
but there were Domers down here,” she explained. She had a worried
look on her face I didn’t like.

“What is it?”
I asked hesitantly. I knew it was about my father. Something had
happened.

“They took
him. I tried to intervene, but there was nothing I could do,” she
said in a defeated tone.

“They took
him?” I repeated stupidly. I saw her mouth say the words and my
ears heard them, but my brain refused to accept the
information.

“I’m so
sorry,” she said sadly. “I wish I could have done something.”

“Are there
still Domers down here?” Jack asked urgently.

“No. They left
with her father.” Bron told him.

“Where did
they take him, Jack?” I demanded as I turned on him. “You of all
people would know where they would take him. Tell me!”

“Sunny, I
don’t know,” he began, but I cut him off.

“Tell me!” I
yelled at him.

But he didn’t
tell me. He just looked at me with a defeated expression. But I
wasn’t ready to be defeated. In only a few months my entire life
had been shattered beyond recognition. The only anchor I had left
in my life was my Dad still living in our family home where I grew
up. He couldn’t be gone.

“Tell me!” I
yelled at Jack again.

But he just
shook his head no and my anger flared. I was sure he knew where
they took him and I would do anything to get that information out
of him. I started pummelling my fists against his chest, but he
grabbed my wrists preventing me from doing much damage.

“Sunny,” he
started, but I didn’t want to hear his lies.

“You tell
me!” I spat at him.

“I’m going to
take her home,” he said to Bron over my head. He talked to her as
if I wasn’t even here.

“This is my
home!” I said between clenched teeth. “And I’m not going anywhere
with you!”

I tried to
break away from his hold on my wrists, but he pulled me down the
hall with him. I wasn’t ready to leave my home yet. I needed to see
for myself that Dad wasn’t in there. Maybe Bron made a mistake. I
pulled against his hold, but he just tightened his grip.

“Let me go! I
need to go back and see. Maybe he’s still in bed and Bron just
didn’t see him,” I sobbed. Jack pulled me to him by my wrists and
looked into my eyes.

“He’s gone,
Sunny,” he told me. “They have him.”

I didn’t want
him to tell me that. I didn’t want to believe it was true. But
somewhere deep down inside me, I knew the truth. Bron said Domers
took him. Domers didn’t come down here to kick people out of their
homes. There was only one reason they would come for my Dad.
Me.

I couldn’t
stop the flood of tears that came pouring out even if I had the
strength to try. I had been so naïve to trust Leisel. I thought she
had been worth the risk of helping, and yet it had cost me far more
than I ever could have imagined. Just thinking of her set every
fibre of my being tingling with hatred and it sapped the rest of my
strength. I felt my legs give out from under me and Jack let go of
my wrists to catch me.

“I’m going to
take you home,” he said gently.

“No. I don’t
want to go,” I sobbed.

“What the
hell are you doing to her?” Reyes’ voice rang out from down the
hall.

I lifted my
head from Jack’s shoulder and looked up to see Reyes bearing down
on us. He looked like he was ready to kill Jack. I pushed away from
him, hoping my legs would hold me up. They did.

“Reyes, it’s
not what it looks like,” I began, but Reyes didn’t listen. He
headed straight for Jack.

“I told you
not to touch her,” he ground out between clenched teeth. He pushed
Jack hard, making him back up a few steps.

“He wasn’t
touching me like that,” I cried out.

Reyes was
taking another run at him and I put my hand on his arm and stopped
him. I saw Jack getting ready to spring at him. I knew what damage
Jack could do to Reyes and I silently pleaded with him to leave
Reyes alone. I saw him relax.

“Then what the
hell was he doing?” Reyes demanded from me, looking at me for the
first time. “You’re crying,” he declared and gave Jack another
accusatory glare.

“Can we go
somewhere and talk?” I asked Reyes calmly.

He turned his
eyes back to me and gave me a single nod. I slipped my hand into
his and walked down the hall with him. I hadn’t been alone with
Reyes since the night I was drafted to work at the bachelor party.
I owed him so much.

“They took my
father,” I said when we found a place to be alone.

“I heard. It’s
always big news when Domers come into the Pit,” he said. “You know
I’m still here for you.”

He looked into
my eyes and brushed away my tears. I looked back into his dark
eyes. When he wasn’t angry or upset, he had kind and loving eyes. I
always thought they were his best feature. He brought his lips to
mine and we kissed. It was a gentle kiss at first, but then he
became more aggressive. He backed me up against the wall and his
hands started searching under my t-shirt.

“Stop!” I
said, breaking away from his lips.

“I don’t want
to stop this time,” he said flatly. He kissed my neck while his
hands continued their search despite my struggles. “What are you
wearing?”

“A bulletproof
vest, which apparently protects me from rape too!” I spat at
him.

“I’m not
raping you,” he denied heatedly.

“My answer is
no Reyes. I’m not doing this with you,” I said, waiting for him to
take his hands off me. He finally did when he saw the resolution in
my eyes.

“I don’t
understand. We’ve been together so long. If you loved me you would
want to,” he reasoned.

“For god-sake
Reyes! I just found out that my father’s been taken into custody. I
don’t know if he’s being tortured or already dead,” I said,
astonished by his complete lack of sympathy.

“And I might
lose you,” he said in despair.

Now I
understood his desperation to make love to me, but it wouldn’t help
either one of us. In fact, it would just make things more
difficult. I couldn’t offer him a future anymore. Not only was I on
the run from Holt, but also I was legally married. And it was all
my fault.

“Oh, Reyes,” I
said softly. “I’m sorry I did this to you. I’m sorry we can’t be
together.”

“We can still
be together. You don’t have to live with that bourge,” he said.

“But I don’t
have anywhere else to go and neither does he,” I said in
confusion.

“Who cares if
he has somewhere to go? Get rid of him and I’ll move in with you,”
he said.

I tried to
reason in my head what he was asking of me. Why was he bringing
this up now, just when I was trying to deal with the news of my
father? Didn’t Reyes know that my life was a mess? Why was he
trying to complicate it even more?

“You know what
you’re asking is impossible,” I said, shaking my head. “The first
time we had to scan in during a lockdown we’d be caught and
arrested.”

“Or maybe you
just don’t want to get rid of him,” he accused.

“What?” I
asked in confusion.

“Maybe your
marriage to him wasn’t an accident. Maybe it happened exactly like
the President’s daughter said,” he said angrily and took a step
away from me.

I tried to
think, to remember what Leisel had said. I remembered she accused
Jack of being in love with me and that we had planned it all out. I
tried to envision how it must have looked on television, but I
couldn’t imagine.

“No. It
happened exactly the way I told you. I didn’t lie,” I said
matter-of-factly. “I’m not in love with Jack, but that doesn’t mean
I want to see him hurt. Right now, our new identities are the only
thing keeping us safe.” As I said the words a little voice inside
my head started laughing at me, asking me safe for how long? I
wondered if I was going crazy. How could Reyes demand a future with
me when I could be dead tomorrow? Didn’t he know my life was as
good as over?

“I don’t know
what to do,” he said in frustration.

“Neither do
I,” I agreed. “It’s going to be lights out soon. I need to get
back.”

“Think about
what I asked,” Reyes pleaded.

I smiled sadly
and gave him one last kiss before I made my way back to the
apartment. I could think about it all I wanted, but nothing was
going to change.


 


 Chapter Sixteen

 


 


Jack was doing
sit-ups when I walked into the apartment. I had hoped he would be
asleep. I didn’t really feel like talking. I felt like my life had
become surreal and I was nothing more than an apparition walking
through it. How could things have gone so terribly wrong? I knew
Reyes wanted my full attention on him, but he was the least of my
worries. My Dad and Summer were both in imminent danger because of
my actions. But I didn’t know how to help them.

Jack stopped
exercising when I walked in and jumped to his feet.

“I was worried
about you,” he said a bit awkwardly.

“There was no
need. I was with Reyes,” I replied.

“That’s one of
the reasons why I was worried,” he said. I raised my eyebrows at
his remark.

“He wouldn’t
hurt me,” I told him.

“Really?” he
persisted. I glared at him. “You were really upset,” he said,
changing the subject.

“Was I? I
can’t imagine why. I mean it’s not like my Dad was just taken
prisoner, or that my best friend is being used by a monster or that
I’m on the run from being executed… Oh wait! That is my life,” I
said mockingly. I ripped off my hat and threw it on the table.

“I guess
saying you had a bad day is a bit of an understatement,” he said
apologetically. “You can take your frustrations out on me,” he
offered, spreading his arms wide.

For some
reason I couldn’t fathom, my thoughts wandered to Reyes and his
insistent groping a few minutes earlier. It had all gone so badly
with him. I knew despite everything that had happened, he still
wanted me, but I didn’t think I had anything left to give. My heart
was too full of murderous desire.

“In my mood, I
might just do some real damage,” I said, flopping down into a
chair. “Tell me now, Jack. Where do you think they would take
him?”

“He’s probably
being questioned about you. About us,” he said honestly.

“Would they
torture him?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know the answer.

“Maybe. I
don’t know for sure. It depends on what he tells them right away,”
he said. I could tell he was being honest with me, but I felt there
was something he wasn’t telling me.

“Will they
send him back? When they’re done questioning him, will they send
him back here?” I asked. He looked at me for a few moments before
he answered, as if weighing what he was about to say.

“Probably
not,” he admitted with a pained expression.

“What will
happen to him?” I persisted. I wanted to know everything no matter
how much it tore me up inside.

“I don’t know
for sure. Maybe he’ll be Culled early,” Jack said
uncomfortably.

“Culled
early,” I repeated. “There’s no such thing as being Culled
early. Fifteen years ago when your people tried to lower the
age of the Cull to thirty, we rebelled and the age was kept at
thirty-five. So you see, I know there’s no such thing as being
Culled early. If my father is killed now, it’s called
murder,” I explained in a rational tone of voice.

“I’m sorry,”
he said sincerely. “Just tell me what I can do for you. I’ll do
it.”

“There’s
nothing you can do. There’s nothing I can do. The bourge will win
like always,” I said, defeated.

“So you’re
giving up?” he asked with a confused look on his face.

“What else can
I do? They’ve taken away everyone I ever loved. My mother and
father are gone, my best friend is gone, and pretty soon you and I
will both be gone. We can’t win. The odds were always stacked
against us.” The lights went out leaving us in darkness. “See? They
even tell us when it’s time to go to bed. Good night Jack,” I said,
bringing our conversation to an end.

“I’ll take the
chair,” he offered.

“No. It’s my
turn tonight,” I said dismissively.

“Good night,
Sunny,” he bid me.

I watched him
stumble his way to the bedroom, knocking things over as he went. I
marvelled at how completely blind he was in the dark.

I hunkered
down in the chair even though I was sure I was never going to get
to sleep. My head was pounding and my stomach was upset. I tried to
sort through the mess that was my life, but my brain refused to
cooperate. Instead, I found myself thinking about when Summer and I
were kids still in school and all we had to worry about was getting
our homework done. Somehow, I managed to drift off to sleep wrapped
up in the memory.

The bong
bongs ringing out startled me awake. It felt like I had just
closed my eyes. I pushed myself up on my elbows and looked around
the bedroom. My bulletproof vest was on the floor beside the bed. I
was confused because I was sure I went to sleep in the chair. I
heard Jack moving in the other room. Although I would have
preferred to lie down and pull the blanket over my head today, I
forced myself to get up and get dressed. Jack was at the sink
splashing cold water on his face when I went into the next
room.

“I thought I
was supposed to take the chair last night,” I complained.

“I missed the
chair. It’s comfortable,” he lied.

“No it’s not.
And you look exhausted,” I told him.

“You could use
some cold water on your face too,” he replied.

I realized I
must look a mess. My eyes felt hot and swollen from crying so I
took his advice. The cold really did feel good even though I knew
it was a waste of our water ration.

“Thanks for
taking my vest off me last night,” I said with mixed feelings. It
was good to get the weight off for a few hours, but not so good to
be half naked in front of Jack. I saw Jack turn a little red.

“It was pitch
black. I didn’t see anything,” he admitted. “But I know how much
you hate wearing it.”

“I do hate
wearing it. It’s a constant reminder of what my life’s become,” I
said sullenly.

“Ready to go
to breakfast?” he asked brightly, changing the subject.

“I’m not
hungry this morning,” I replied.

“Oh, yes you
are. Come on,” he said throwing my hat at me. I caught it. “Food
will make you feel better.”

I wondered why
he was being so nice to me. I figured it was because I was ready to
give up and if I did that we would both end up being caught. His
survival was inextricably linked to my own. I didn’t feel like I
owed him anything, but I didn’t have any desire to see him dead
either. So I put my hat on and followed him out the door.

He
automatically went down to the sixth floor common room for
breakfast. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go or not. Reyes would be
there, probably hoping for an answer from me. And there was only
one answer I could give him and he wasn’t going to like it.

The line-up
for breakfast was short and I realized we were early. I looked
around the room and almost sighed with relief when I didn’t see
Reyes. Maybe if we ate fast enough, I could get out of here before
he showed up.

“Sorry to see
your boyfriend’s not here yet,” Jack said once we were seated. I
opened my food container and felt a wave of nausea. “Eat it,” Jack
ordered me. He must have seen the expression on my face. I took a
spoonful and forced it down.

“Summer’s not
here either,” I remarked absentmindedly. I would really love to see
her.

“You miss her
a lot, don’t you?” Jack asked softly.

“I do,” I
admitted. The food was getting easier to eat and my stomach was
feeling better. I finished the container and drained my glass of
water. Jack was finished too. “I guess we should head to work,” I
suggested.

“You don’t
want to wait and see Reyes?” he asked.

“I’ll see him
tonight,” I shrugged. He raised his eyebrows inquisitively at my
comment, but didn’t push for an answer.

We walked
silently together to the stairs. He surprised me when he gently
took my arm and pulled me toward him. He kissed the top of my
head.

“Stay safe,”
he said and then began his descent into the mines.

I made my way
up to the second floor to the laundry room. Crystal was already
there, waiting patiently for the room to be unlocked. When she saw
me coming, she quickly turned her attention to the floor.
Obviously, she didn’t want to socialize, which was fine by me. I
didn’t want to either. So we stood together in an awkward silence.
I noticed she gave me a sidelong glance every once and a while. I
probably looked awful.

“I see we have
another early bird,” Supervisor Madi said sarcastically when she
arrived to work. Perhaps it wasn’t a good thing to be early.

She unlocked
the door and I went to follow her in, but she let the door fall
back and it almost slammed in my face. I caught it by one hand
before it did.

“You didn’t
think she was going to hold the door open for you?” Crystal asked
wryly.

“I’ll know
better next time,” I replied.

As I walked
into the laundry room, I realized that getting here early wasn’t
such a good idea. Di wasn’t here yet and I still needed pointers on
the finer details of doing laundry. I scanned in and went over to
the carts of dirty laundry already cued and waiting to be done. I
took the first one and went to the station I worked at yesterday
and started sorting clothes. I was almost done when Di walked
in.

“Good morning,
Crystal. Good morning, Autumn,” she called out to both of us.
Crystal ignored her as she did yesterday.

“Good morning,
Di,” I greeted her.

“Oooh, someone
had a hard night last night,” she commented when she saw my swollen
eyes. “Lover upstairs?” she asked. I saw Crystal perk up and pay
attention to our conversation.

“A lover
upstairs?” I repeated stupidly.

“Are you
somebody’s mistress? Did he treat you badly?” she clarified.

Now I
understood what she meant. She wanted to know if I was in the same
position as Summer was with the President.

“No, nothing
like that. I just had bad news last night,” I dismissed it.

“Someone pass
away?” she asked. I wished she would stop asking questions.

“My father,” I
confirmed. I thought if I gave her an answer she would stop asking
questions.

“I’m sorry to
hear that,” she said, putting a hand on my shoulder.

“Hopefully,
I’ve done this right,” I said, changing the subject. She looked
over my work and changed a few things in the pile.

“You really
need to pay close attention to the darks and lights. You put dark
clothes in with light and it will ruin them,” she cautioned.

“Thanks for
the advice. I really do appreciate it,” I said.

Di left me to
go and do her own work. The morning seemed to pass by quickly. I
managed to get two carts full of laundry done by the time lunch was
brought in. The laundry room seemed infinitely hotter today. Then I
remembered yesterday the room had been closed for half the day due
to the lockdown. It really was hotter in here. The bulletproof vest
didn’t let my skin breath and with every minute it felt like it was
getting heavier. I wasn’t sure how long I could stand it.

I retrieved my
food and water rations and sat on the floor to eat, thankful to get
off my feet. My water was cold and refreshing and it was all I
could do not to guzzle it. Di sat across from me, looking at me
curiously.

“It’s hot in
here,” I explained.

“You can have
the rest of mine. I’m not that thirsty,” she offered. I accepted
gratefully, not sure if I wanted to drink it or dump it over my
head to cool me off. I drank it thinking the latter would get me
into trouble.

“You don’t
look so good,” Di told me. “You’re really hot, aren’t you?”

“I guess I’m
not used to the heat,” I said.

“Where did you
work before?” she inquired.

Her question
caught me off guard. I didn’t have an answer ready. I couldn’t say
kitchen because she would want to know why I would leave such a
plum job. And it was hot in the kitchen too, so I would be used to
working in the heat. I had to think of something else.

“Sewers,” I
lied. It was cold and smelly down there and perfectly reasonable
that anyone would look for a job somewhere else.

“That’s a
nasty job,” she said, wrinkling her nose.

“Back to
work!” Supervisor Madi called out. It had only been twenty minutes
since we sat down. When I worked in the kitchen we were given a
half-hour for lunch.

“She’s a slave
driver,” Di explained as she hoisted herself off the floor and
walked over to return her empty food container. I followed her and
put my own away.

My full
stomach combined with the heat of the room made me feel sleepy, but
at least the water refreshed me enough that I no longer felt faint.
But I was slow and clumsy and kept dropping things on the
floor.

“What the hell
is wrong with you, Jones?” Madi demanded, coming to stand
threateningly close to me.

“I’m sorry
Supervisor. It won’t happen again,” I said, retrieving a shirt from
the floor.

“Be thankful
its dirty clothes hitting the floor. You don’t want to know what’s
going to happen to you if you throw clean clothes on the floor,”
she threatened.

She stood
there watching my every move, her hands balled into fists just
waiting for me to drop something. I didn’t give her the
satisfaction. Eventually someone else caught her attention and she
left me and stomped to the back of the room. I heard her screaming
at another worker and looked up in time to see Madi strike the
girl. I saw a stream of blood come out of the girl’s nose, but
quickly looked away when I saw Madi scanning the room to see whom
else she could challenge. If only I could challenge Madi, I would
give back to her what she gave to everyone else. But like everyone
else, I was too afraid.

Di gave me a
stern look. I tried to jolt my befuddled brain into an alert state,
but it was difficult. I had a sudden urge to run away and hide in
the mineshaft like Summer and I used to do when we were kids.
Sometimes we’d stay in there for hours talking about everything and
nothing. Life was so much simpler back then.

I managed to
get all the clothes into the washer without dropping any. But the
real challenge was going to be when I had to take the clean clothes
out and get them dried and folded. I became slow and methodical,
concentrating on every detail and somehow managed to get through
the rest of the day without dropping anything else. But it took me
forever. When the bong bongs heralded the end of the working
day, I still had folding to do. I didn’t scan out until twenty
minutes later.

“Jones,”
Supervisor Madi said when I came up to scan out. “I don’t care what
you’re upset about in your life, when you’re here in my laundry
room you pay attention to what you’re doing. I can’t say I like you
very much. Hopefully, you can change my mind about that,” she said
in a threatening manner.

“Yes ma’am,” I
replied as respectfully as I could.

After today, I
didn’t like me very much either.


 


 Chapter Seventeen

 


 


Jack was
asleep in the chair when I got back to the apartment, but his eyes
fluttered open when he heard me come in. He looked drained. The
circles under his eyes were every bit as dark as the coal smudged
through his hair. And the whites of his eyes were tinged red,
making the blue seem even bluer.

“You had to
work late again?” he inquired politely.

“I guess
that’s the way of the laundry room,” I said dismissively. “Ready to
go for dinner?”

He nodded and
put his hat back on. I could tell he didn’t really want to go. He
was exhausted and needed to sleep.

I headed
toward the sixth floor common room. Not that I really wanted to see
Reyes, but he would wonder where I had disappeared if I didn’t talk
to him. I didn’t want him to come looking for me and create a scene
on the fourth floor where we lived. It was better to let him down
closer to his own home and far from ours.

The common
room was already quite full when we joined the cue for food. Reyes
was there with Raine and Mica. Although Raine and Mica were both
married, it occurred to me I rarely saw them out with their wives.
They were always hanging around Reyes. There was an empty seat next
to Reyes and he patted it when he saw me in the line-up. I headed
toward him once we received our food ration and Jacked followed
mutely behind. I would talk to Reyes privately once we were done
eating.

“So is he
going to follow you everywhere now?” Reyes demanded. Jack was
mid-way to sitting down and stood back up.

“I don’t mind
sitting at another table,” Jack said, getting up to leave.

“Stop it
Reyes! Jack sit down,” Jack hesitated a moment, then returned to
his seat.

“You can’t
expect me to hang out with this bourge and like it,” Reyes spat
out.

“Yeah, your
boy got his butt kicked again today,” Raine piped in, looking at
Jack. I gave Jack a confused look. He was too good of a fighter to
get his butt kicked.

“You didn’t
tell me anything,” I said to him with surprise.

“You can’t
blame the guards, the way he walks around down there like he owns
the place,” Reyes said, never taking his eyes off Jack.

I knew what he
meant; Jack reeked of authority. He had a confident demeanour about
him that wasn’t common in the Pit. It was bound to get him into
trouble with the guards. But I still couldn’t imagine Jack putting
up with someone kicking his butt.

“What
happened?” I asked Jack.

“We’ll talk
about it later,” he replied in no uncertain terms.

“The guards
like picking on him. He backs down pretty fast,” Reyes snickered.
“Not so big down here in the Pit, are ya?”

Raine and Mica
laughed too. I was suddenly overcome with pity for Jack.

“Reyes, that’s
enough! You’re behaving like a child,” I blurted out.

“What? I’m the
bad guy here?” Reyes demanded as he turned to look at me. I had
never seen him look at me that way before. Was it anger? Hatred?
“The President wants to kill you because of that bourge, and I poke
a little fun at him and I’m the bad guy?”

“He isn’t the
bad guy either. The President wants me dead because of a decision I
made. Don’t blame him for this,” I heard myself say and I believed
every word.

I was done
blaming the bourge and Jack for the mess I made of my own life.
What I did was foolhardy and stupid and it was the reason the
people I loved most in life were in danger. It was time to stop
feeling sorry for myself and start dealing with the consequences of
my own actions. And I knew if I gave Jack a chance, he could be a
good ally. He could help everyone down here and make a
difference.

“Give him a
chance. He can help us get organized down here and push back
against the bourge. He knows how they work and he can anticipate
their decisions. He can teach you all how to fight - how to defend
yourselves,” I said, looking from Reyes to Raine and Mica. They all
burst out laughing. Jack rolled his eyes.

“The way he
cowers in front of the guards and you think he can teach
us how to fight?” Reyes laughed in disgust. “Why are you
defending this guy? Why are you living with him?” he demanded.

“Reyes, we’ll
talk about this later,” I said in a low voice. I should have known
his temper would get the better of him. I should have known he
would make a scene.

“We don’t need
to talk about it later. I see your answer written all over your
face,” he said bitterly. “You know, Sunny, I waited four long years
for you to marry me. I put up with your excuses when you kept
postponing our marriage. I even stood by you when you chose to be a
plaything at this idiot’s bachelor party instead of coming to me
for help. And then you went and married him! And I’m supposed to be
the understanding one in all of this. I’m supposed to understand
that you married him to save Summer… to save the entire Pit. And up
until now, I think I’ve been very patient and understanding. But I
will not sit here while you stand by his side instead of standing
by mine.” With that, Reyes scraped his chair back from the table
and stomped out of the room.

I looked
around the table and saw Mica and Raine staring at me. Jack was
pretending to be interested in his stew.

“He’s just
hurt, Sunny,” Raine offered.

Mica gave me a
murderous glare and made a show of pushing himself away from the
table to follow Reyes. A few seconds later, Raine left too.

“That went
well,” Jack declared when we were alone.

“Don’t,” I
told him.

I could feel a
headache coming on. I rubbed my temples trying to hold it at bay. I
was stunned Reyes felt that way. He made it sound like I had taken
him for granted all these years. He obviously didn’t understand me.
But then again, he had always wanted me to be someone I’m
wasn’t.

I was vaguely
aware of a shift of mood in the room. The dinner hour was done and
the evening entertainment was starting. Someone dragged a stool in
front of the room and started singing. Other people joined in. I
used to love staying here after dinner with my parents to hear the
songs and listen to the stories. But I hadn’t been here since my
mother was Culled. There was no enjoyment left in it for me.

I wasn’t sure
how long I sat there with my head in my hands, but I remembered
Jack was still sitting here with me. I looked across the table at
him. He seemed to be enjoying the song. It was an old one about how
we came to be in the Pit. I used to love this song when I was
little because there were a few verses only the children sang. It
was a bittersweet song about how we were saved only to be cast down
into slavery. Jack had his chair turned completely around to watch
the singers in the room, so I couldn’t see his face. I waited until
it was done before I suggested we leave.

“Ready to go?”
I asked. I thought I saw him rub his eyes before he turned back to
me. His lashes were still wet. “Are you okay?”

“The song was…
moving,” he said. He stood up and walked in the direction of the
door. I followed him.

“How about
you? Are you okay?” he asked, once we were back on the stairs
headed for the fourth level.

“Yeah,” I
lied.

“You want to
beat me up again?” he offered.

“Sure,” I
said. It might just be the thing I needed right now.

As soon as we
entered our apartment, I went directly into the bedroom and took
off the vest. It felt so good to get the weight off my shoulders
and chest. It had almost been the death of me in the laundry room
today. Jack was lounging in a chair when I returned to the living
room.

“So, you and
Reyes have been engaged for four years,” he stated.

I ignored him
and went to the sink to get a glass of water. I was dying of
thirst.

“How old are
you?” he inquired when it was apparent I wasn’t going to talk about
Reyes.

“Seventeen,” I
said.

“Seventeen? I
married a teenager?” he asked in shock. “Wait a minute, are you
telling me you and Reyes got engaged when you were only
thirteen?”

“Yes. What’s
so strange about that?” I asked.

“I’m twenty
and that’s a young age in the Dome to get married. Usually people
wait until they’re about twenty-five,” he explained.

“Well when you
know you face certain death at thirty-five, you speed up your life
a little bit,” I said cynically.

“You’re right.
That was a thoughtless comment I made.” He had the decency to look
ashamed. “Now I really deserve that butt kicking you want to give
me. Let’s warm up with a few push ups,” he said. He fell to the
floor on his hands and starting doing push ups.

I decided to
join him. Working out the other night really did help ease some of
my anger.

“Speaking of
getting your butt kicked, what happened today?” I asked.

“Just like
they said,” he shrugged.

“I’ve seen you
fight, Jack. I can’t imagine you cowered,” I pointed out.

“And what do
you think would’ve happened if I grabbed the guard’s gun and shoved
it down his throat?” he asked me.

I thought
about it for a moment. Not that I wouldn’t want to see a guard eat
a gun, but he’s right. All the guards would’ve been on him.

“I see your
point,” I said. “You were right about Reyes and his friends too.
They’re not going to cooperate. Maybe we can find someone else who
wants to learn your skills,” I suggested.

I had decided
I didn’t want to give up on my plan to help change things down
here. After all the hardship I had brought on my father and Summer,
I owed it to them to try to make things right. I didn’t want to
fail.

Jack stood up
and went into his Tai Chi stance. I followed. He began the fluid
movements and I tried to keep up, but he seemed to be going a lot
faster tonight.

“So you want
to start stopping people in the hall and ask them if they want to
join the rebellion?” Jack asked comically.

“Well, it
sounds stupid when you say it like that,” I said.

“Alright,
we’re all warmed up now. Take your best shot,” Jack faced me in a
defensive stance.

“I don’t feel
like it anymore,” I said.

“Come on,” he
flicked a hand out at me stopping inches from my face. “Pretend I’m
Reyes. You must be mad at him.”

I threw the
heel of my hand toward his face, which he blocked easily. I
followed with a roundhouse kick at his stomach. He pushed me
away.

“That’s weak,
Sunny,” he berated me. “Come on. The other night you just about
ripped my head off when you were mad about Summer.”

I had been
really mad about Summer. Even the thought of her now in the
clutches of that crazy President was making me angry again. He had
my father now too. I wanted to kill the President.

I threw a
punch as hard as I could at Jack, then another. He blocked them
all, but I kept coming at him. First with my right leg followed
swiftly by my left. He threw a right punch at me, but I pulled my
head back and he missed. I instinctively knew he was going to
follow with his left fist and I ducked. He missed again. He was
smiling at me. I came at him to wipe the smile off his face, but he
turned and I missed. He grabbed me from behind.

“I see the
boyfriend isn’t the key to getting you mad. Your best friend is,”
he whispered in my ear.

I drove my
elbow as hard as I could into his stomach. As soon as I made
contact, I heard his breath forced out of him. I realized I might
have hit him too hard.

“I’m sorry!” I
turned around to see if he was okay. He was bent over, holding his
stomach. “Jack, are you hurt?”

“I’ll be
fine,” he choked out.

I felt a
little helpless watching him bent over trying to get his breath
back. He finally straightened up and gently touched a couple of his
ribs.

“Nothing
broken,” he announced and limped off to sit in a chair. “Maybe I
should have told you the first rule of sparring before I started
teaching you. You don’t actually hurt your partner.”

“Sorry. I
guess I let my frustrations get the better of me,” I
apologized.

“I don’t
suppose there’s a hot shower in here?” he asked, even though he
knew the answer.

“No,” I
laughed at the thought. “But there’s a bath I can take you to.”

“Take me,” he
said getting up from the chair.

I went and
found a couple of towels and a bar of soap in a cupboard.

“We only have
about forty-five minutes left before lights out. We need to be back
by then,” I warned him.

We left the
apartment and headed toward the bathroom. I wouldn’t be surprised
if Jack changed his mind when he saw where he had to bathe. It
wasn’t anything like the private hot shower he was used to. We
reached the bathroom and went in. I was silently relieved to see
that the water had been changed recently. It wasn’t bad at all.

“It’s
freezing!” Jack exclaimed when he put his hand in the water. “I’m
not getting in there.”

“You don’t
actually get in. Soak your towel in the water and wash off that
way. You can dry with mine. You go first and then I’ll go,” I said,
heading for the door.

“Wait,” Jack
called me back. “We’re supposed to be married. Isn’t it going to
look weird if we’re taking turns in here?”

“I’m not
watching you have a bath, Jack. I’m only prepared to take the
pretend marriage thing so far,” I said. He gave me a wry look.

“We’ll just
turn our backs on each other. It will save time and we can get back
before lights out,” he suggested.

“I don’t know.
It seems a little… intimate,” I said hesitantly. But there was a
guard on duty within view of the bathroom and he might wonder why
we were taking turns.

“I promise I
won’t peek,” Jack reassured me, but I wasn’t convinced. “Hey, I’m
taking a big risk here too. You know how many girls would love to
see the Jack Kenner naked?” he said in mocked conceit. That
made me smile. A week ago, that was probably true.

“I can’t
believe I’m going to do this. Turn around,” I instructed him.

We both turned
our backs on each other. I stripped as fast as I could before I
changed my mind. I heard his clothes drop on the floor. An image of
my hands on his naked chest came back to haunt me, and a feeling of
excitement began to grow in the pit of my stomach. If I turned
around right now I would see all of him and we would be only inches
apart… A warm sensation spread through me at the thought and my
chest tightened making it difficult to breath. I wanted to banish
the thoughts from my mind. I didn’t want to think of Jack in that
way.

I dunked one
of the towels into the water and start washing as fast as I could.
The water was freezing and made me shiver, but at least now I could
blame my heavy breathing on that. And I was grateful that the cold
water was helping to douse the heat that seemed to be consuming me.
I finished washing, then dunked the towel again and rinsed it. I
stuck it out behind my back and passed it to him.

“That was
quick,” he commented. I heard the water splashing behind me then
Jack sucked his breath in. “Oh my god it’s cold!”

I dried off
and got dressed again. I waited for him to finish and get dressed
before I knelt down to wash my hair.

“Not so bad,”
Jack declared, but I could tell he was lying.

He dunked his
head in the water and ran the bar of soap through his hair and then
rinsed. I was still working on my long hair. A lot of coal was
coming out, darkening the water. I felt a little guilty considering
the water had just been changed. Finished, I wrapped the towel
around my head to hide my red hair until I could reapply the
coal.

“Ready?” he
asked when I stood up. I nodded. We made our way back to the
apartment.

“Even though
it was freezing, it feels good to be clean,” Jack said when we were
back in the apartment.

“I like the
cold. It’s refreshing,” I said. Maybe I would have to have a bath
every night if my body was going to continue to respond to Jack
like that.

I crossed the
room and hung up the towels and took the hairbrush out of the
drawer. I pulled it through my long tresses, working out the
tangles. I would have to wait to reapply the coal when it was dry
in the morning. I put the brush away when I was finished and turned
around to find Jack flopped in a chair observing me.

“What?” I
asked.

“Nothing,” he
said quickly and looked away. But there was something about the way
he was looking at me…

“Did you
peek?” I asked suspiciously.

“Sunny,” Jack
said, shaking his head in denial, but a smile tugged at the corners
of his mouth and his cheeks turned pink. “Of course I peeked. I’m a
guy.”

I picked up
one of the towels and threw it at him. He caught it in mid-air,
laughing.

“Jerk,” I
said, trying to look serious, but the whole thing was ridiculous. I
knew I never should have trusted him.



The lights
went out and my eyes quickly adjusted. I watched Jack open his eyes
as wide as he could and look around the room. I could tell he
couldn’t see a thing.

“I’ll take the
chair tonight. You really need to get some sleep,” I said.

“I’m
comfortable right where I am,” he said, not moving.

“It’s not fair
that you have to have the chair every night,” I insisted.

“How about
tomorrow you take the chair. Okay?” he offered.

I knew even if
I did get him to go to the bed, he would only put me in it and take
the chair once I was asleep.

“Thank-you,
Jack. Good night,” I said.

“Good night,”
he said and yawned.

I turned and
easily found my way to the bed. I slipped off my pants and crawled
under the blanket, grateful to have a little time alone to think.
Now that my initial shock at Reyes had worn off, I could think a
little more clearly. If I was going to be honest with myself, I was
more embarrassed to be told off by him in front of everyone than I
was hurt by anything he had to say.

I had known
Reyes forever. We were in the same class in the sixth floor common
room and often played together during lunch breaks. He had always
been like a big brother to me. And then at the age of twelve, we
finished school and joined the workforce like everyone else in the
Pit. Almost a year went by before I noticed him again. He had
gotten a lot taller and more muscular from his work in the mines.
And he noticed me too. I had gotten taller and more mature. Our
attraction grew quickly and within a few months of reconnecting, we
swore a betrothal to each other.

I tried to
remember how I felt four years ago when we met again. I remember
thinking how handsome he was, how tall and strong. A lot of other
girls wanted him too, but it was me he picked and that made me feel
special. I liked being out in public with him – socializing with
our friends. But I couldn’t remember even one time that Reyes made
me feel the way Jack did. Whenever Reyes had tried to make love to
me, the only feelings he stirred up inside me were fear. If I was
to be honest with myself, I hated the way his hands groped at me,
pressuring me to do something I didn’t want to do. Yet with Jack…
just thinking about him made me ache.

Deep down
inside, I knew the only reason I stayed with Reyes was because we
both needed a partner in order to qualify for an apartment. It was
the main reason everyone in the Pit eventually married. If I had
not accidentally married Jack, then I would have married Reyes
after the next Cull. Maybe in time I would have come to enjoy his
touch, but I doubted it.

It took a long
time to fall asleep, but just before I did, I heard Jack softly
snoring in the other room. He was my last thought.


 


 Chapter Eighteen

 


 


Somewhere
through my sleepy haze I heard the bong bongs calling me to
wake up and go to work. I’d rather snuggle down into the bed and go
back to sleep. I felt happy this morning and I think it was because
I had a nice dream. I’d like to go back to that happy place and
forget where I really was. Forget the chaos that had become my
life. But I had to go to work. Reluctantly I rolled out of bed, put
my pants on and went into the living room. Jack was still sitting
in the chair looking exhausted.

“I’d ask how
you slept, but…” I let my voice trail off. He probably didn’t need
me telling him he looked like hell.

“I probably
look worse than I feel. I managed to get quite a bit of sleep last
night,” he said. I think he was lying.

“You have to
take the bed tonight,” I said firmly. If he allowed himself to get
too tired, he would start making mistakes in his work and get
himself beat up.

Despite the
dark circles under his eyes, he did look more handsome than usual
this morning. I didn’t want to stare, but his eyes were closing and
he seemed to be going back to sleep. Then I figured it out. He
didn’t have the coal in his hair. It was back to its natural light
sandy color. His facial hair was thicker too and it gave him a
rugged look. I noticed the t-shirt he was wearing was dirty and
torn from working in the mines, and where it was ripped, the skin
on his hard muscled torso peeked out. He didn’t look anything like
the Jack Kenner I first met upstairs in the Dome. He still had the
darker skin of the average bourge. My mother told me they were
darker because of the special lighting they had in the Dome. But
any resemblance to looking bourge stopped there. He was more
handsome if that was possible. I continued my inspection, my eyes
following the curves of his muscular arms and back up to his face.
I liked the way his dark eyelashes framed his blue eyes… blue eyes
that were staring straight back at me. I almost jumped when I
realized he caught me looking at him.

“I was just
thinking I need to do your hair,” I said quickly. He smirked as he
closed his eyes again. “And you’ll need to get a razor soon. You’re
beard is coming in blonde and using coal on it would look too
obvious.”

“How do I get
a razor?” he asked sleepily.

“We need to
make enough credits to buy one for you,” I said.

“How long will
that take?” he asked.

“Probably
longer than we have down here,” I said honestly.

I went to the
cupboard and retrieved the coal and rubbed it through the strands
of his hair until it was all dark. He fell back to sleep, which I
was grateful for. Maybe when he woke up he would think he was
dreaming when he caught me checking him out. I decided let him
sleep while I darkened my own hair and put my vest back on.

“Jack - time
to wake up,” I shook his shoulder gently.

He woke up
with a start at my touch. I remembered the first time I woke him he
went for my throat. This time I stood behind him just in case. He
took a few seconds to orient himself.

“Did you see
where I put my hat?” he asked groggily.

I picked it up
from the table and handed it to him. He got up and followed me out
of the apartment.

“I don’t
suppose you have any caffeinated or energy drinks down here?” Jack
asked me on the way to breakfast.

“We have water
and occasionally hot tea,” I replied.

I wasn’t sure
what an energy drink was. Maybe it was like the protein shake he
had given me up in the Dome. I remembered it helped combat the
effects of the wine.

“Then I’ll
pray for tea,” he said, rubbing his eyes.

I saw the look
of surprise on Jack’s face when I didn’t head down to the sixth
level common room, but he didn’t question me. The only person down
there to see now was Reyes and he had made it clear he didn’t want
to see me anymore.

We joined the
cue to receive our rations. Jack asked for tea but got water. I
spotted an empty table for two and headed toward it. I was happy
not to have to share a table with anyone else. Jack sat down and
scanned the room, stopping to look at someone in particular.

“She looks
familiar,” he said with a puzzled look on his face.

I followed the
direction of his gaze.

“That’s
Crystal. I work with her in laundry,” I said.

She was
sitting with two people I assumed were her parents. She cast a
glance in our direction and I could tell she recognized me. Then
she saw Jack. I was sure I saw a look of surprise on her face
before she dropped her gaze.

“How do you
know her?” I asked.

“I don’t know.
She just seems really familiar,” Jack turned his attention to his
breakfast. “Oh, stew again. What a surprise.” He took a mouthful
and I could tell he was forcing it down. I opened my container and
did the same.

I was
concerned about Crystal. If she just recognized Jack, we could be
in a lot of trouble. I remembered Di didn’t seem to think she was
trustworthy.

“I’m sorry
things didn’t work out so well with Reyes,” Jack offered. I wasn’t
sure if he was just trying to make conversation or if he really
cared.

“I’ll get over
it,” I said absentmindedly.

“To be honest,
I’m surprised at how well you’re taking it,” Jack said, raising an
eyebrow at me.

I watched
Crystal get up and leave with her parents.

“Are you
done?” I asked trying to eyeball his container. It looked
empty.

“In a hurry?”
he gave me a curious look.

“I think I
better get a head start on work today. The laundry room is backed
up because of the lockdowns and I don’t want to have to work late
again tonight,” I lied. What I really wanted to do was get to work
early again and have a conversation with Crystal.

“Guess I’ll
get a head start on chiselling out some coal then,” he stood up and
I followed. We walked down the hall together to the stairs. “Be
careful,” he said and kissed the top of my head. It was the second
time he had done that and I liked it. I hoped it was becoming a
habit.

I watched him
until he was gone from sight and then scrambled up the stairs as
quickly as I could. Traffic wasn’t too heavy yet, but it would be
soon. It didn’t take me long to climb the two levels to the laundry
room. As I hoped, Crystal was there waiting for Madi to unlock the
doors.

“Good
morning,” I said cheerfully. She gave me a nervous smile and then
turned to stare at the closed doors. “Supervisor Madi isn’t here
yet?” I inquired.

“No,” she said
almost under her breath. She turned her attention back to the
doors.

“So how long
have you been working in laundry?” I asked in an attempt to make
conversation.

“A couple of
years,” she said.

“Do you like
it?” I asked.

“It’s a job,”
she shrugged.

I noticed a
deep bruise on her forearm peeking out just below her t-shirt
sleeve. She saw where I was looking and tried to pull the shirt
down over it. It reminded me of the bruises Reyes left on my arms
when he grabbed me the other day.

“That looks
like it hurts,” I remarked.

“Mind your own
business,” she snapped. I wondered why she was so touchy about
it.

“Sorry. I
didn’t mean to pry,” I apologized.

Supervisor
Madi came up behind us cutting off any more conversation. Crystal
turned her back to me making it clear she was here to work not
socialize.

“Scan in,”
Madi ordered as she unlocked the doors.

Crystal got to
the scanner first then almost ran to her workstation. I waved my
hand over the scanner and went in search of the laundry carts. I
took the first one and went to my usual station to start sorting
the clothes.

“Well you’re
in bright and early again today,” Di greeted me with a smile.
“Morning, Crystal,” she called over her shoulder. I heard Crystal
mumble something in response. “Looks like you have things in hand
today,” Di remarked when she saw my sorting job.

“I could
always use an expert opinion though,” I said, hoping she would
check over my work.

“Let’s see.”
She rummaged through the clothes, a look of satisfaction on her
face. “Not bad. I’d put this in with this pile though. And that
should be hand washed.” She pulled a dark grey shirt out and placed
it in another pile, and then put a dress off on its own. “Good
job,” she complimented me. She left me to select a cart for
herself.

I gathered up
one pile of clothes and took them to a machine. Lots of people were
arriving to work now and it was getting busy already. I knew once
the machines and irons were going full tilt, the room was going to
become unbearably hot again. I added the detergent to the machine
and pressed the button. I repeated my steps with the next two piles
until my entire cart of clothes were in the washing machines. The
only item of clothing left to do was the dress. Crystal did the
hand washing and I was glad for an excuse to talk to her again.

“Di told me
this should be hand washed,” I said as I stood next to her.

“Just put it
there,” she motioned to the empty counter next to the sink.

“Well, I was
hoping you could show me how to wash it myself,” I suggested. It
would allow me more time to talk with her.

“That’s my
job. You don’t need to know how to do it,” she protested.

“I know. But
if Supervisor Madi ever asked me to do it, then I sure would
appreciate knowing how to do it properly,” I tried to persuade
her.

She gave me a
sidelong glance, weighing her decision. She knew as well as I did
that if I was ever assigned a job to do and did it poorly, Madi
would beat me.

“Just this
once, so pay attention,” she said. “Feel the temperature of the
water,” she instructed. I stuck my hand in the sink and the water
was freezing cold. “Colors will run in warm, so it has to be cold.
Then you use this kind of detergent,” she said as she pulled out a
small bottle and poured a very little bit into the cold water.
“Make a few suds like this. Then put the dress in the water and
start squeezing it gently,” she illustrated.

“Can I try?” I
asked. She stood aside and let me wash the dress. Within seconds my
hands were in pain from the freezing water. “How do you do this all
day long?” I asked.

“You get used
to it,” she shrugged. “So I’ve never seen you in our common room
before,” she blurted out. I was glad she was opening up a
little.

“I’m new on
the fourth level. I just got married and my husband and I were
assigned an apartment there,” I said somewhat truthfully.

“Was that your
husband with you this morning?” she asked, eyeing me to see my
reaction.

“Yes.
Handsome, isn’t he?” I smiled. I was almost certain she knew
something.

“I didn’t
notice,” she shrugged. I could tell by her expression she was
closing me out again.

“Di tells me
you like to sing,” I said, hoping not to lose her interest now.

“Like
to sing? Di should mind her own business,” Crystal shot a sneering
look over at Di. “The dress is done. Wring it out and hang it.” It
was obvious our conversation was over.

“What are you
doing over here Jones?” Madi demanded, bearing down on us. I heard
her say Jones and she was looking at me. Then I remembered I was
Jones. Autumn Jones.

“I asked
Crystal to show me how to hand wash. I thought if I knew how then I
could help out if she ever got too busy,” I explained.

Madi kept
coming at me, raised her hand, and struck me across the head. Stars
appeared in my vision and for a moment, I thought I was going to
pass out. But then the stars faded and I could see Madi’s angry
face again.

“You think you
can run this place better than me?” she demanded.

I shook my
head no. Di had warned me about Madi, but I had no idea she was
this quick to anger.

“I knew I
didn’t like you anymore than I like her,” Madi spat, thumbing
toward Crystal. “Get back to your own station and do your own work
unless I tell you otherwise! Do you hear me?” Madi screamed at
me.

“Yes ma’am,” I
said humbly. Every fibre of my being wanted to lash back at her,
but I knew it was a fight I couldn’t win. I dropped the dress back
in the water and returned to my station.

“Crystal you
know better!” Madi was yelling at her now. I heard her strike
Crystal and I cringed. “Do your own damn work!”

I watched Madi
go back to her desk and plop herself back into her chair. I felt
awful about getting Crystal into trouble. Judging by the bruise on
her arm, it looked like she had enough trouble lately.

“I told you
before, you mind yourself around Madi,” Di whispered to me from her
station. “I’ve seen that woman thrash a worker to death.”

I knew now
that Di wasn’t exaggerating. I should have listened to her before.
I put my head down, determined to stick to my own work. From now
on, I wouldn’t even risk asking Di for help. If I messed up, then
at least it was only me I would implicate. My head was pounding
from the force of her blow.

I managed to
finish two full carts of laundry before our lunch was brought in.
Madi gave us only fifteen minutes to eat today, probably because of
my stupid move with Crystal. But I was grateful to have even that
short time to drink some water. Di graciously shared her ration
with me again too. The room was unbearably hot.

The lunch
break was over almost before it began and I went back to work and
managed to do two more carts of laundry before the bong
bongs rang out signalling the end of the workday. I still had
clothes to fold and I looked to see if Crystal was still working.
She had a few things to finish up too. I owed her an apology, so I
matched my pace with hers so we would be done at the same time. I
scanned out right behind her.

“I’m so sorry
about today, Crystal,” I began when we left the laundry room. She
ignored me and turned down the stairs. “It won’t happen again,” I
promised.

“Why are you
following me?” she asked, obviously annoyed.

I was taken
aback by her directness and couldn’t seem to find an answer for
her. She continued down the stairs and I followed silently behind
her. We reached the fourth floor and she turned in the same
direction as my apartment.

“I’m not
following you. I live this way,” I explained.

“Isn’t that
your husband?” she asked, pointing in the direction of my
apartment.

My heart
leaped into my throat when I saw Jack sitting on the ground holding
his head in his hands. He was flanked by Raine and Mica. I broke
into a run.

“What
happened?” I demanded. I picked up Jack’s head and looked into his
eyes. It looked like he was trying to focus in on me. “Ja – Ben,
can you hear me?” I asked, hoping I corrected my mistake before
Crystal overheard me. She stopped to look at us, but then continued
on her way down the hall.

“Your boy here
thought it would be fun to take on a few guards,” Mica laughed.

“Yeah, Ben
decided to clock one of the guards in the head and that’s when all
hell broke loose. Three guards came at him all at once and he
flattened all three in less than a minute. Then two more came at
him and he just about had them put down when another guard came up
behind him. That guard butted him in the back of the head with his
rifle.”

“What were you
thinking?” I asked, probing the back of his head for any bumps. I
found a big one.

“I never saw
anyone fight like that,” Raine said, smiling at him. “Maybe I’ll
let him teach me some moves if he still wants to. That is, if he
doesn’t die of a brain haemorrhage tonight.”

“There’s a
bunch of other guys interested too. That was the coolest thing I
ever saw,” Mica added.

“Help me get
him inside,” I said to them.

I waved my
hand over the scanner and opened the door. Jack was able to stand
up on his own, but Raine and Mica stayed on either side of him just
in case he fell over. He didn’t look beaten up, just a huge bump on
the back of his head. He made his way into the bedroom and flopped
down on the bed.

“You better
see about getting some ice for him,” Raine suggested before he
left.

“Reyes didn’t
come with you?” I asked. I wasn’t sure why I asked because I didn’t
even care. I guess it seemed strange to have Raine and Mica around
without Reyes.

“Reyes was
impressed by your boy too. He just didn’t want to admit it. Give
him some time,” Raine confided. I nodded my understanding.

“Thanks for
bringing him,” I said.

I was grateful
they didn’t just leave him down there on his own. I returned to the
bedroom to see how bad his injury was.

“Jack do you
hear me?” I asked. I took his face in both my hands and tried to
force him to look at me.

“I’m fine.
Just a little out of focus,” he responded. He shook his head as if
that would clear his vision.

“No, you’re
not fine. What were you thinking? You don’t hit the guards back!” I
told him.

“I’m just so
fed up,” he said in a tired voice. “But I guess on the bright side,
I’m still alive and a bunch of guys are interested in joining your
rebellion,” he added.

“What?” I
asked in confusion.

“Didn’t you
hear them? They want me to teach them how to fight,” he
explained.

“You didn’t
pick a fight with the guards deliberately, did you?” I asked
suspiciously.

“Well it
wasn’t the reason I started the fight, but once I got going I
noticed I had their attention. I counted all the guards, but it’s
really dark down there and I missed one,” he admitted.

“Jack, you
could’ve been killed. What you did was dangerous,” I berated
him.

“Did you think
starting a rebellion wasn’t going to be dangerous?” Jack demanded.
“I teach a couple of guys a few moves and the most they’ll get out
of it is what I got today or worse. If you want things to change
down here, you need to teach an army how to fight. And if I’m not
willing to take the risk of fighting back, don’t expect them to
listen to anything you want me to tell them. You have to lead by
example, and now I have their attention.”

The last time
Jack had spoken to me like that was in his apartment before the
wedding, back when he was about to become the President-in-waiting.
He was using the same authoritative matter of fact tone. I didn’t
like this Jack, even though I knew he was right. And what he was
proposing – raising an army – was a far bigger plan than anything I
ever had in mind. I just wanted the violence to stop. I wanted
every person down here capable of fighting back every time a guard
or supervisor raised his hand to strike. I wanted to empower
them.

“I have to get
some ice,” I said and turned to leave.

“Sunny,” Jack
said more softly. I stopped at the bedroom door. “I’m sorry. That
was harsh.”

“No. It was
right,” I said, and left the apartment.
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I decided to
go down to the sixth level to get the ice because I was more at
home there. I knew the people working behind the counter would give
me the ice with no questions asked, although I really didn’t want
to run into Reyes. He would probably start another argument and I
didn’t need that tonight.

I understood
now what Jack had been trying to tell me all along. Arming a few
people with the skills to defend themselves was only going to get
them killed. Jack’s injury was proof enough that the guards weren’t
going to put up with an insolent urchin. But I didn’t see how we
could raise an army and stay hidden from Holt as well.

Most people
had eaten by now and the line-up for food was short. I looked
around the room to see if Summer was there. She wasn’t. Reyes was
there though, so I kept my head down.

“I need some
ice,” I requested when it was my turn. Ice wasn’t a usual commodity
in the Pit, but it was available for emergencies.

“What do you
need it for?” the woman behind the counter asked me.

“My husband
may have a concussion. I need ice for the swelling,” I said. I
hoped I looked pathetic enough for her to take pity on me.

“Your husband
the one that laid six guards on their back in the mine today?” she
asked, narrowing her eyes to study me. I nodded. “Then I’ll come
personally to have a look at him for you.”

“It’s okay. I
just need the ice. He seems fine,” I said quickly.

Alarms were
going off inside my head. If anyone examined Jack closely they
would probably recognize him. He wasn’t hurt badly enough to take
that chance. She ignored me and started rummaging through her
things behind the counter to put a bag together.

“You two eat
yet?” she asked.

“Really, all I
want is the ice,” I said firmly.

“I have almost
twenty years of medical training behind me so I can tell you if
it’s a concussion or not,” she continued as if I’ve never spoken.
She came around from behind the counter and headed for the door. I
had to run to catch up to her. “Might be I can’t do anything for
him, but at least I should be able to tell if it’s serious or not.
Which way?” she asked when we reached the hall.

“My husband’s
really uncomfortable around strangers. Please, if you could just
give me some ice,” I pleaded. I realized I should never have sought
out help. It was putting us in too much danger of being caught.

“I know who
you are,” the woman said in a voice low enough for just me to hear.
“And I know who the man is you’re trying to protect. Now I don’t
have much of a soft spot for the bourge, but when I hear a man
kicked the snot out of six guards because they were pickin’ on a
little kid, well I don’t mind helping out at all,” she said.

My first
instinct was to deny everything she said, but by the look on her
face my denials would fall on deaf ears.

“How do you
know?” I asked incredulously.

“You think you
grew up in the Pit without anyone ever noticing you? It’s hard not
to notice a girl of your height who likes to put coal in her hair.
That hat you wear isn’t hiding anything,” she laughed.

“Does everyone
know?” I asked as I started climbing the stairs. All this time I
thought we had everyone fooled.

“Anyone who
knew you before probably knows you now too,” she shrugged. “Not to
mention just about everyone down here watched your wedding. You’re
a famous couple.”

I left the
stairs at the second level and went in the direction of our
apartment. I still wasn’t sure about this. I didn’t have to go to
our apartment and give our location away. I could still lead her
astray. But Jack did need the ice and it seemed like this was the
only way I was going to get it for him. I guess she could’ve turned
us in any time but she hasn’t, so I decided to take the risk and
went to our apartment and let her in.

“Is he in
there?” she nodded toward the bedroom.

“Yes,” I said
and followed behind her.

Jack must have
heard her voice because he was on his feet trying to stand when we
went into the bedroom. He leaned against the wall to steady
himself.

“Woozy are
you?” the woman asked.

“Who is this?”
Jack pointedly asked me.

“Just sit back
down on the bed before you fall over and hurt yourself,” the woman
instructed in a tone not to be argued with. Jack shot me a
questioning look, but all I could do was shrug. He sat back down.
“My name’s Dawn Reed. I already told your wife I have twenty years
of medical training. I’m not educated like the doctors you have
upstairs, but I’ve managed to keep a few people alive in my day,”
she said. Jack was still staring at me and I saw his eyes widen in
surprise at her admission.

“I’m sure my
wife exaggerated my condition. She worries about me like that. I’m
fine,” he said brushing her hands away from him. Dawn persisted
though, intent on feeling his head for any wounds. She found the
bump on his head.

“Ooooh, that’s
a good one. You’ll definitely need some ice on it to take down the
swelling.” She rummaged through her bag and came up with a small
flashlight. “Let’s take a look at your eyes.” She bent his head
back and Jack tried to jerk his head away, but it was too late.
“Wow, those eyes are bluer in person than they are on television.
How have you been hiding them down here?”

“She knows,
Jack,” I said.

“And you
brought her here anyway?” he asked in surprise.

“She can turn
us in whether she knows where we’re living or not,” I pointed
out.

“She’s right,”
Dawn cut in. “A lot of people have figured out who you are. But no
one is going to turn you in. Sunny is a hero down here and as long
as you’re with her, you’re safe too… I think.”

“You’re saying
the minute I’m not with her…” Jack inquired.

“No one down
here likes a bourge and you’re high up on the food chain. I mean,
you were pretty close to becoming President yourself, weren’t you?”
she said it like it was a bad thing. “But if she says you’re okay,
then we’ll let you stay down here. And it didn’t hurt that you
helped that kid today in the mines either. No one’s ever taken on
the guards before. Well, at least not six at once.”

“So, you’re
not going to turn me in?” Jack asked suspiciously.

“Isn’t that
what I’ve been saying?” Dawn asked in mocked confusion. “Now let me
have a look at those gorgeous blue eyes of yours. Don’t get to see
those too often in the Pit,” she laughed. Jack didn’t offer his
eyes up for inspection though.

“Jack, it
can’t hurt. Just let her have a look,” I prompted him. I was
rewarded with an angry glare, but he finally submitted.

Dawn held open
one of his eyelids and flashed the light at a few times. She
repeated with his other eye. “When you stood up earlier, were you
dizzy or just off balance?” she asked.

“Dizzy,” he
replied.

“Any ringing
in your ears?”

“No.”

“Bad taste in
your mouth?”

“No.”

“Can you touch
your right index finger to your nose?” she asked. He did it. “Can
you touch your left index finger to your nose?” she asked again. He
did it. I could tell Jack felt like an idiot.

Dawn took a
pin out of her bag and began to prick down his left arm. Jack kept
jerking his arm away from her and she seemed satisfied with his
reaction. She repeated everything to his right arm.

“Is your
vision okay?” she asked as she began to take his pulse.

“It is now,”
he responded.

“But it was
blurry earlier?” she asked.

“I had a
little trouble focusing,” he confessed.

“His heart
rate is okay,” she informed me. “With dizziness and blurred vision
he might have a mild concussion, but I don’t think it’s anything
too serious. He’s got all the feeling in his arms.” She pulled out
a bag of ice and handed it to me. “Put this over the bump on his
head and keep it there as long as he can stand it. The cold will
bring the swelling down. I don’t want him going to sleep right
away, but if he makes it through the next few hours without any
vomiting or delirium of any kind then let him sleep. He vomits or
acts crazy, you come get me.”

Dawn wrote
down her apartment number and level. Then she remembered the
containers of food she brought for us and put them on the
table.

“Thank you,” I
said awkwardly. “Thank you for everything – for the advice and
keeping our secret.”

I wasn’t sure
what to say to her. I felt vulnerable with this stranger who knew
our identities. All I could do was hope she was trustworthy. I
walked her to the door and watched her leave.

I threw my hat
on the table and took off my heavy vest once she was gone. I filled
two glasses with water then decided to use some of our water ration
for washing. Jack wouldn’t be able to get to the bath tonight and I
knew how much he liked to be clean. I filled a basin with water and
quickly washed myself. When I went back into the bedroom Jack was
already asleep.

“Wake up,” I
said, coming to sit on the bed. I laid the bag of ice on the back
of his head.

“That’s cold!”
he complained. “I’m tired and my head is pounding. I just want to
sleep.”

“I brought you
some water and a towel. I’ll give you a few minutes to wash up then
I’ll come back and sit with you,” I said.

I went back
out into the living room until I heard him say he was done. When I
returned to the bedroom he was lying face down on the bed with his
shirt off and already asleep.

“You heard
her. You have to stay awake for a few hours,” I said loudly.

I pushed him
further onto the bed to make room for myself. I put one of the
pillows against the wall and leaned back on it. Jack propped
himself up on his elbows and gave me an inquisitive look.

“What? If I’m
going to be here keeping you awake, I’m going to be comfortable,” I
explained. “Water?” I asked, holding the glass out to him. He
drained the glass and passed it back. I opened one of the
containers of food and took a bite. “It’s still warm. Do you want
some?”

“Is it still
grey?” he asked, wrinkling his nose at the smell.

“Yes it is,” I
confirmed.

“Maybe later.”
He laid his head back down and I put the ice on it.

“So you didn’t
tell me there was a kid involved today. What happened?”

“I’ll tell you
as soon as you tell me how you got that bruise on the side of your
head,” he said without looking up at me.

I touched my
head and realized there was a tender spot just above my eye. Madi
must have been wearing a ring. I didn’t feel comfortable talking
about it with Jack. He beat up six guards in order to help a kid
and I just stood by and watched Crystal get hit. Knowing that I was
the reason Madi had struck her didn’t help my guilt or
humiliation.

“My supervisor
is a bit of a hot head,” I said, leaving it at that.

“Then keep
your head down at your job and don’t do anything to provoke her,”
he advised.

“Supervisors
like her don’t need to be provoked. If there isn’t any trouble then
she’ll go looking for it. She was born mean. Now it’s your turn.
What happened?” I turned the subject back to him.

“A guard
started pushing a twelve year old kid around because he wasn’t
doing something right. I told him to back off. Another guard came
over and started pushing me around. That’s when I lost my temper. I
mean, what the hell is a twelve-year-old kid doing working in the
mines? He should be in school,” he fumed.

“Down here,
you’re an adult at twelve and have to find a job. Freeloaders
aren’t tolerated. Those are the rules you bourge force on us. We
have no choice,” I said.

“I understand
why the witch doctor lumped me in with them, but I would hope by
now you would know better,” Jack said in a hurt voice.

I knew that
Jack had a good heart, but he was still a bourge. He was used to
being the one in charge. He hated our food and missed having hot
showers every day. Although I admired him for wanting to help us in
the Pit, it didn’t make him one of us. But I would never say any of
this to him. I could only imagine what it must be like to be hunted
by your own people and barely tolerated by mine.

“So tell me
what it was like growing up as Jack Kenner,” I requested.

“I just want
to go to sleep, Sunny,” he begged. I could tell his head was
hurting him a lot.

“Put your head
in my lap,” I urged him.

He hesitated a
moment, then laid his head in my lap. I put the ice back on his
bump then used my other hand to run through his hair and gently
massage his scalp, being careful to avoid his injury. My mother
used to do that to me whenever I had a headache.

“That feels
nice,” he said gratefully. He wrapped an arm around the top of my
legs as his head rested in my lap. I thought that felt nice
too.

“Now back to
your story. And don’t back out of it. You have to stay awake so you
might as well entertain me,” I prompted him.

“What do you
want to know?” he asked sleepily.

“Tell me about
your parents, school, friends, girlfriends… anything,” I
prompted.

“I don’t
really have parents. My mother gave birth to two pawns in her
little game of chess with the Holts. My brother and I didn’t grow
up as sons, we grew up as Liberty soldiers.”

“You have a
brother?” I asked, surprised. I think I knew that, but it still
sounded like a foreign concept to me. In the Pit, a married couple
were only allowed to have one child, so no one had siblings.

“Yeah. His
name is Ted. He’s a couple of years younger than me – about your
age. He’s about to finish his last year at the military academy.
That is, if Holt doesn’t have him locked up with my parents,” he
said.

I felt a flush
of guilt when he said that. Jack must be going through his own
personal hell, yet he was in the Pit helping me through mine.

“I’m sorry
about your family,” I said awkwardly.

“They’re fine
for now. Until I’m tried by the Council and found guilty of
treason, they can’t accuse anyone of being a sympathizer. The
families would never put up with that,” Jack shrugged it off.

“The
families?” I asked.

“The ten most
powerful families in the Dome, which includes the Kenners. The
Holts, Wests, Powells and Forbes families have made a powerful
alliance, but the other six families are still influential enough
to keep those four a little more honest,” he said.

“Okay, so
what’s left? School, friends and girlfriends,” I said.

“I went to
school at the military academy like all the other rich kids. You
may ask yourself why there’s a military academy inside a Dome that
doesn’t have any immediate enemies and the reason is because the
Holts come from a military background and like to keep up the
family tradition. Your turn. Where did you go to school?” he
asked.

“The sixth
floor common room every day from the age of five right up until I
was twelve, just like all the other urchins; best friend Summer
Nazeem; boyfriend you already met; favourite subject was nature and
science. Your turn,” I said.

“I won’t ask
if you had any other boyfriends since you and Reyes got engaged
when you were two,” Jack said sarcastically. I chuckled. “Best
friend my brother Ted; girlfriend in my senior year, although I had
to break up with her in order to pursue Leisel; favourite subject
history.”

“History?” I
asked dumbfounded. “You went to a military academy and learned to
fight like a ninja and history was your favourite subject?”

“History is
important. Look how the Holts revised history in order to get
everyone in the Dome to accept their despotic government. If the
truth had been revealed 283 years ago, we might not be in the mess
we’re in right now,” he pointed out.

“Despotic?” I
asked, feeling stupid. Politics wasn’t a subject taught in the
common room.

“Holt is a
dictator. A tyrant,” he explained. “You can even look at the
history of the Pit. Your own people revere Benjamin Reyes. I mean
everyone down here is named Benjamin or Reyes.”

“Because he
led everyone from the Valley to the Dome. He saved us from the
nuclear holocaust,” I said in confusion.

“He was also
the one that signed the Treaty that turned you into slaves. How
come no one remembers him for that?” he pointed out.

“It’s not that
we didn’t know he signed the Treaty, it’s just that we prefer to
remember him for the good he did. From what you told me about Holt,
he concealed the truth,” I countered.

“I’m just
saying history can be changed in different ways. It can be revised
or it can be forgotten. But if we forget the mistakes we made in
the past, we’re doomed to repeat them. That’s why I believe so much
in Liberty, my family’s organization. We’re keepers of the truth,”
he said.

“What does
Liberty do exactly?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Liberty was
founded on the evidence left behind by Vice President Kenner. It’s
the true history of the Dome, not the false one the Holts feed
everyone. Our organization is about sharing the truth with anyone
who’s interested. We have several thousand members now. We look for
ways to take away the President’s power without endangering the
entire Dome,” he explained.

“You mean like
marrying his daughter and becoming President yourself,” I said.

“And trying to
find out the codes to the nuclear warheads,” he added. “If we had
those, Holt would lose his hold over the Dome and we would find out
where everyone’s loyalties really laid.”

“You mean you
think there are a lot of people who support the President because
they’re afraid of him?” I asked, surprised. Although we barely
tolerated the President in the Pit, we supported him because we had
to. It never occurred to me there would be a lot of bourge in the
same position.

“Yes, I do.
The man is insane,” he said.

“So you think
a lot more people would support Liberty if they thought the
organization stood a chance of taking Holt’s power?” I asked,
genuinely interested now. If Liberty already had a few thousand
members and there were more people in the Dome who might join and
then add to that the population of the Pit, we could have our
army.

“You seem to
be going somewhere with your questions. What are you really asking
me?” Jack inquired.

“I’m just
trying to make sense of it all. You told me that Liberty was about
restoring democracy, which you described as a type of government
where the people get to pick their leaders, right?” I asked. Jack
nodded. “Well, if control of Liberty has always been in the hands
of the Kenners, then doesn’t that make you a bit like the
Holts?”

I felt Jack
tense up and become very still. He didn’t say anything for a moment
and I wondered if I had gone too far in my musings. But I wanted to
know what Liberty really stood for.

“We’re nothing
like the Holts,” he said flatly.

“I know you’re
not crazy like the President is. I didn’t mean it that way,” I
explained quickly. “I guess what I’m wondering is if Liberty
succeeded then who would become President? A Kenner?”

“If Liberty
succeeded and democracy was restored, then there would be an
election. The people would pick their own leader,” he said.

“And would
people in the Pit be included in that election?” I asked pointedly.
“Would we be considered equals under your democracy?” My question
gave him pause.

“I assume so,”
he said slowly, almost as if he had to think about it.

“I just find
it curious that all of the members of Liberty are from the Dome.
Didn’t anyone ever think to ask us? I mean, there are roughly
30,000 people down here and we all hate the President,” I pointed
out.

Jack didn’t
respond to me immediately. I thought maybe I had pushed him too
far. I didn’t want to alienate him. After all, I was hoping he
could help everyone down here organize themselves into a
rebellion.

“Do you
believe in fate, Sunny?” he asked after a while.

“I don’t know.
I never really thought about it. Why?” I asked. He didn’t sound
mad. I was relieved.

“I was brought
up to believe that my main purpose in life was to get rid of our
dictator and restore equality and freedom back to the people. My
mother was convinced that the best chance we had was through my
marriage. And here I am married to you… the girl who wants to raise
an army,” he said, a note of wonder in his voice.

“Except we’re
not really married,” I pointed out.

“I think
everyone inside this Dome would disagree with you. They watched us
get married on television – the urchin girl who married the bourge
and humiliated the President in the process. That’s when your
rebellion started,” he said thoughtfully. He sat-up, stopping to
wince at the pain in his head for a moment, then leaned back
against the wall beside me. “All the clues are there; holding you
up as a hero, starting riots over you, knowing both of us are down
here but they protect us. You’re valuable to them. They’re looking
for you to lead.”

“I disagree.
I’m not a leader. I don’t know the first thing about organizing a
rebellion,” I said in denial. “That’s why I’m asking you for your
help. You have the training, you know the bourge and how they work,
you even have Liberty with thousands of members.”

“So I’ll
repeat my question; do you believe in fate? Because together we
might actually stand a chance of making this happen.”

Now I
understood what he was saying. Our marriage could form an
alliance.
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I woke up
before the bong bongs to find the place next to me in bed
was empty. I felt the heaviness of disappointment. After he had
fallen asleep last night, I decided to stay in case there were any
side effects from his concussion. Or at least that what’s I
convinced myself I was doing. But truthfully it had just felt so
good to have the warmth of this body against me as I fell asleep.
Now the bed seemed cold and empty. I heard movement and heavy
breathing from the living room.

“Really Jack?
You’re working out now?” I called out.

“Want to join
me? You have time before work,” he replied.

I felt around
for my glass of water from last night and finished it. I might as
well get up and join him. I found the exercise made me feel better.
I pushed myself out of bed and went into the living room. I could
see his shadow in front of the two chairs in the room. I walked
around the chairs and lay down next to him.

“How do you do
that?” he asked.

“Do what?”

“See in the
dark. I almost killed myself getting out here,” he said.

“It’s not
completely dark,” I shrugged.

I could see he
was doing sit-ups, so I fell into rhythm beside him. We did about
fifty of those and then flipped over for push-ups.

“I missed our
sparring session last night,” I said.

“Get home on
time tonight and I’ll let you try to beat me again,” he said. I
could almost hear the smile on his face.

“One of these
days I will beat you,” I said with determination.

“There’s no
doubt in my mind that’s true,” he replied.

“I don’t see
why we have to wait until tonight. Why not now?” I suggested.

“Because I
can’t see in the dark,” he said, as if it was an obvious point.

“Then you’ll
learn a new skill too. Come on. How many bourge know how to fight
in the dark?” I prompted.

“Alright,” he
agreed, standing up. I saw him swing his arms wide around him,
testing to see if he was within touching distance of anything. I
stood up and threw a punch at his face, stopping an inch from his
nose. He reached up and batted my hand away, but it was slow and
too late to block my blow. “Well, this is going to be one sided,”
he said wryly.

“It does help
level the playing field,” I smiled with satisfaction.

I brought my
leg up into a side kick and again he was too slow to ward off my
blow. I followed through with a punch to his torso, then a kick to
his other side. He almost blocked my last kick.

“Why aren’t
you trying to hit me back?” I asked.

“Because I
can’t see you and I don’t want to actually hit you,” he said. “But
I like this. I heard your foot come off the floor and I had to gage
where it would hit in order to block it.”

The lights
came on then and the bong bongs tolled the start of another
workday. I saw that Jack still had his shirt off and was covered in
sweat. Without warning he came at me. I raised my arm to ward off
any blow he might throw at me, but he grabbed my arm bringing it
behind my back and pinning it to one spot.

“You’re pretty
good when the lights are on,” I said. We were only inches apart and
his blue eyes twinkled their amusement at me.

“I know,” he
laughed, and released me. “I thought we could go down to the sixth
level for breakfast this morning,” he suggested.

“I don’t want
to run into Reyes,” I said flatly.

“I want to see
Bron,” he countered. “It’s okay. I can go down on my own.”

“Why do you
want to see Bron?”

“I kind of
have a plan and I need to see if it’s going to work out,” he
said.

“Are you going
to share your plan with me?” I wondered. “I thought we were in this
together.”

“We had a good
talk last night Sunny and it made me think. If my family is locked
up right now, then I can take control of Liberty. Bron can help me
with that. I also want to know how many Liberty members are guards
down here. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. I guess I
was too busy feeling like a fugitive,” he said.

“You mean you
might have guards down here?” I asked incredulously.

“That’s
exactly what I mean,” he said brightly.

“How do you
take control? How fast can it happen?” I asked. The thought that
Jack might have power never occurred to me. This could open so many
doors. This might actually save us.

“I don’t know.
I’m on the run from Holt, so it’s a long shot that everyone will
accept me as head. It’s an even longer shot that they’ll accept an
alliance with the Pit. But if everyone is as loyal to me as Bron
seems to be, then I might have a chance,” he said hopefully.

“Ok, I’m
coming to the sixth level with you,” I said. I was about to put my
hat on and walk out the door when I realized I still needed to
color his hair. “I forgot about the coal.”

I retrieved
the coal from the cupboard and turned to find Jack already sitting
in the chair waiting. He was just as anxious as I was to see where
this might go. I darkened his hair as quickly as I could without
making a mess.

“Your vest,”
he reminded me.

I ran into the
bedroom and put it on under my t-shirt. Finally ready, we left the
apartment. We were early again today and traffic in the hall and on
the stairs was still light. We found Bron in her usual spot.

“Good morning,
Bron,” Jack greeted her. She looked pleased to see Jack.

“Good
morning,” I echoed.

“How are you,
Sunny?” Bron asked in a concerned voice.

“Coping,” I
reassured her. I didn’t want to talk about my father. It would just
upset me.

“We were
hoping to talk to you about something. Is this a safe spot?” Jack
asked getting right to the point.

“It’s safe at
the moment. The other guards on this level are opening up the
common room right now,” she said.

“Have my
parents sent out any messages from Liberty since the wedding?” he
asked. Bron shook her head no.

“No one has
heard from them. Word is that the President has them under house
arrest. I’m sorry,” she said compassionately.

“Then I’m
going to assume control of Liberty. Is there access to the
mainframe down here? I haven’t been able to get a signal since I
came here,” he said, taking his tablet out of his back pocket.

“There’s no
reception down here. Too much rock,” she said.

“How do the
cameras work then? How do you communicate with the other guards?”
he asked.

“The cameras
and televisions are all hardwired to the mainframe. I communicate
with the other guards down here using this.” She unclipped a small
appliance from her belt. “It’s like a walkie-talkie. It only has a
short range.”

“Can you help
get my messages out then? I assume you have access to the mainframe
when you’re in the Dome?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,”
she said with a huge smile on her face. “But I’ll need your
verification codes to make it legitimate.” She unhooked her
communicator from her belt and handed it to Jack.

“I can trust
you with this, right?” he stared her in the eyes.

“Yes, sir,”
she confirmed. She never flinched from his gaze.

Jack took her
communicator and typed in the information and handed it back to
her.

“How many
other guards down here belong to Liberty?” he questioned her.

“I’d say about
a hundred, give or take a few,” she responded.

“Are they all
as dedicated as you?” he asked.

“The ones I
know are, but I can’t vouch for the others. I think anyone who
belongs to Liberty must be dedicated,” she replied.

“Are they
supportive of the people down here in the Pit?” he asked
pointedly.

“I’m not sure
I follow, sir,” she said in confusion.

“Do the
Liberty guards on duty down here hate the urchins or like them?” he
said boldly. Bron looked taken aback by his question.

“Anybody who
believes in Liberty also believes in equality. Life down here is
far from equal. We do what we can to help the people in the Pit,”
she assured him, almost angry.

“Would you
join with them?” he asked. “If there was a revolt, whose side would
you be on?”

“The right
side,” she replied unwavering.

“I want to
join the Pit with Liberty and start training an army. Are you with
us?” he asked.

“Absolutely,”
she said without hesitation. “Most of the people I know will be
with you.”

“That’s what
I’m counting on. We’ll need a place to meet and start training. Are
the common rooms the only places with cameras?” he asked. Bron
nodded. “If a camera was broken, how long would it take to be
replaced?”

“The last time
one was broken it took two months to get a new one replicated,” she
told him.

“Let’s get the
camera in the fourth floor common room broken to start with. Once
our numbers start to grow we may need more room. We’ll do it
strategically,” Jack said.

“Why not the
sixth level? I know more people,” I pointed out.

“Which is why
we should stay away from this level. They’ll expect you to return
home,” Jack said.

“He’s right.
They’ve already done a preliminary search here and a camera being
knocked out on this level might raise suspicion,” Bron agreed with
him. “I should tell you that we do expect a more thorough search of
the Pit within the next day or two.”

He thought
about it for a minute. “Can we arrange for Liberty guards to
conduct the search down here?”

“I don’t know.
Domers are carrying out the searches, not us. I don’t personally
know any of them,” Bron said.

“May I see
your communicator again?” Jack asked her, and she handed it to him.
He typed a lengthy message out and handed it back to her. “Please
send that after you’ve sent the first message,” he instructed.

“Yes, sir,”
she replied.

“Can I have
you arrange for the fourth floor common room to be secure by
tonight? Camera gone and only Liberty guards on duty in there?” he
requested.

“I’ll make
sure it happens,” she assured him. “And might I suggest, sir, that
after your unfortunate episode yesterday in the mines that I assign
Liberty guards down there as well?”

“That’s not a
bad idea, Bron. If there are only Liberty guards in the mine that
could give us another place to train. Start phasing them in and let
me know when it’s all friendlies down there.” Jack shook her hand.
“You’ve been extremely helpful.”

“I’m honored
to be a part of this, sir. It’s been long time coming,” Bron
assured him. “Is there anything else I can do?”

“Actually
there is. Sunny and I could use a change of clothes – is there
anyway that’s possible?” he asked.

“I’ll see to
it,” she smiled.

“Thank you,
Bron,” I said sincerely. I was amazed by her willingness to
help.

We left and
went to the sixth level common room for breakfast. I realized it
would probably be the last time I came here to eat now that we were
securing the fourth level room. I looked around for Summer and felt
disappointed when I saw her parents sitting alone. If she were
here, she would be eating with them. I saw Reyes, Mica and Raine
sitting together and they noticed us too, but Reyes turned his head
away from me. It was fine with me if he wanted to be that way. Jack
and I picked up our food and water and found a table in the corner
where we could sit alone together. I deliberately sat with my back
facing Reyes.

“You should
talk to him,” Jack informed me when we sat down. “Make peace.”

“I don’t have
anything to say to him,” I said in a voice that didn’t invite
argument. I opened my container of food and began to eat.

“Really? After
four years of being together you have nothing to say?” Jack asked
incredulously.

“He hates me.
He’s not going to listen to anything I have to say,” I said. I
absentmindedly looked around the room and my heart almost leaped
into my throat when I saw her walk in. “It’s Summer!” I declared
excitedly.

She didn’t
look like my happy Summer. She looked tired and worn out. I noticed
a bruise on her upper arm and wondered who gave it to her. Was it
Holt? I still couldn’t imagine my best friend in the clutches of
that monster.

“Put your head
down!” Jack barked at me.

“What?” I
questioned, but did what he asked because I heard the urgency in
his voice.

“The man who
walked in behind her is Desmond - Leisel’s guard. He’s watching
her,” Jack said.

I snuck a peak
in the direction of the door and saw him. He wasn’t dressed in his
Domer uniform, but he still looked out of place - too clean and
well dressed. I remembered Summer told me Leisel was having her
followed.

“They’re
looking for us,” I informed him.

“I know,” he
said. “I’m going to block his view of our faces.”

Jack casually
got up and pulled his chair next to mine, which strategically put
his back toward Desmond. Desmond cast a glance our way, his
attention caught by Jack’s movement, but quickly returned to
watching Summer. Then Jack surprised me when he put his hand under
my chin and tilted my face toward his and kissed me on the
lips.

“What are you
doing?” I asked uncomfortably. I tried to ignore the thrill that
went through me at the touch of his lips on mine.

“We’re just a
young married couple madly in love and sharing breakfast together,
okay? We can keep our heads close together and out of view of him,”
he whispered. He laced his fingers through mine and I marvelled at
how soft and warm his skin felt.

“This isn’t
going to help calm Reyes down,” I said looking into his blue eyes.
My voice had a low, husky quality I’d never heard before. I cleared
my throat. Jack was smiling at me.

“Do you have a
clear view of him behind me?” he asked, still smiling. To anyone
else in the room that cared to look our way, Jack probably looked
like a lover showering his wife with compliments.

“He’s watching
Summer. He barely noticed us,” I said almost breathlessly. My eyes
had wandered down to his lips and I wanted him to kiss me
again.

“Don’t forget
to eat,” he said looking down at my container. Eating was a good
idea. It gave me an excuse to unlace my fingers from his and get my
emotions under control.

“I wish I
could remember what Summer looks like,” Jack said, leaning forward
to whisper the words in my ear. He kept his head nuzzled to the
side of my neck for a moment. I think he was scanning the room
behind me. His warm breath was sending shivers down my spine. I
needed him to stop, but wished he wouldn’t.

“She’s hard to
miss. She’s beautiful,” I said wistfully. “And I miss her a
lot.”

“There’s a
pretty girl who just sat down with an older couple,” he said.

Jack stopped
nuzzling my neck concentrated on eating his breakfast. I was glad
he put some space between us. The effect he was having on my senses
was unnerving.

“Her parents
were sitting in the back corner. She’s probably with them,” I
said.

With our faces
safely turned away from Desmond, we ate our breakfast. I could
still see him if I peeked over Jack’s shoulder. He was staying by
the door. The few people I could see in the room were nervous with
his presence. They knew he didn’t belong. I emptied my container of
stew and sipped my water.

“She’s leaving
now,” Jack said.

Summer came
into my view then and was looking our way. I made eye contact with
her and she looked a little startled when she recognized me. I saw
her eyes widen for just an instant and then she put her head down
and continued walking toward the door. But it was enough to make
Desmond suspicious, because now he was looking in our direction
scanning faces. My face was in full view and I needed to hide it.
Without hesitation, I leaned forward and pressed my lips to Jack,
wrapping my arms around his neck.

My kiss caught
him off guard, but then his hands travelled up my back, pressing me
closer to him. At his touch I felt the fluttering of desire rising
up threatening to cut off my breath. I breathed in deeply, inhaling
his scent and I saw a look of surprise in his eyes. My breathing
was laboured and my heart was pounding. He must know I wanted him.
I blushed, pulling slightly away to put some distance between us. I
needed to focus on the crisis at hand. Desmond.

“Is he looking
this way?” Jack asked against my lips.

“Yes,” I
whispered back.

I narrowed my
eyes to just slits so I could observe him inconspicuously. A bolt
of panic went through me when I saw him looking right at us. He
started walking in our direction. If he pulled Jack’s head back and
saw his blue eyes, he’ll know for sure he’s found his target.
Somewhere behind me I heard a chair being scraped roughly across
the floor. Then Reyes came into my line of vision as he stomped
from the room, nearly knocking Desmond over.

“Hey, Summer
wait up,” I heard him call out to her.

Desmond did an
about face and followed Reyes. I watched them go until they left
the room.

“That was
close,” I said. “Desmond was walking directly toward us when Reyes
almost knocked him out of the way.”

“You can let
go now, Sunny,” Jack said, gently pulling at my hands. I became
conscious of the fact that I was clutching his t-shirt.

“Sorry. That
was a little intense,” I apologized. The heat of my blush still
radiated from my cheeks. Jack gazed at me thoughtfully, a smile
playing around his mouth. He was making me feel even more
self-conscious. Should I try to explain the kiss?

“I saw Reyes
staring at us. I’m surprised you don’t have two holes burned into
the back of your head,” Jack said.

I hadn’t been
thinking about him when I kissed Jack. Now I wondered what it had
just cost Reyes. I felt ashamed.

“He looked
upset when he left,” I agreed.

“I’m sorry he
had to see that,” Jack said sincerely. “Talk to him later. Try to
explain you had to do it because of Desmond.”

My eyes flew
to Jack’s face when he said that. Did he really believe that kiss
was all about Desmond? Maybe it was initially, but for me it had
turned into something else.

“He’s not
going to listen and I don’t blame him,” I said glumly. I really did
feel like an awful person. After all Reyes and I had been to each
other, I just hurt him. If I were him, I’d hate me too.

“Don’t be so
hard on yourself. You did what you had to do to stay alive,” Jack
said. Then he picked up my hand and kissed it. “And on the upside,
I enjoyed it. Thank you.” He gave me a wicked smile.

I could feel a
blush creeping across my face and I snatched my hand away from his.
I had never deliberately kissed anyone like that before and it felt
exhilarating.
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As usual,
Crystal was waiting for the doors to be unlocked so she could start
work. As I came up beside her I noticed the bruise on her upper arm
again and it made me think of the bruise on Summer’s arm. Now I
wondered if Crystal was being used by a bourge too.

“Good
morning,” I said cheerfully.

“How is your
husband?” she asked me.

Something in
the way she said husband made me question again if she
recognized Jack.

“He had a
headache last night, but he’s fine today. Thanks for asking about
him,” I replied.

“I didn’t see
the two of you at breakfast this morning. I thought maybe he was in
trouble,” she said.

“In trouble?”
I asked. That was an odd word to use.

“With his head
injury. When I didn’t see you at breakfast, I thought maybe it was
serious,” she explained.

“Luckily it
wasn’t serious at all,” I assured her.

“Six guards,”
she commented. “I wonder where he learned to fight like that?”

My inner alarm
was starting to go off. Now I’m almost positive she knows who Jack
is, but before I could question her any more, Madi made her
presence known.

“Well what do
we have here?” Madi asked in a sarcastic tone. “You two conspiring
on how to run the laundry room again?” she demanded.

“No ma’am,” I
replied.

“No ma’am,”
Crystal echoed.

I looked down
at the floor and hoped Crystal did the same. Madi unlocked the door
and went through. We mutely followed, heading toward the
scanner.

“I don’t want
any crap from either one of you today. You both hear me?” Madi
yelled at us.

“Yes ma’am,”
Crystal said first. I echoed her.

Crystal and I
went to our respective stations. I grabbed a cart full of laundry
as I went and pulled it along to the table. I was half way through
sorting when Di came in.

“Good morning,
all!” Di said cheerfully to Crystal and me. Crystal ignored
her.

“Good morning,
Di,” I responded.

“So you’re
making a habit of coming in early like Crystal,” Di remarked.
“You’re going to make me look bad!” she laughed.

I was trying
to think of a witty response when my hand wrapped around something
cold, wet and sticky in the cart. I smelled the vomit before I
actually saw it. I felt my gag reflex working and tried not to get
sick. Madi would be all over me for that. I pulled the piece of
clothing out of the cart. It was a man’s pair of pants and the
vomit was the same color as the blackberry wine Leisel had fed me.
The pants were probably ruined. I wondered if Madi was going to
blame me.

“Oh dear,” Di
said when she saw it. “What a mess. I told you there are some
pretty disgusting things lurking in those carts! Give it to
Crystal,” she laughed.

I remembered
Di told me she took pleasure in giving Crystal the really soiled
clothing because she thought Crystal was stuck up. But I think I
knew Crystal better now. She wasn’t stuck up. She kept to herself
because she was humiliated by what the bourge were doing to her.
She was misunderstood and it wasn’t fair.

I picked up
the pants and took it over to Crystal. She looked a little
apprehensive when she saw me coming her way, so I held up the
soiled pants so she could see my visit was legitimate. I had no
intention of bringing Madi down on her again.

“Thanks,” she
said sarcastically when she saw the vomit. “You can wash your hands
before you go.” She stepped away from the sink to give me
access.

I turned on
the tap and reached for the bar of soap.

“Are you
kidding me?” Madi was screaming at us. “Are you two going to act up
again today?”

I saw Madi
raise her hand to strike Crystal and with reflexes I didn’t even
know I had, I stepped in front of Crystal and took the hit myself.
Madi’s eyes widened in surprise. She didn’t even see me move.

“What the
hell?” Madi demanded.

“I’m sorry
Supervisor Madi!” I interjected right away, holding up my hands to
ward off any more blows. “We weren’t up to anything. I have laundry
that needs to be cleaned by hand first.” I reached over and picked
up the vomit soaked pants and held it up for her inspection. “I was
just washing my hands so I didn’t get vomit on anything else in the
laundry.”

“That’s
disgusting,” Madi complained and covered her mouth with her hand.
She turned and walked away.

“Thanks,”
Crystal whispered when Madi had left.

“It was my
fault,” I said and left it at that. I quickly washed my hands and
returned to my station.

I finished
sorting the clothes and knew Madi was watching every move I made. A
few times she came over to inspect my work and then went to inspect
Crystal’s. I remembered Di told me that Madi wasn’t right in the
head and now I understood exactly what she meant. Madi was cruising
for a fight. She was looking for any excuse and I knew it was just
a matter of time before I did something that provoked her. I just
wasn’t that experienced at laundry.

I managed to
get through the morning without further incident, but when the
lunch bong bongs rang out, Madi informed Crystal and me that
we had to work through the break. The food I could go without, but
I was so thirsty. The heat of the laundry room with this vest on
was unbearable. Di tried to slip me her water ration, but I refused
to take it. Madi would want to know who had given me the water if I
got caught. I wouldn’t do that to Di.

I was feeling
dizzy toward the end of the day, but I forced myself to focus on my
work. I saw Madi give Crystal a hard time when she accidently
splashed water on the floor. I didn’t think she hit her hard enough
to leave a bruise though. I was folding my second last dryer full
of clothes when I saw Kai coming toward me. I was glad to see the
swelling in his lip had gone down, although he still had a scab
where his lip had split.

“It’s almost
the end of the day, Miss Autumn. It’s best not to start another
cart,” Kai said kindly.

“Thanks Kai.
I’ll try to take my time with this one and see if I can draw it
out,” I said.

I cast a well
concealed glance at Madi. She wasn’t looking at me for a change so
I slowed my pace. All I could think about was getting water and
taking this vest off. It was getting hard to breath. I was halfway
through folding my last load when the bong bongs rang. I
finished the load and stacked them in the bin for Kai to take. I
was relieved to see Crystal was finished too. I didn’t want to scan
out and leave her alone with our mad supervisor.

“Well look at
that. The two conspirators arrive at the same time and leave at the
same time!” Madi accused in a mean voice.

Neither
Crystal nor I said anything back to her. We just scanned out and
left, hoping Madi wasn’t going to follow us. I was relieved when
she didn’t

“Are you
alright, Autumn? You don’t look very good,” Crystal told me.

“I just need
water. I’m so hot right now,” I said. I needed to get this vest
off, but I couldn’t tell Crystal that. “I’m sorry about everything.
I should never have asked you to show me how to do the hand
washing. Madi’s never going to let it go.”

“You’re new in
the laundry room. You didn’t know what she was like,” Crystal
shrugged it off.

We walked
together in silence until we came to my apartment and I said good
night. As soon as the door was shut, I took my hat off, whipped my
t-shirt over my head and almost ripped the vest off my body. I
could barely breathe. I ran to the faucet and turned it on. I
didn’t bother getting a glass. I just stuck my head under the
stream and started gulping. I heard the apartment door open and
knew Jack was home. Somewhere in the back of my mind I realized I
had stripped down to my bra, but I didn’t care at that moment. I
had to drink. I had to cool off.

“Sunny?” I
heard Jack say. Then he was right beside me. “What happened?” I
couldn’t answer him. I was feeling too dizzy. “My god, you’re
burning up,” he said when he touched my arm.

He left for a
moment and came back with a towel. He lifted my head out of the
sink and soaked the towel in cold water and rung it out. He wrapped
it around my shoulders and back, and then picked me up and carried
me to the chair.

“Put your head
down between your legs,” he instructed me.

He went back
to the sink and poured me a glass of water. I drank it all.

“Feeling
better?” he asked. He squatted down in front of me and brushed my
hair away from my face. “Not again.” he said, touching the bruise
under my eye. “You have to get out of there.”

“I can’t,” I
said shaking my head. “Madi isn’t the type of supervisor to let her
workers walk away. She considers it a bad reflection on herself.
Besides, I’m not exactly in the position to go looking for another
job,” I joked.

“I’m afraid
she’s going to kill you if you stay,” he wasn’t joking. “Maybe you
need a few Liberty guards in the laundry room.”

“What’s that
going to do?” I asked almost laughing. Was Jack really that naive
about the way things worked down here? “A guard would never
interfere with a supervisor disciplining her workers. And if a
guard ever did, Madi would have him transferred out of there.”

Jack raised my
face and made a closer inspection of my bruise. I could only
imagine how awful I must look. I still had the bruise over my other
eye from yesterday.

“I don’t want
you to work there anymore,” he said in a tight voice. I could tell
by the determined set to his jaw that he thought his statement
brooked no argument.

“Maybe its
time for you to grow up, Jack. This is life in the Pit. You think
this is the first time I’ve been beaten? Do you know what it did to
my parents every time I came home with a new bruise or a cracked
rib? Or how I felt when I saw them beaten and broken? We live with
the threat every day.” Jack dropped his hand away from my face and
stood up. I could tell he was angry. “At least I know what to
expect from Madi. She gets mad and she hits. It could be worse. My
last supervisor sent me upstairs to be a sex toy at your bachelor
party. I’d rather take what Madi’s doling out.”

I saw Jack
blink quickly a few times before he turned his back on me. He raked
a hand through his hair before he picked up his hat and put it back
on.

“Are you okay
now?” he asked in a strained voice.

“Yes.”

Without
another word, he left the apartment. I didn’t expect that reaction
from him. Perhaps I had been too honest. He didn’t need to know
that I had been beaten before. It wasn’t really something we talked
about down here anyway. Being beaten was always a humiliating
experience. Everyone walked around with bruises, but no one ever
said anything about them.

I raised my
head upright to check to see if I was still dizzy. The world stayed
in balance though. Then I noticed a canvas bag sitting just inside
the door. I tentatively stood up and felt a slight rush to my head,
but then it was gone. I retrieved the bag and sat back down. It was
full of clean clothes, a razor and a communicator. Bron had come
through for Jack. I knew the sink was still full of water and
decided not to waste it.

I grabbed a
bar of soap and stripped naked and bathed right there in the
kitchen. The cold water felt so refreshing. I knew I was taking a
huge risk. Jack could return any minute. But given how mad he was
when he left, I figured it would take him a while to calm down. I
dried off and rummaged through the canvas bag for clean clothes.
The clothes were a lot better quality than I was used to. In fact,
they were a lot better quality than anyone in the Pit was used to.
I hoped they wouldn’t make me stand out.

I hung up my
wet towel and was about to drain the water when I thought better of
it. I could wash my hair tonight before bed. Maybe Jack’s habits
were wearing off on me. I was putting the soap away when I heard
the door open. I turned to see Jack looking at me from the doorway.
He had a strange look on his face.

“I’m sorry
about what I said earlier. I didn’t mean to be cruel,” I
offered.

“Where did you
get those clothes?” he asked.

“Bron must
have brought them. She brought you a razor and a communicator too,”
I said, pointing to the bag. “There’s some water here if you want
to wash.”

“They’re
really…” He stammered. “They fit you a lot better than my clothes
did.”

“These are my
size. Your clothes weren’t,” I pointed out. I wondered what the big
deal was.

“Are you going
to be able to fit your vest under that t-shirt?” he asked.

“Oh, that
stupid vest! I forgot to put it back on,” I moaned. “Do you think
anyone would really notice?” I wanted to stop wearing it. It was
going to be the death of me in that laundry room.

“Yes, people
will definitely notice. Go put it on and we’ll go for dinner. Bron
came through on securing the common room too. It’s going to happen
tonight.” He said.

“Tonight for
sure?” I asked, a little shocked. He nodded as he took his dirty
t-shirt off and walked to the sink. “I’ll give you some
privacy.”

I went into
the bedroom and closed the door. I was glad for the opportunity to
lie down on the bed for a few minutes. The heat exhaustion I
suffered today had really made me tired. And I had forgotten about
tonight. A nervous flutter began in the pit of my stomach. How were
we going to broach the subject of a rebellion with everyone? Would
they laugh at us? Run us out of the Pit? I was starting to drift
asleep when Jack knocked on the bedroom door.

“Ready,” he
announced.

I got up, put
the offensive vest on and went out into the other room. He was
dressed in snug fitting jeans and a black t-shirt. He looked good.
I probably looked stupid in my vest. My stomach started making
noises and I quickly put my hand across my abdomen to make it stop.
It sounded so loud in the quiet of the apartment.

“Let me guess.
You weren’t allowed to eat today either,” Jack said wryly.

“It happens,”
I shrugged it off. I put my hat on and headed out the door before
we got into another argument.

We went to the
fourth level common room, which was already bustling with the
dinner hour rush. The line-up was long and the room was more than
half full. It was a lot more crowded than our room on the sixth
level. The line moved quickly and we didn’t have long before it was
our turn to get our food and water. We went in search of a place to
sit and saw Raine and Mica motioning for us to join them. I guessed
they must be here for Jack’s training session. I was surprised to
see Raine’s wife with him. I rarely saw her anymore.

“Who is that
woman with them?” Jack whispered as we made our way to their
table.

“That’s
Raine’s wife,” I told him.

“I didn’t know
he was married,” he replied.

“It’s good to
see you, Flo,” I said to Raine’s wife as I sat down. Her real name
was Flower, but like me she preferred the shortened form. She gave
me a weak smile and went back to vacantly staring around the room.
Jack secretly gave me a curious look and I subtly gave him my best
tell you later look.

“Everything is
set?” Raine asked Jack as we sat down.

“I’m told it
is,” Jack said. He looked up at the broken camera and scanned the
faces of the guards in the room. All of them seemed to be looking
back at him.

I felt a
nervous flutter again, but ignored it and concentrated on my food.
I didn’t join the conversation until my container was empty. I
absentmindedly wondered how I was going to appease Madi tomorrow to
ensure I received at least water for lunch.

“How do we get
started? Does everyone here know about it?” I asked Jack.

“I put the
word out in the mine today. I recognize some of the people I talked
to,” Jack said looking around the room.

“Yeah, Jack’s
a legend down there already. And not just because he flattened
eight guards, but that he got away with it. I mean we all expected
he would be in a lot of trouble, but the guards are leaving him
alone. I think they’re too embarrassed because they got their butt
kicked by just one urchin!” Raine said, laughing. I noted that the
guard count was up to eight now.

“I thought a
lot more would show,” Mica said looking around. I noticed there was
one person missing.

“Reyes didn’t
come,” I stated. I knew why.

“I’d stay out
of his way if I were you,” Mica told me. He was very serious.

“No offence or
anything, but what was that this morning? You were all over him. It
ripped the heart right out of Reyes,” Raine accused.

The weight of
my guilt suddenly seemed heavier than the bulletproof vest I was
wearing. How could I have done that to Reyes? He deserved so much
better than me.

“It wasn’t her
fault,” Jack explained on my behalf. “One of Leisel’s guards
followed Summer into the room and we did it to hide our faces.”

“Oh,” Mica
said in mocked understanding. “Maybe next time you can just pull
your hats down lower or something. It would be kinder.”

Mica had
always been Reyes’ most loyal friend. I knew it must be difficult
for him to watch Reyes in pain because of me. He probably hated me
too.

Jack was
studying the people in the room. There was no more line-up for food
and the servers behind the counter were packing up to leave. Many
people who had finished eating, particularly those with a small
child in tow, were leaving as well. The room was no longer as
crowded as it was at dinner. I could tell by the expression on
Jack’s face he wasn’t pleased.

I saw Bron
walk in. I didn’t expect to see her here tonight. She was always on
the sixth floor.

“I guess it’s
now or never,” Jack said.

He nodded to
Bron and she sent two of the guards to close the door. Jack got up
and went to the front of the room. This was the time of the evening
in the common room where people had a chance to sing or tell
stories, so Jack’s presence at the front of the room wasn’t
unusual. Everyone stopped talking and looked at him
expectantly.

“I’ve never
been up here before so I guess I’ll start by introducing myself.
I’m Ben Jones,” he began. A murmur went through the room
acknowledging him. Some said welcome. “Some of you may know me, but
for those of you who don’t, I’m the guy who had a bit of scuffle
with the guards in the mines yesterday.” An excited murmur went
through the room and one person called out you kicked their
butts, brother! Jack laughed. “Yeah, I kicked a few butts,” he
agreed. “Some of you asked me how I was able to do that, so here I
am. Anyone wanting to ask me questions or learn to throw a punch,
now’s the time.”

I felt so
nervous for Jack; he wasn’t just risking exposure, he was risking
rejection. I held my breath waiting for someone to volunteer to go
up and be the first to learn from him. No one seemed to be coming
forward though. I shot Raine and Mica a pleading look, but they
didn’t want to be the first to go up either. I felt so bad for Jack
standing at the front of the room, on his own and not knowing what
to do next. So I stood up and walked to the front of the room to
stand beside him. He looked at me with relief in his eyes.

“I see my wife
is volunteering to be my first victim tonight!” he joked. A laugh
rippled through the crowd.

Just then the
door burst open and Reyes walked into the room. He looked at Jack
and me with disgust in his eyes and then looked around at the
expectant crowd of people sitting in their seats watching us.

“Don’t listen
to anything this filthy bourge has to say,” Reyes informed the
crowd. “He’s Jack Kenner!”
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“Reyes, what
the hell are you doing?” I demanded. He just exposed us. An anxious
murmur went through the crowd and all eyes were on us.

“What I
should’ve done a long time ago. Bourge don’t belong down here in
the Pit!” he spat. I could almost feel his rage.

“Do you know
what you’ve just done?” I asked in shock.

“Sunny, your
face. Where did you get those bruises? Did he give them to
you?” I saw Reyes ball his hands into fists and he headed toward
Jack.

“STOP!” I
screamed again.

Behind Reyes I
saw two guards step forward, but Jack must have called them off
because they stepped back.

“Go,” Jack
told me.

I stayed
rooted to the spot. I couldn’t just let this happen - I had to stop
it. But Jack was stepping in front of me now, cutting me off from
Reyes. I saw him raise his arm and block the punch Reyes threw at
him. Jack waited for his next move and blocked that too. Reyes was
coming at him harder now and Jack had to back up a few steps. I
moved out of the way then. This was out of my control.

Reyes kept
coming at Jack and Jack continued to block his punches. At one
point they ended up in the crowd and people scattered to get out of
their way. I noticed that Jack never once threw a punch at Reyes,
only defended himself against the rage Reyes was inflicting on him.
Reyes was getting frustrated that his strikes were having no
effect. I could tell he was tiring too. I felt so horrible, so
guilty. What had I done to him? The fight came to an end when an
exhausted Reyes desperately dove toward Jack to take him down, but
Jack easily stepped out of his way and Reyes crashed into an empty
chair breaking it.

“Got it out of
your system yet?” Jack asked him.

“You’re an
idiot Kenner,” Reyes spat out the words.

He was making
a laughing stock out of himself all because of me. And it was me he
should be taking his anger out on. He got off the floor and looked
at the guards.

“Maybe you
didn’t hear me when I said this is JACK KENNER!” he pointed to
Jack. The guards looked blankly at Reyes.

“Sorry,
Reyes,” Jack said, “they’re on my side.”

The crowd
became very nervous when they heard that. Everyone started talking
at once. Jack was still wearing his hat and he took it off now.
While the coal was still concealing his sandy blond hair, there was
no mistaking his blue eyes. “That’s right. I am Jack Kenner. And
for the record, I didn’t give Sunny those bruises, although I’d
like to have words with the person who did,” he said, giving me a
fond look.

I smiled back
at him. My respect for him was growing. He could have really hurt
Reyes if he had wanted to, but he didn’t.

“Is that
bourge down here with you O’Donnell?” someone from the crowd
demanded. I stepped out the corner and walked over to Jack.

“He is,” I
confirmed.

“How come the
guards are on his side?” someone else questioned. Strong agreement
rose up among the room. They eyed the guards suspiciously.

“You may find
this hard to believe, but there are people in the Dome who are on
your side. People who want to see things change down here,” Jack
began.

“On our
side?” someone shouted out at him in disgust. “I’m thirty-two years
old and not once in my lifetime have I ever seen anyone from the
Dome down here fighting for us!” People started loudly
agreeing.

“And since
when are guards here to help us?” someone else chimed in.
“More likely they’re here to shoot us in case we do something they
don’t like!”

I could feel
the crowd starting to turn on us. The more questions they asked,
the more nervous they became. They were talking themselves right
into a riot. I realized they were just too suspicious of Jack and
his guards. Everyone had been through too many years of abuse from
the bourge to trust them now. And they weren’t going to listen to a
bourge who was almost President.

“If you don’t
trust him, trust me,” I said loudly. Not many people looked in my
direction because they were too caught up in their own fears. Jack
gave me a defeated look, but if we gave up now I knew the only
thing we would have achieved tonight was exposing our identities.
In a desperate attempt to get their attention, I stood up on a
chair and whistled as loud as I could. Most people stopped talking
and looked at me. “TRUST ME!” I shouted loudly. The room finally
became quiet. I stood on the chair looking at their expectant
faces, knowing that whatever I said now could change the course of
life in the Pit forever.

“The bruises
on my face came from my supervisor,” I began, pulling back my hair
to show everyone. “And last month a different supervisor ordered a
guard to beat me when I was too slow at my job. I got a few cracked
ribs from that one. You might wonder why I was slow at my job,
knowing that I would probably be beaten for it. The answer is I was
sad. Sad because my mother had to join the Cull last Spring,” I
felt the tears sting my eyes as I talked of her. “How many people
here have lost someone to the Cull?” Everyone in the room raised
their hand. “How many people here have been beaten?” All hands
remained in the air. “And how many of you are fed up?” At this,
even the people sitting down in a chair stood up to raise their
hand higher.

“I am one of
you. I have the scars to prove it. I’ve suffered the beatings, I’ve
lost my mother, my best friend is a plaything for the bourge and
now they have my father. I didn’t marry a bourge to escape the Pit.
I married Jack Kenner because he said he wanted to change things
for the better down here. He told me about Liberty, an organization
with a few thousand members who all want the same thing; to see
President Holt replaced with a government that will give us all
equal rights. A government we can be a part of.”

I looked at
the crowd as I said this and saw their shocked expressions.
Although there had been uprisings in the Pit before, no one had
ever suggested getting rid of the President. It was a new idea. It
was a dangerous idea.

“You want us
to join some bourge organization to get rid of the bourge?” someone
shouted out. “Something doesn’t make sense here,” he said
distrustfully.

“It makes
sense if you stop thinking of Jack and these guards as bourge.
They’re members of Liberty and they’re here to join with us,” I
replied.

“I’m not
joining some bourge organization!” someone called out and was met
with a round of approval.

“Then let’s
make our own organization. Liberty and the Pit will join and become
the Alliance,” I suggested. “They have skills they can teach us and
we have power in numbers.”

“I know about
his skills,” a man said, looking at Jack. “I’m David Chavez and I
work with you in the mine. I saw what you did for that kid. The
guards were going to beat him and you stopped them… and I didn’t
lift a damn finger to help,” he said, his eyes bright with tears. I
saw a few other men in the crowd hang their heads in shame. “My
wife’s about to have a baby and all I’ve been able to think about
is what if it was my kid? When the guards want to beat my child,
will I stand there and do nothing again? If I have a daughter, will
I stand by and watch her taken upstairs to be used by the men in
the Dome?” He shook his head in disgust and the tears rolled freely
down his cheeks. “I want better for my kid. I’ll join you.”

The crowd was
silent while David spoke. He had touched a nerve in everyone.
Several men came forward to stand beside him, nodding their
approval. The only sound that could be heard in the room was the
sobs of a very pregnant woman. I assumed she was his wife.

“What if it
backfires? What if we can’t win?” someone from the crowd
questioned.

“Then would we
be any worse off than we already are?” someone else stood up and
answered. “I don’t have much time left before I’m Culled, but I’d
like to make my last months in this world count. I’m in.”

“If we make
the bourge mad, they could cut off our ventilation system and kill
us all!” a man shouted out.

“You would
have to make them pretty mad before they went to that extreme,”
Jack spoke up for the first time. He waited to see the reaction of
the crowd before he continued. “I know the bourge put you down,
call you urchins, tell you you’re less than them and that you’re
lucky to be in the Dome safe from the nuclear fall-out. The truth
is you are important to them. Without you, the Dome wouldn’t be
able to function. You mine the coal for the gasifiers, you run the
sewage treatment where precious water resources are recovered and
you do their laundry, their cleaning, prepare their food. Don’t
ever underestimate your value.”

“But they have
all the power and we have none. Look around this room. There’s
maybe fifty or sixty people here and you think we can take on the
Dome?” someone pointed out.

“You’re right.
We need more numbers. The more of us there are, the more powerful
we become. But tonight is a start,” Jack replied.

“I know
everyone is scared,” I spoke to them again. “And no one is
suggesting the small group of people in this room rush upstairs and
try to throw the President out. We need to convince more people to
join us. We need to start training. We need to come up with a
strategy,” I said.

“We can start
training tonight,” Jack suggested. He motioned to Bron to come and
stand beside him. “This is Bron. Those of you from the sixth level
might recognize her since that’s the level she’s assigned to. She’s
taking a big risk being here tonight. But she came to show her
support for our cause and to help with the training.”

“I guess it
won’t hurt to learn how to defend ourselves,” someone mumbled. More
people stepped forward. Everyone seemed eager to learn how to
fight.

I saw Reyes
standing with Raine and Mica, staring at me as if I had gone mad.
As I returned his stare, he gave me a disgusted look and stomped
out of the room. I hopped down from the chair

“I need to
talk to him,” I told Jack and ran after Reyes.

“Reyes,” I
called out to him when I saw him in the hall, but he kept going.
“Reyes please stop,” I pleaded. A Liberty guard was standing
outside the door of the common room and he respectfully turned his
head in the other direction.

“Later,
Sunny,” Reyes said, throwing a hand up in the air to wave me
off.

“I don’t think
I have a later, Reyes. In fact, someone could be turning me in as
we speak. Thank you for exposing us.” That stopped him.

“I wanted to
expose Kenner, not you. I wanted him gone so I could have you back.
But after watching you in there – standing up on a chair preaching
to everyone – I don’t even know who you are anymore,” he ground out
at me.

“I haven’t
changed. I’m the same person I’ve always been. Why can’t you see
that?” I asked in frustration.

“You know,
after I said those things to you the other day I wanted to take
them all back,” Reyes began, his eyes bright with unshed tears. “A
part of me hoped that you would come and find me and try to make
things right between us, but when you didn’t, I knew I had to be
the one. I don’t know where you live, so I waited to see you in the
common room the next day but you never showed up. I was so happy to
see you this morning, but then you walked right by me and started
kissing that bourge.” The tears fell from his eyes and I knew in
that instant the depth of which I had hurt him.

“Please know
that I didn’t do it to hurt you. One of Leisel’s guards was
following Summer, so we pretended to kiss so we could hide our
faces,” I told him. But even now, just remembering that kiss, I
felt a warm sensation spread through me. None of Reyes’ kisses had
ever affected me like that.

“So you’re not
in love with him?” Reyes asked.

A stab of
guilt went through me when I saw the hope in his eyes. He thought I
was here to make amends. He thought we could still be together.

“All those
things you said to me the other day – about me constantly making
excuses and always choosing other people over you – were all true,”
I admitted. A lump formed at the base of my throat, but I fought
back the tears. “You always wanted me to be someone I wasn’t. You
always wanted me to be with you, to let you protect me, to be the
girl who hung on your every word. I’m not that girl, Reyes. I kept
thinking that maybe I could be that girl once we were married, but
whenever our wedding date crept closer, I realized I wasn’t ready
to stop being myself yet.” I felt tears roll down my face. It was
hard to say good-bye even though it was for the best. “The person
you saw tonight in that room is me, Reyes. I haven’t changed. Why
can’t you see that our relationship has been like trying to fit two
pieces of a puzzle that don’t belong together; we can try as hard
as we want, but we’ll never fit.”

“So you
never loved me?” Reyes asked in shock as a tear escaped from
the corner of his eye.

“Of course I
loved you,” I said, wiping the tear from his cheek. “I just
couldn’t be the person you wanted.”

He took my
hand away from his face and dropped it.

“I can’t
believe I wasted so much of my life on you,” he said, and turned
around and walked away.

I let him go,
knowing I deserved his hatred. I had led him to believe we would
spend the rest of our lives together instead of being honest with
him and myself. It was my fault he was hurting. I knew I should
feel guilty, so I tried to ignore the feeling of elation bubbling
up inside me at the realization I was finally free of him.

I went back
into the common room and was pleasantly surprised to see a training
session in full swing. Raine and Mica had remained, despite Reyes’
angry exit. Jack saw me and raised his eyebrows in question. I
guessed he was asking me if Reyes was coming back in, so I shook my
head no. He turned his attention back to the people he was working
with.

“If you can’t
disarm your opponent, then use his weapon against him,” Jack said
out loud to the room, “like this.” He motioned for a guard to join
him. The guard stood with his rifle pointed at Jack. Jack flew into
action, grabbing the barrel of the rifle and in one motion struck
the guard in the face with the barrel. He didn’t hit the guard for
real, but the force of the attack made the guard back up a few
steps, which left him off balance. Jack grabbed the rifle and
kicked the guard in the stomach knocking him flat on his back. In
one quick movement, Jack had the rifle pointed at the guard.
Everyone clapped. Jack offered his hand to the guard to help him
up. He instructed the guards to work with the people standing at
the front of the room and came over to stand by me.

“Everything
okay?” he inquired.

“You mean
besides the fact that everyone in this room knows who we are?” I
countered.

“When he gets
mad he makes it count, doesn’t he?” Jack said.

“He always had
a temper,” I agreed. “So do I get to learn how to do this? I missed
our session last night,” I changed the subject.

“Sure. Let me
get a gun and you can try and take it,” he responded.

Jack went over
to the guard by the door and asked to borrow his rifle. I studied
the people currently engaged with trying to get the guns away from
the three guards working with them. No one was having much success.
I saw how clumsy their movements were.

“Ready,” Jack
said.

He stood there
with both hands on the gun. I replayed in my mind how he had taken
the gun away from the guard a few minutes earlier. I attempted it,
but Jack was too quick and I ended up on the floor. I got up
quickly and came at him again hoping to catch him off guard, but he
easily pushed me away. I stepped back and thought about it. It
occurred to me that as long as the barrel of the gun wasn’t pointed
at me, he couldn’t shoot me. So I needed to get around the barrel
and close enough to engage him in hand-to-hand combat. If I could
do that, he would need to let go of the gun to fend me off.

I went at him
as fast as I could and when I saw the nose of the gun come up, I
pushed it down and used it to give me balance. I brought my leg up
and kicked him in his side. His grip on the gun loosened for a
second and I grabbed it with both hands while swinging my leg in a
backward arc that brought me behind him. I brought the gun up under
his throat and held it there. I heard people clapping and looked up
to see them staring at me.

“You catch on
pretty quick,” Jack said, his eyes wide in surprise. I loosened my
grip on the rifle and he lowered it.

“Am I scaring
you, Jack?” I asked smiling.

Suddenly
Jack’s hands were on me and I felt myself being thrown over his
hip. I hit the floor with an ungraceful flop.

“A little
bit,” he agreed. He stepped away and left me to pick myself up.
“It’s going to be lights out soon so we should wrap it up,” he
announced to everyone.

“Can we try
again tomorrow?” Raine asked.

Jack looked
around the room to see if anyone else was interested. Most people
wanted to come back. Jack asked the guards and they agreed as
well.

“You were
amazing tonight,” Jack said once were alone. “You blew me
away.”

“I guess it
went well,” I said once we were alone.

“You were
great, but we only had maybe fifty people in that room, not nearly
enough to take on the few hundred guards that patrol down here. I
told you before, power comes with numbers and we don’t have
numbers.”

“I don’t think
we stand much of a chance anyway,” I said. “I expect someone in
that room will gladly turn us in for the 400 credits Holt is
offering.”

We arrived at
our apartment and I scanned my hand across the lock and went
in.

“I know. I
think that too.” Jack shut the door behind him. Then he picked up
one of the chairs and put it under the doorknob. I gave him an
inquisitive look. “At least it will give us a little notice if
someone comes for us,” he explained.

“I’ve always
known we’ll be caught eventually, but now that it might be real I’m
scared,” I admitted. I didn’t want to die now that I had found a
reason to live. I wanted to see this rebellion through. I wanted to
find a way to convince people to stand up for themselves. I wanted
time to finish what we started.

“You’re
scared?” he asked in surprise. “I can’t believe the girl who stood
up on a chair and convinced an entire room to start a rebellion is
scared.”

“And you’re
not scared?” I asked.

“Terrified,”
he admitted. “Hey, what was wrong with Raine’s wife? She seemed a
little out of it.”

“Women get
that way after they’re sterilized,” I shrugged.

“After they’re
what?” he asked in surprise.

“Sterilized,”
I repeated, but he had an odd look on his face. “You must know
about the Sterilization Program - your government came up with it
ten years ago. If a couple doesn’t qualify to have a child, the
woman is sterilized and whatever they inject her with makes her go…
blank. The injection changes a woman. She’s not as… full of life as
she used to be,” I tried to explain.

Jack was
staring at me with a horrified look on his face when the lights
went out leaving us in darkness. I didn’t realize it was that late
already.

“We should get
some sleep,” I said.

“I’ll take the
chair,” he offered.

“No. We shared
last night, we can do it again tonight,” I heard myself say.
Considering the way I responded to his kiss this morning, it
probably wasn’t a good idea. But we both needed a decent sleep.
Jack was exhausted from sleeping in the chair and I couldn’t afford
to be tired and sloppy with Madi as my supervisor.

“Are you
sure?” he asked.

“Yes. Just
stay on your on side of the bed,” I told him, even though I didn’t
mean it. I walked toward the bedroom.

“That bed
isn’t big enough to have sides,” he pointed out. He stumbled after
me, knocking a chair over.

“You really
can’t see, can you?” I said in wonder.

“And you’re
surprised? Its pitch black in here,” he complained.

I grabbed his
hand and guided him toward to the room. He took off his t-shirt and
flopped down on the bed. Since he was blind in the dark, I stripped
off my vest and put my t-shirt back on before I climbed in.

“It’s not
pitch black in here. The guards use nightlights and it leaks into
the apartment,” I explained.

I saw him open
his eyes as wide as he could and look around the room.

“I guess you
have to born in the Pit to find light where there isn’t any,” he
observed.

I rolled that
thought over in my mind and realized just how true it was.
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It felt like I
had just drifted to sleep when the sound of the bong bongs
invaded my dreams. I had barely slept all night because I kept
imagining that guards were going to come crashing through the door
at any moment and take us into custody. I tried to close my mind
off to the annoying sound. I didn’t want to wake up. For some
reason, I felt warm and safe and it was a feeling I wasn’t ready to
let go of. I wrapped my arms around my pillow to pull it tight
under my head, but my pillow was hard and wouldn’t scrunch up. Then
I realized that the sound of a beating heart was playing under my
ear. The shock of what I was doing brought me fully awake. I was
snuggling Jack.

“Oh my god, I
am so sorry!” I flew into a sitting position. Jack was wide awake
and smiling at me… or maybe he was laughing. It was hard to
tell.

“I didn’t
mind,” he said still smiling.

“I was asleep.
I didn’t know what I was doing,” I attempted to explain and rolled
off the bed and stood up. “I am so embarrassed.”

“There’s no
reason to be embarrassed,” Jack said getting out of bed too. He
stood close to me and brushed a lock of hair away from my face.
“It’s not your fault. I’m just a hard guy to resist,” he said,
laughter lighting up his face.

I rolled my
eyes at him and left the bedroom. I went to the faucet and splashed
cold water on my blushing face. Jack’s habits really were rubbing
off on me. Just a few weeks ago it would never have occurred to me
to waste water like this. I went and got a towel.

“Well, we made
it through the night,” Jack announced. Of course, our imminent
capture was probably weighing heavily on his mind too.

“I barely
slept at all,” I admitted.

“Oh, I think
you got a few good hours,” Jack gave me a wicked smile before he
ducked his head toward the sink and splashed water on his face.

I dropped the
dry towel next to him and went into the bedroom to put the vest
back on. It was beginning to feel heavier every time I wore it.

“You can’t
wear that again today. It almost killed you yesterday,” Jack said
when he saw the vest.

“I can’t show
up to work ten pounds lighter either,” I snapped. “I’ll just have
to stay on Madi’s good side today so I can get my water ration,” I
said, even though I knew it was easier said than done. She was
cruising for a fight.

“You’re not in
a very good mood today,” Jack commented as we put our hats on and
left the apartment.

“I can’t
imagine why. I mean it’s not as if I’m hiding from people who want
to kill me, or working for a psychopathic supervisor who wants to
beat me,” I said sarcastically.

He was right
though. My mood was particularly bad today. Not only was I feeling
vulnerable with my identity exposed, but I wasn’t altogether happy
that not many people showed up last night. It was all beginning to
feel hopeless. And the only thing I had to look forward to was
going to work in a room that was hotter than hades under the glare
of a sadistic supervisor. I was just tired of it all.

Jack put his
arm around me and pulled me closer to him as we walked toward the
common room. I stiffened at his touch at first, but decided to let
him to do it. We looked like any other married couple on their way
to breakfast. I put my arm around his waist.

“Try to
remember we have people down here on our side now,” he said in a
low voice for my ears only. “Even if someone turns us in for the
credits, it will probably be Liberty guards who come looking for
us.”

“You mean
Alliance guards?” I cocked an eyebrow at him. He gave me a wry
smile. “I wish I could feel as confident as you do,” I said. Maybe
it was the lack of sleep last night, but I really couldn’t shake
this feeling of doom.

It was still
early and there wasn’t a big line-up to get into the common room. A
guard stood by the door as usual.

“Good morning,
sir. Ma’am,” he greeted us as we walked through the door.

Jack bid him a
good morning but I was too shocked to speak. No one had ever called
me ma’am before, let alone a guard.

“Why is he
calling me ma’am?” I whispered.

“He’s trained
to show respect to his leaders,” Jack shrugged.

“Good
morning,” the woman serving the food greeted us with a huge smile.
She grabbed one of my hands with both of hers and held it warmly
for a moment. “You’re doing a good thing,” she said to me. She gave
Jack a smile too before she passed us our containers of food, water
and cups of hot tea. “A treat this morning,” she smiled.

“Hot tea?
What’s going on?” I whispered to Jack once we were seated.

“You’re a hero
to your people, Sunny. They want to do nice things for you,” Jack
said.

“But I haven’t
done anything to deserve the title,” I said glumly.

I wasn’t a
hero. I had been a naïve girl who had fallen for Leisel’s lies and
now I was on the run from her father. I suddenly felt bad for
keeping that truth to myself so they would think I was someone I
was not.

“Sure you
have. Stop being so hard on yourself,” Jack chastised me.

I gulped my
breakfast down and drank my water. I wasn’t sure if I was going to
get a lunch break today or not, so my meal was especially important
to me. The room was starting to fill up with people now and it
surprised me every time someone walked by and greeted us. Some
people I recognized from last night, others I didn’t. It concerned
me that so many people knew who we were.

“Drink the
tea. It lowers body temperature, which you could use in that hot
laundry room,” Jack said.

“Really?” I
wasn’t sure if he was serious or not, but I drank the tea anyway.
Over hydrating myself couldn’t hurt.

I
absentmindedly watched Crystal leave the room. Yesterday I would
have run to catch up with her and try to find out what she knew
about Jack. But today there’s no doubt in my mind she knows who we
both are. Would she tell Madi?

“Sunny?” I
heard Jack say my name.

“What?” I
asked.

“Are you
okay?” Jack gave me a puzzled look.

“I’m fine -
just preoccupied. I guess now that everyone knows who we are I’m
feeling vulnerable. I don’t know how you’re not feeling that way
too,” I questioned him.

“I am feeling
that way, I’m just better at ignoring it. I take comfort in the
fact that we have guards down here on our side. I know you still
don’t trust them though and I understand," Jack picked up my hands
from the table and held them in his. “I’ll do everything in my
power to keep you safe,” he assured me.

“I better get
to work. I’m usually there waiting for Madi and I don’t want to
disappoint her this morning!” I said as brightly as I could. I
really did need to shake off this melancholy mood I was in.

Jack and I
stood up at the same time. He draped his arm around my shoulders
and squeezed me against him as we walked through the door and out
into the hall. I knew he was just trying to show his support and
put me in a better mood.

“Be careful at
work. Drink water today,” he ordered, then kissed the top of my
head and started the climb down the stairs toward the coalmine.

I walked the
few flights up to the laundry room. Crystal was already there as I
knew she would be.

“Good morning,
Sunny,” she greeted me.

I stopped dead
in my tracks and gave her a blank look.

“Don’t look so
surprised. Everyone knows who you are now. Although, I figured it
out the first time I saw you with Jack Kenner.”

“I thought I
saw a look of recognition on your face when you saw him. How do you
know him?” I questioned. There was no point in keeping secrets
now.

“I sing at all
the Presidential parties and dinners. In fact, it’s the only time
I’m allowed to sing. I used to see Jack there all the time when he
was engaged to Leisel. As much as I hate the bourge, it was hard
not to notice Jack. I was supposed to sing at their wedding
reception,” she said.

Knowing Jack
the way I did now made it difficult to imagine him at a stuffy
Presidential party as Leisel’s fiancé. The thought made me a little
mad. I didn’t want to think of Jack as a bourge, particularly one
that had a relationship with the President’s daughter. Yet he must
have fit in at those parties. They had all accepted him as their
next President.

“What was he
like up there?” I asked hesitantly, not sure I really wanted to
know. What if he was horrible?

“I never
talked to him personally, but he always seemed polite to everyone.
I always noticed that whenever they brought girls up from the Pit
for their parties, he never touched them. That is, until he left
with you the night of his bachelor party,” she said slyly.

“You were
there? At the bachelor party?” I asked in surprise. Crystal
nodded.

“I was serving
the head table. I belong to Malcolm West, one of the President’s
closest advisors,” she admitted.

“You
belong to Malcolm West?” I asked. She nodded again. “Just
like my friend belongs to Holt,” I mused out loud.

“You know
Summer?” she asked. I raised my eyebrows in surprise. It never
occurred to me that she would know Summer too.

“Yes. But
don’t tell anyone she knows me!” I said, horrified that I had just
divulged that information. “If Holt ever knew she was my friend,
he’d use her to get to me.”

“I promise I
won’t say anything. I feel sorry for your friend. The President is
really crazy and he seems obsessed with her. Don’t get me wrong, I
hate being touched by Malcolm, but at least he’s not insane like
the President. There’s no way out for her,” she said.

“What do you
mean there’s no way out for her?” I asked warily.

“President
Holt has killed every mistress he’s had. He’s fanatical about
keeping the bloodlines clean – you know bourge and urchins.
As soon as he convinces himself she’s pregnant, he’ll kill her,”
Crystal said shockingly.

“What?” I
asked in disbelief, trying to process the information she just gave
me. “Convinces himself? You mean she doesn’t even need to be
pregnant?”

“None of the
girls he’s killed has ever been pregnant. Rumour has it he’s not
capable of having children. And if the rumours are true, Leisel’s
mother took an urchin lover and got pregnant so the President
killed her for it, but kept the baby as his own.”

“Is Summer in
any danger yet?” I asked.

“No. It
usually takes a year or two before he turns on his mistress. It
depends how long he stays obsessed with her,” she explained.

President Holt
was a bigger monster than I ever imagined. I had to find a way to
get Summer away from him before he turned.

“Do you see
Summer a lot?” I asked.

“At least once
a week the President and Malcolm have dinner together in the
President’s suites. I sit in the corner with my guitar and sing
quietly, while Summer serves them. I’ll probably see her tonight.
It’s the President’s birthday and Leisel is having a small dinner
party for him.”

“If you talk
to her, can you tell her I think about her all the time? That I
miss her horribly,” I pleaded.

“We don’t get
much of a chance to talk,” Crystal told me. A sad, scared look came
over her face. “When the President and Malcolm are alone they talk.
And… well… Summer and I hear things. Things we shouldn’t hear.”

“Like what?” I
asked. Crystal looked scared and I wanted to know why.

“Forget it. I
shouldn’t have brought it up. I would be killed if I ever repeated
what I heard,” Crystal shook her head. “Is it true you and Jack are
organizing a rebellion?” she asked changing the subject.

“Yes, but it’s
hard to start a rebellion with only fifty people. Not enough are
interested,” I said glumly.

“They’re
interested. They’re just scared,” Crystal said.

“About the
things you’ve heard,” I began, but Madi walked around the corner
making me cut off my words. I would have to talk to Crystal
later.

“Conspiring
again? Don’t let me interrupt,” Madi said sarcastically. She
unlocked the door and walked into the laundry room letting the door
slam back in our faces.

I tried not to
let Madi irritate me, but already my hand was itching to slap her
across the face. It was going to be a long day indeed. I scanned in
and went to my workstation.

I was feeling
better about Crystal now that we had talked. I thought she was
being used by someone in the Dome, but it still surprised me to
learn that she knew Summer. I felt closer to Crystal now. I
understood her so much better.

I took a cart
full of dirty laundry and started sorting it. I tried to shut
everything else from my mind and concentrate only on the clothes. I
didn’t want a repeat of yesterday. I needed water in order to work
in this hell.

“Good morning,
Autumn,” Di said cheerfully as she came to stand beside me.
I guess she knew that wasn’t my real name too.

“Good morning,
Di,” I returned.

“News travels
fast around here,” she said conspiratorially.

“So I see. Are
you going to turn me in?” I asked. I almost didn’t care at this
point. At least they would put me in a cool apartment with running
water so I wouldn’t die of heat exhaustion.

“Don’t you
worry.” Di patted my hand. “Anyone down here that turns you in is
asking for a slow and painful death. We all agree about that!”

“Hey Di,” Madi
yelled as she walked toward us. “No reason for you to help Jones
anymore. If she doesn’t know how to do her job yet, I’ll beat it
into her by the end of the day.”

Di took off
when she saw Madi heading toward us. The Supervisor came to stand
behind me. “You know how to be a good worker, right Jones?” she
said in a threatening voice.

“Yes,
Supervisor Madi,” I said respectfully. How long could I put up with
this woman?

She slapped
the back of my head and walked over to Crystal’s station and
watched her in a menacing way. I saw the threatening look she gave
Crystal before she went back to her desk. Supervisor Madi was a
problem that just wouldn’t go away.

I finished
sorting my cart and began taking each load to a machine for
washing. I had a small pile of hand washing that I was afraid to
give Crystal. Any contact with her might provoke Madi in the mood
she was in today. But I didn’t want to give it to Di to take to
Crystal either, in case she was discovered doing my job. I
swallowed my fear and picked up the few articles of clothing and
started walking toward Crystal. I saw Madi look at me, her brows
drawing together in anger. I held up the clothes for her to
see.

“Supervisor
Madi, may I take these to Crystal to be hand washed?” I asked as
respectfully as I could. Madi gave me a reluctant nod.

I put the
clothes on the counter beside Crystal and retreated quickly back to
my table. The first wash I had put on was done now and I went to
sort it out. I spent the rest of the morning painfully conscious of
Madi’s stares. I managed to finish two carts of laundry before the
lunch bong bongs rang. I was already hot and knew I needed
the water badly. I prayed Madi wasn’t going to prevent me from
having it again today.

I was grateful
when I was given water and food. I drained the glass as soon as it
was in my hand, too worried that Madi might change her mind and
take it away from me. I was halfway through my stew when I noticed
Di staring at me.

“Have mine
too,” she said offering me her water.

“No. You need
it,” I said gratefully. “It would only provoke Madi if she saw you
give it to me anyway.”

I saw Madi’s
head come up and look at us when she heard Di and me chatting. I
put my head down and finished my lunch.

“Back to
work!” Madi yelled at us before the lunch break was over.

I heard Di
groan as she got back on her feet. I hadn’t seen Kai off in the
corner by himself, but he came over now with a smile on his
face.

“Is that cart
finished, Miss Autumn?” he asked politely.

“Yes it is
Kai, thank you.” I gave him a warm smile. He was the first person I
talked too today that didn’t make it known he knew I was Sunny
O’Donnell.

The afternoon
got hotter and hotter and I tried to think of other things besides
my need for cold water. Madi kept cruising between Crystal and me,
trying to find fault with our work. I noticed Crystal had a lot of
hand washing and ironing to do today. She was having trouble
keeping up and it didn’t go unnoticed by Madi.

As the day
wore on, I could tell Crystal was getting anxious. She tried to
hurry through her work, which made her sloppy. Water splashed over
the sink a few times and Madi screamed at her to be more careful.
The bong bongs rang out to signal the end of the workday and
Crystal still had a lot work to do. I saw the look of panic on her
face. Then I remembered she told me she had to be upstairs for the
President’s birthday dinner.

“You gotta
finish, Crystal. Those shirts and dresses still need to be pressed.
They came down here with specific instructions to be done in time
for this evening,” Madi harped at her.

I wished I
could go over and volunteer to finish Crystal’s work, but I knew
that would send Madi over the edge. Crystal was doing her best to
finish, but Madi was standing over her watching her every move.
Tears were starting to fall from Crystal’s eyes. She was in an
impossible predicament. She had to finish pressing the clothes for
the people who were attending the President’s party, even though
she had to be at the party herself. She couldn’t leave this job and
she couldn’t be late for that one.

“Cry one more
time on that shirt and I’ll make you wash it again!” Madi
threatened at the top of her lungs.

Most people
had left for the day, save for myself, Di and Kai. I could tell
Crystal was about to break. I felt my own anxiety rise as I watched
her in distress. The more Madi screamed at her, the harder Crystal
cried and the more I cringed. Then Madi struck her. Hard. Crystal
fell to the floor and I watched, as if in slow motion, as Madi
pulled her leg back and kicked Crystal in the stomach.

Something
inside me snapped.

“Go home,
Kai,” I said in a low voice.

I strode
toward Madi, picking up speed as I went. I knew I had to stop her.
She saw me coming and turned her attention away from Crystal and
focused on me. I thought I saw a smile on her face and I was gladly
going to wipe it off for her. As I closed the distance between us,
she pulled her right arm back to throw a punch at me. I easily
ducked it and brought my right fist into her stomach. As she
doubled over, I snapped my knee into her face. I moved like Jack
taught me too, allowing one move to create the next. I grabbed her
by the hair and pulled her face up and slammed her back against the
table. I didn’t see her reach back and pick up an iron, but I saw
it when she swung it at my head. I stepped back out of the way and
the iron missed me by less than an inch. The distance between us
gave Madi an opportunity to throw a punch at my stomach. I felt the
impact, but not as much as I could have. The vest I was wearing
gave me an advantage. I saw her pull her hand back in pain and I
smiled. I brought my leg up and kicked her back against the
table.

I came at her
fast, but she recovered before I could throw another punch and was
ready for me. She bent down and came at me full on, grabbing me
around my waist and pushing me backwards. I hit the floor hard and
she came down on top of me. She was heavier than I originally
thought and I struggled against her weight. But I knew to win this
fight I would have to get her off of me. I rolled on to my side to
throw her off, but I couldn’t get enough force behind the movement
to budge her. Madi held my arms down at my sides. I was pinned.

“Now I got
you, bitch,” she said sitting up on top of me.

She let go of
my arms to use her fists against me and as soon as she did, I threw
a punch and caught her at the base of her throat. Her eyes widened
in shock as both her hands went to her throat. She seemed to be
gasping for air. She rolled off of me onto the floor and I got up
as fast as I could, getting ready for her next attack. But none
came. She flopped around on the floor looking for a breath that
never came to her.

I realized she
was dying. I had killed her.


 


 Chapter Twenty-Four

 


 


I watched in
utter shock as Madi struggled to hold onto life. It was obvious she
couldn’t breathe and I didn’t know how to fix her. I became aware
of Crystal and Di staring at me. Sweat was dripping from my face
and I felt a little dizzy. With all the exertion of my fight with
Madi, I was overheating again. I went to the sink and turned on the
faucet and stuck my head under it. I let the cold water run over
the back of my neck, then I turned my head and gulped. I stood back
up and turned to look at the two other women in the room.

“I didn’t mean
to hurt her that much!” I said in explanation. I was at a loss of
what to say or do.

Di picked up a
sheet and threw it over Madi’s spastic body. Crystal and I both
gave her a strange look.

“What? I don’t
want to see that mean old thing die,” Di shuddered. “And she got
what she deserved if you ask me. Well done, Sunny.”

“Maybe you
shouldn’t put the sheet over her until she’s dead,” I pointed
out.

“You take the
sheet off if you want to,” Di said, shaking with revulsion.

Within
seconds, Madi’s body became still. It was a long time before any of
us moved though.

“Do you think
she’s dead now?” Crystal asked.

“Yes,” I
said.

I wasn’t sure
how I felt about killing someone. A jolt of panic went through me,
but then I remembered how hateful Madi was and it seemed to go
away. I knew I would be in a lot of trouble for killing a
supervisor, but I was already on death row. Life really wasn’t
going to get any worse for me.

“What are we
going to do now?” Crystal asked.

“You’re going
to get upstairs before you’re late for the President’s party,” I
said decisively. I would deal with the body.

“But I can’t
just leave you with this mess. It’s because of me you-,” Crystal
began, but I cut her off.

“This is not
because of you. This is because she was a mean and hateful woman
who was spoiling for a fight so I gave her one.” I wouldn’t let
Madi’s death make us feel guilty. She got what she deserved.

“Where did you
learn to fight like that?” Crystal asked.

“Jack taught
me,” I said absentmindedly. Fighting was the last thing I wanted to
talk about.

“Is that what
the two of you are teaching everyone in the common room?” she
asked.

When Crystal
mentioned it, I remembered I was supposed to be in the common room
right now having dinner with Jack. After that we would train with
whoever stayed behind to learn. Now I wasn’t sure I could make it
there on time.

“It’s not just
about self defense. It’s about uniting everyone to work together
for a better future. Unfortunately, fifty people in a common room
learning a few good moves aren’t going to change anything. We need
everyone to make it work,” I said. I knew I sounded preachy, but I
didn’t care.

“Well, you can
sign me up,” Di said brightly.

“After
tonight, I’m a believer,” Crystal said, looking at the lump under
the sheet that used to be Madi. “No matter what, you two have to
succeed. You’re our only hope,” she said, her voice thick with
emotion.

I looked at
her and saw tears streaming down her face. Was she crying for Madi?
Or for something else? Then I remembered she said she had heard
things. Things she wasn’t supposed to hear. Did she know something
the rest of us didn’t? I wanted to talk to her, but she was going
to be late if she didn’t leave now. And I had a mess to clean
up.

“You better
get yourself upstairs,” I told her.

“You’re a good
person, Sunny O’Donnell. Don’t ever forget that,” Crystal said and
hugged me before she left.

“You want to
check her or should I?” Di asked. I raised my eyebrows in question.
“To see if she’s dead or not.”

“I will,” I
said, although I was pretty sure she was. I pulled back the sheet
and nearly ran away screaming when I saw Madi’s eyes open wide and
staring vacantly at me. I forced myself to check her pulse. There
was none. “She’s dead,” I announced to Di.

“Well, that’s
it then. What will we do with the body?” Di asked.

“I’ll get rid
of it. I don’t want you to get involved any more than you are,” I
told her.

“I hated that
woman from the day I met her. I don’t mind helping to get rid of
her,” Di said with determination.

“Look, I have
nothing to lose here. I’m already wanted for execution. But you’re
free. Don’t get involved in this,” I said, trying to dissuade
her.

“Free?” Di
said in surprise. “There’s not one person living down here who is
free. Cull is just another word for execution and I’m due in
less than a year. So stop being self-righteous and learn to accept
help when it’s offered.”

I hadn’t
expected that response from Di. She had always seemed so… tolerant
of her situation. It surprised me that she might be fed up and
angry too.

“Okay,” I
agreed. “Help me get her in one of the laundry carts. Are you able
to finish Crystal’s work and get it upstairs? I really don’t need
anyone nosing around here tonight.”

“I can do
that,” Di responded.

I retrieved a
cart full of dirty laundry and wheeled it alongside Madi’s body. I
took out some of the clothes and motioned for Di to grab her arms
while I grabbed her legs. We hoisted her into the cart.

“Where are you
going to dump her?” Di asked.

“Probably best
I don’t say. That way when they find the body you can look
genuinely surprised,” I said. I put the pile of dirty clothes on
top of her and made sure no parts were showing. “I’ll be back as
soon as I can to help you finish the ironing.”

“Best hurry up
before she gets stiff in there or you’ll have a time getting her
out,” Di warned me. I didn’t respond. The thought was gross
enough.

I rolled the
cart out of the laundry room and checked the halls to make sure
they were clear. There was one guard lounging against the wall and
I would have to walk past him to get to the mineshaft. I pulled my
hat down over my eyes and strode purposefully past him.

“What do you
have there?” he asked with mild interest. Was he one of Liberty’s
guards?

“Laundry,” I
said dryly, looking back at the room I just came from with the big
“Laundry Room” sign over the door.

“Oh yeah,” he
said and waved me on.

I was grateful
he didn’t ask me where I was going. There was no reason to take a
laundry cart down this hall. I continued on, rounding a corner,
which took me out of view of the guard. Thankfully there were no
more guards to be seen. Almost everyone in the Pit would be in the
common rooms having dinner so it was the time of evening the guards
took a break, which was lucky for me.

I pulled
opened the door to the mineshaft and held it open with my hip as I
pushed the cart through. I gently closed the door behind me trying
not to make any noise and stood for a moment to let my eyes adjust
to the darkness. Once I was able to see the edge clearly, I wheeled
the cart closer. I thought about sending the whole thing over, but
realized that would be a mistake. I might have a chance of getting
away with this if I made it look like Madi had fallen down the
shaft. I dug all the clothes out of the cart and piled them by the
door. Then I turned the cart on its side and tipped it until I felt
the body slide out. It was difficult work. Madi was a large person.
The drop to the bottom was just slightly over two miles so it took
a few seconds before I heard a distance thud. I put the
clothes back in the cart and left the shaft.

The same guard
was standing there when I returned. He gave me a questioning look
when he saw I still had the cart full of clothes.

“I took the
wrong cart,” I told him.

Di was almost
finished the ironing when I came back. She was obviously
experienced at it because she was a lot faster than either Crystal
or me. I started loading a cart with the freshly laundered
clothes.

“No problems?”
Di asked.

“There’s a
guard outside. You might want to mumble something about doing it
yourself if you want it done right,” I advised her.

Di finished
the last shirt and put it on top of the pile.

“Don’t come
back here when you’re finished. If anyone asks why you’re bringing
the laundry, you just say we’re short staffed after hours and you
worked late to help out. I’m going to leave and not come back until
tomorrow morning. In the morning, we’ll all just stand outside
waiting for Madi like we always do. Okay?”

“Got it,” Di
said. She sucked in a deep breath and wheeled the cart through the
doors.

I tidied up
the mess Madi and I had made when we were fighting and left too. I
made my way to the fourth level common room, which was thankfully
in the opposite direction of the guard I had passed earlier. There
was another guard standing by the door outside of the common
room.

“Good evening,
ma’am,” he greeted me and opened the door. I didn’t think I was
ever going to get used to being treated that way.

“Thank you,” I
said and walked through the door.

The training
session was already in full swing. Three guards stood with their
rifle gripped in their hands while people lined up to take their
turn to disarm them. I noticed with disappointment that there
weren’t as many people tonight. Jack was correcting someone when he
looked up and saw me come into the room. He shot me a questioning
look, but I had no answer for him. He went back to his task. I took
the opportunity to sit down. I think it was the first time I rested
all day.

The shock of
what I had just done was starting to set in. My hands were
beginning to shake so I tucked them under my legs to try and make
them still. Then my legs started shaking. Emotionally, I didn’t
really feel anything at all, so I was angry that my body would
betray me like this. I saw Jack motion for me to come over and
help. Would my legs support me? I wasn’t sure. I shook my head no.
Jack would have to do this on his own tonight.

The training
session seemed to take forever, but finally Jack said it was time
to wrap it up. Everyone thanked him and they filed out of the room.
I stood up to go, but still wasn’t too sure about getting my legs
to work. I took a few steps ignoring the weakness in my knees. Jack
came over to me as soon as he was finished.

“Where were
you?” Jack demanded in a low voice. “I’ve been going out of my
mind! I sent a guard to look for you.”

“Was that an
Alliance guard outside of the laundry room?” I asked.

“Is that where
you’ve been? Working late? Was Madi on you again?” he kept
demanding answers and I didn’t want to talk in the hallway.

“Can we talk
about this at home?” I asked. My lack of sleep last night and
current trauma of having just killed someone was starting to crash
in on me. I wanted to curl up and go to sleep.

Jack put his
hand at the small of my back and steered me toward the door.

“You’re
shaking,” he stated.

He gave me a
sidelong glance, but didn’t ask any more questions until we were
safely inside our apartment.

“What
happened?” he demanded as soon as he shut the door.

“I killed
her,” I said and sat down heavily in the chair. There was no sense
keeping it from Jack. He just stood staring at me, not saying a
word. Maybe he didn’t hear me. “I killed Madi,” I repeated.

“You mean you
killed her for real? She’s dead?” he asked in disbelief.

“I didn’t mean
to kill her. She was beating Crystal, and I knew she was going to
kill her and I just snapped. I went after her and we got into a
fight. She had me pinned on the floor at one point, but as soon as
she let go of my arms I punched her. I got her here,” I pointed to
the base of my neck.

“You throat
punched her? Didn’t you know you could kill someone that way?” Jack
asked incredulously.

“Well I do
now!” I wailed. He gave me an apologetic look and sat down in the
chair across from me.

“What did you
do with the body?” he asked. I could almost see his mind trying to
work out a plan to cover it up.

“I put her in
a laundry cart, wheeled her to the mineshaft, and threw her body
down the shaft. There was one guard who saw me with the cart. I’m
hoping it was the one you sent to look for me,” I said.

“He didn’t see
the body though?” he asked.

“No. She was
covered up with dirty clothes,” I confirmed.

“What about
any mess in the laundry room? Any blood?” he persisted.

“No blood and
I picked up anything we knocked over during our fight,” I said.

“I’m
impressed, Sunny. It sounds like you covered your tracks well,” he
gave me a smile.

“I feel like I
just made a mess of everything,” I admitted. “My life was already
complicated enough without adding murder to the list.”

“Defending
yourself against a crazy person isn’t murder,” Jack stated.

The lights
went out and left us in darkness. I was exhausted, but I didn’t
want to go to sleep. My numbed brain was still processing the
events of the evening. Jack stood up and held his hand out to me. I
knew he couldn’t find his way to the bedroom in the dark, so I took
his hand and led him there. He crawled onto the bed and I took the
heavy vest off before I laid down myself. He surprised me when he
pulled me into the crook of his arm. I pulled back, but he firmly
put my head on his shoulder.

“I’m not
looking for anything, Sunny. I just think we could both use the
human contact tonight,” he explained. “And besides, we both know
you’re going to be all over me again as soon as you fall asleep,”
he joked.

I couldn’t
help but laugh at his comment. And after the day I had, it did feel
good to be pressed against the length of him and feel his arms
holding me.

“There weren’t
as many people there tonight,” I commented.

“Some left
when they saw you weren’t there. I almost cancelled the whole thing
to go look for you myself. But I knew if I did that I would never
get the few back that were interested in being there. You don’t
know how worried I was.” His arm tightened around me, hugging me
closer.

“Did you think
Holt caught me?” I asked, curious about what had gone through his
head when I didn’t show up.

“That was one
scenario I imagined. I also thought maybe you suffered heat stroke
and died. Or your supervisor was beating you to within an inch of
your life,” Jack said. Then he laughed softly. “I can honestly say
it never crossed my mind you killed her and dumped her body.”

“It’s not
funny,” I said and playfully hit him in the chest. He caught my
hand in his and held it.

“I don’t know
how this rebellion of yours is going to work if we don’t get more
people involved,” Jack said seriously.

“It doesn’t
matter anymore,” I said in a thin, exhausted voice. “Our time here
is running out. I guess it was a stupid idea.”

“It’s not a
stupid idea. We’ll find a way to make it work,” Jack said in a
determined voice.

As he talked,
the rhythmic sound of his deep voice hypnotised me. I let go of all
my fears and allowed myself to feel secure in his arms. Sleep took
me almost instantly.
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I bolted
awake, my heart pounding fast, an image of Madi still burned into
my mind. I dreamed that she wasn’t dead when I dumped her and she
was climbing back up the mineshaft looking for me. Now that I was
awake the dream seemed ridiculous. She was very dead when I sent
her down there.

I realized I
was all over Jack again, just as he had predicted. My legs were
entwined with his and my arm was sprawled across his chest. He was
snoring softly, so I gently eased myself away from him and got out
of bed. My stomach was making it known that I missed dinner last
night. I drank a glass of water to fill the emptiness.

I was wide
awake now and I knew there was little chance I would get back to
sleep. The back of my neck was tight with stress and I had a dull
ache in my head. I decided to exercise. It always eased my stress
whenever I worked out with Jack.

“Sunny?” I
heard Jack call out from the bedroom.

“You’ll be
happy to know I’m working out. You’ve taught me well, Jack,” I said
between deep breaths. He stumbled his way into the living room and
joined me.

“You couldn’t
sleep?” he asked.

“Bad dreams,”
I responded.

“You shouldn’t
let it bother you. I bet a lot of people in the laundry room will
be happy today when she doesn’t show up,” he said.

“It doesn’t
bother me that Madi is dead. It bothers me that I killed her,” I
said.

“And yet you
want to start a rebellion. People always get killed when there’s a
struggle for power,” he said thoughtfully. “No one’s going to miss
a supervisor like Madi. They aren’t going to blame you for killing
her. They’re going to respect you.”

“People aren’t
going to know I killed her,” I reminded him.

“I thought
there were other people in the room when it happened?” he
questioned.

“Di and
Crystal were, but they won’t say anything,” I assured him.

“Maybe not to
a guard, but they’ll talk,” Jack said confidently.

The bong
bongs rang out and the lights clicked on. Jack had taken off
his t-shirt and there was a film of sweat on his muscular torso. I
averted my eyes since I found the sight a little too appealing. I
got up and filled the sink with cold water.

“I’ll give you
some privacy if you want to get washed,” Jack announced and left
the room. “Don’t drain the water,” he called out as he shut the
door.

I bathed as
quickly as I could, fearing he would come out into the room while I
was naked, but he remained a gentleman. Then we exchanged rooms and
I found more clean clothes in the bag Bron brought us. I put the
hated vest on and went back out when Jack was done.

The line-up
for breakfast was already getting long by the time we got to the
common room. People greeted us cheerfully when we joined the cue.
It shocked me that Jack and I had become so well known in such a
short span of time. Just yesterday, I had been a stressed out ball
of nerves waiting for guards to take us away at gunpoint and hand
us over to President Holt. And today I was being addressed as ma’am
by the guards and had complete strangers coming up to me to shake
my hand. It all felt so foreign, but made me feel more confident
that no one would turn us in.

Jack and I
collected our food and water and found a seat alone together.
Despite my nervousness at the thought of returning to the scene of
the crime, I was starving.

“You want mine
too?” Jack asked when he saw me gulping down my breakfast.

“No thank
you,” I said, embarrassed for eating so fast. I was getting far too
comfortable around him.

I looked
around the room and saw Crystal get up and head for the door. She
was leaving for work already. She walked with her head down, hiding
her face behind the curtain of her long hair.

“Are you going
to be okay this morning?” Jack asked with concern.

“I’ll do my
best,” I said.

We pushed our
chairs back and left the room, heading for our respective jobs. I
tried to squelch the nervousness in my stomach, but it wouldn’t go
away. Jack reached for my hand and held it as we walked along the
hall to the stairs. I was grateful for his support. He kissed the
top of my head before he left, as had become his habit. I watched
him walk down the stairs until I couldn’t see him anymore, as had
become mine. I climbed the few levels to the laundry room.

Crystal was
already there, standing in front of the doors looking a little
lost. The bruising on her face was worse today. One of her eyes was
almost swollen shut. She had a hand protectively wrapped around her
side where Madi had kicked her.

“I’m not sure
what to do,” Crystal whispered when I walked up to her.

“Just stay
here as if we’re waiting for her. That’s what we do every morning,”
I advised.

“Okay,” she
agreed. “By the way, I saw your friend last night.”

“Summer?” I
asked. Crystal nodded. “You didn’t tell her what I did, did you?” I
didn’t want Summer to know. I was worried about what she would
think of me.

“No. I’m not
going to tell anybody what we did,” she assured me. I didn’t
miss that she had included herself in what I believed to be my
crime. “I just told her what you wanted me to tell her. She says
she misses you too. She also said that the President is getting
really mad because you and Jack haven’t been found yet. He had a
complete door-to-door search done in the Dome and didn’t find any
sign of you. He’s finally beginning to think that maybe you’re
hiding down here.”

“I’m surprised
he hasn’t looked here yet,” I thought out loud. “I mean, what is it
that makes him think we wouldn’t come here?”

“Because he
still thinks of Jack as one of them. As much as the Kenners are
hated by the Holts, their family still belongs to their elite
group. None of them would ever be caught dead in the Pit, so they
assume neither would Jack.”

“They must
know I would come home though,” I said. Could the President really
be that blinded by his own prejudices?

“Don’t forget,
Leisel told her father that Jack married you for love and he
believes that every good wife follows her husband. It’s never
occurred to him that Jack would follow you. But he’s come up empty
looking for you two in the Dome.”

“How much time
do you think we have left?” I asked. I knew I should be grateful
for the amount of time we have had, but it still made me anxious to
know that my death was getting closer.

“I don’t know.
Last night I overheard the President tell Mr. Forbes to put
together a search team for the Pit. You might have a day or two at
the most,” Crystal said almost apologetically. “Sunny, can I ask
you a personal question?” she asked shyly. I nodded. “How did you
and Jack end up married?”

“Leisel
tricked us into it so she could discredit Jack. But don’t tell.
Everyone thinks our marriage is a big love story,” I said.

“You mean it
isn’t a love story?” Crystal asked, confused. “I see the way Jack
looks at you. He never looked at Leisel like that.”

Her confession
surprised me. I didn’t really think Jack was attracted to me.

“No, we aren’t
together like that,” I shook my head in denial. “Like every bourge
I’ve ever met, he likes the finer things in life. And I’m… well,
I’m just me. An urchin,” I said honestly.

“I think
you’re wrong - on both counts,” Crystal replied.

“So things
went okay at the party last night?” I asked changing the
subject.

“Mr. West was
really upset when I showed up with a black eye,” she said. “He
likes me to look pretty when I sing at public events. He demanded
to know who gave it to me, so I told him truthfully. He talked
about sending his own guards down here to have a word with Madi.
I’m sorry. I should’ve lied. I didn’t expect him to take any
action.”

“You had to
tell the truth. If you lied, then you would be implicating someone
who didn’t deserve punishment,” I reassured her. “Just remember, if
they do show up act like you know nothing. We came to work this
morning and Madi didn’t.”

“Oh good! It’s
just the two of you here. I had an epiphany last night,” Di
interrupted, marching right past us and into the laundry room.

Crystal and I
looked at each other confused before we decided to follow her
in.

“Anyone here?”
Di called out to the empty room. No one answered. “You know, I
think I would’ve messed my pants if someone answered back,” she
laughed nervously. “I was thinking last night if we keep this place
running ourselves, it might be quite a while before they notice
Madi is missing.”

“It might
work,” I said.

Madi’s scanner
was still sitting on the desk, so we scanned in. As we did, a few
more workers came into the room and lined up behind us. No one
seemed to notice Madi wasn’t at her desk. Crystal went to the sink
and I went over and grabbed a cart of dirty laundry and started my
day. Di did the same. A few minutes later, Kai came in. I could
tell by the look on his face that he wondered where Madi was and I
held my breath for a moment waiting for him to ask, but he didn’t
question it. He scanned in and went to see Di.

“There are
some carts over there for you to take up,” Di told him. “Drop those
off and pick up the dirty ones for us to work on today.”

Kai did as she
told him. We worked for a few hours before a pair of Domers came
strolling into the room. They didn’t belong down here. I assumed
they were the ones being sent by West on Crystal’s behalf.

“We’re looking
for Supervisor Madi,” one of them called out to the room at large.
No one answered. They walked further into the room. “I expect to be
answered,” they both raised their firearms.

“We haven’t
seen our Supervisor all morning,” Di spoke up.

“Who let you
in this morning?” he demanded.

“The place was
already opened when I got here. Guess she had somewhere else to
be,” Di replied.

“Any chance
you know where that might be?” the other guard spoke.

“No, sir,” Di
said.

“Does anyone
here know?” he called out to the room again.

I watched the
confused looks on everyone’s face. I put the same confused look on
my face. The guards turned and went back to her desk. I saw them
rummage through her things and checking her calendar. One of them
picked up her communicator and gave the other guard a puzzled look.
All guards and supervisors had their communicator with them at all
times. I had forgotten about that. The guard holding the device
typed a message into it. They were probably letting Madi know she
was wanted for questioning. I was relieved when they left.

I had some
hand washing to give to Crystal and made my way over to the
sink.

“Do you think
that was West’s guards?” I asked.

“Probably,”
she responded. “I don’t know for sure.”

I still felt
sorry for Crystal. As bad as my situation was, at least I had some
freedom. But she was a slave every single minute of her life.
During the day, she worked here under the supervision of a
malicious woman, and at night she belonged to a man old enough to
be her grandfather. It wasn’t lost on me that if I hadn’t met
Leisel on that fateful night, I may have ended up just like Crystal
and Summer. I think I preferred my death sentence.

“How long have
you… belonged to West?” I asked as sensitively as I could.

“Two years,”
she shrugged. I remembered she told me she was fourteen years
old.

“You were only
twelve when you were sent upstairs?” I asked incredulously. Even I
could hear the revulsion in my voice and felt badly for conveying
that feeling.

“I know,” she
hung her head in embarrassment.

“I didn’t mean
it the way it sounded, Crystal. I know it’s not your fault. Was
Madi the one who sent you up there the first time?” Crystal nodded.
“Then I’m glad I killed her. The Pit is a better place without
her,” I said and meant every word.

“The Pit is a
better place with you in it, Sunny. I’m going to do
everything I can to help you and Jack,” Crystal said with
conviction, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Someone needs to save
us and you’re the first person who’s ever stepped up.”

“Crystal you
said something last night,” I began, but she cut me off.

“People need
to know what I know!” she said. “And you need to get them
ready.”

“Crystal,
you’re scaring me. Just tell me what you know,” I begged.

Just then the
bong bongs sounded announcing the beginning of the lunch
break. Workers came in with the food and water cart and set up in
their usual spot near Madi’s desk. Everyone stopped working and
lined up to get their rations.

“We need to
finish this conversation!” I told Crystal as we joined the cue.

“Finish what
conversation?” Di asked as she came to stand behind me in the line-
up.

“Nothing
important,” I shrugged it off.

“Those guards
that were here today looked official. Any idea where they came
from?” Di asked.

“We think Mr.
West sent them because of Crystal’s eye. She didn’t look very
pretty singing for the bourge last night. They want to have a word
with Madi,” I informed her.

“Malcolm
West?” Di asked in shock.

“Crystal’s
owner,” I confirmed.

Di gave
Crystal a look of understanding. “I owe you a big apology. I had
you pegged all wrong, sweetie.”

“Most people
do,” Crystal said defiantly.

“Well I expect
they’ll be back when they don’t hear from her,” Di said.

“I think
you’re right,” I agreed.

We halted our
conversation as we collected our food and water and then returned
to our stations to eat. The laundry room was every bit as hot as it
was every day and I was relieved Madi wasn’t there to stop me from
drinking water. I gulped the liquid down and felt the moisture
quench my parched tongue and throat. If I wasn’t worried about the
guards coming back, I would be tempted to take off my vest and hat
and let my skin breathe.

“Madi’s not
here today. You can go to Crystal’s sink any time you want,” Di
suggested.

“I hadn’t
thought of that,” I said happily. There were definitely perks
without a supervisor around.

“What is it
you’re wearing that makes you so hot?” Di asked, looking at my
chest.

“Believe it or
not, it’s a bulletproof vest,” I laughed. “It puts weight on my
frame and makes me look less like Sunny O’Donnell.”

“Well, down
here Sunny O’Donnell is a hero. You might want to start looking
like yourself again,” she informed me. “I told a few people how you
saved Crystal last night. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Di, you
weren’t supposed to tell anyone!” I exclaimed. Now the news would
be all over, just as Jack predicted it would be.

“Why not? It’s
about time someone stood up to the ogres like Madi. That woman was
a mean, nasty piece of work. Good riddance I say.”

“But I killed
her,” I whispered. Was it only me who understood the gravity of
that act? “And I didn’t mean too.”

Someone
announced the lunch break was over and we all returned our empty
containers to the cart and went back to work. It nagged at me that
Di had told people about my actions. Heroes weren’t murderers, so
what would people think of me now? I hoped it wouldn’t impact on
the plan Jack and I were trying to implement. If people thought
badly of me, maybe they would stop showing up.

It was almost
the end of the day when the doors burst open and in came the two
Domers who were there earlier.

“Has anyone
seen Supervisor Madi today?” they demanded.

“No sir. She
hasn’t been in today,” Di spoke up.

“When was the
last time anyone saw her?” he asked.

“Last night,”
I spoke up. If anyone was going to be questioned, it should be
me.

“At what
time?” the guard came closer to me.

“About
six-thirty. We finished late last night,” I said truthfully.

“Was she here
when you left for the day?” he continued to question me.

“Yes,” I lied.
I was beginning to get a little nervous.

“Were you the
last one to leave?” he asked.

“We both
were,” Di intervened.

“I’ll need
both your names,” he said.

“My name is
Diamond Murphy,” she said.

“Autumn
Jones,” I replied.

The guard
recorded our names on his communicator and then left without any
further questions. Now they had my false name. How long before they
figured out Autumn Jones was an imposter?

I spent the
rest of the afternoon nervously looking over my shoulder at the
doors, but no more guards came bursting through. A few times I went
to Crystal’s sink to get a drink and put cold water on the back of
my neck. I hoped no one else in the laundry noticed, but the cool
refreshing liquid was too tempting to ignore. Madi’s absence in the
laundry room was turning out to be a luxury.

The bong
bongs tolled the end of the workday and for once I wasn’t
struggling to finish my cart of laundry on time. It was all done.
Crystal and Di were finished too. Maybe things did run smoother
without a supervisor.

“I’ll be
seeing you tonight,” Di said as we walked out the door. “I’m going
to bring my lazy husband with me.”

“I’ll see you
tonight then,” I responded. She walked away leaving Crystal and me
alone. “I wish I could see you tonight too,” I told her.

“I’ll see what
I can do,” she smiled and gave me a hug.

And then she
was gone, running down the stairs without waiting to walk with
me.


 


 Chapter Twenty-Six

 


 


The apartment
was empty when I arrived and I took the opportunity to get out of
the vest for a while. I could feel the heat from the laundry room
radiating off my skin. I wet one of the towels and put it on the
back of my neck. It felt refreshingly cool. I splashed cold water
on my face and soon my body temperature came down. I put my t-shirt
back on just before Jack came through the door. He smiled when he
saw me.

“I was worried
about you today. How did it go?” he asked.

“A couple of
Domers came looking for Madi and I talked to them,” I informed
him.

“Guards from
the Dome?” he asked confused. “Why were they there?”

“Crystal’s
owner didn’t like her having a black eye and wanted to talk
to the person who gave it to her. They asked when I had seen her
last and I told them truthfully. They wanted my name,” I told
him.

“And you gave
them Autumn Jones, right?” he asked. I threw him a sarcastic look.
He ignored it. “That was unexpected. I’m hoping your alias checks
out okay. I didn’t have a lot of time in that storage room.” He sat
down heavily in the chair. I could tell he was thinking hard about
the information he made up on Autumn and Ben Jones.

“And you were
right this morning about people talking. Di said she told a few
people about what happened last night,” I said.

“I know. It
was the main topic of conversation in the mines today. You’re
inspiring a lot of people!” he said brightly. “It was good day
today. We finally have only Liberty guards in our section so we
were able to do some training. A lot more people have joined
us.”

“Di said she
and her husband were coming, so I managed to find two more people
to join,” I said in mocked triumph.

“Wow, two
people. You were busy,” Jack said. “Speaking of tonight, I’m
starving. I’m even looking forward to eating that grey muck you
call dinner.”

His reference
to our food down here conjured up the image of Jack the bourge from
my conversation with Crystal yesterday. Jack really did prefer the
finer things that only the Dome could offer him. I couldn’t imagine
him ever being attracted to an urchin like me.

“You’re such a
bourge,” I said almost under my breath.

“What was that
comment for?” he asked, taken aback.

“Nothing,” I
said. I went into the bedroom and put the vest back on.
“Ready.”

Jack was
already standing by the door waiting for me. We left together and
headed for the common room. He didn’t hold my hand or put his arm
around me this time. I wondered if my comment had made him
angry.

Despite being
early, the room was already packed. The guard at the door greeted
us in his usual manner and we cued up with everyone else. We
collected our food and went in search of a table. David Chavez was
there with his wife and asked us to join them.

“I’m not sure
if you’ve met my wife, Terra,” he said.

“Pleased to
meet you,” Jack said, extending his hand to her. She took it.

“I’m Sunny,” I
said, taking the seat next to her.

“I know,” she
smiled.

“How far along
are you?” I asked, looking at her large round tummy.

“I’m due any
day. And the little one is getting heavy, so he can come out any
time!” she grimaced.

“You’re hoping
for a boy?” I asked with mild interest. I wasn’t sure why anyone
would want to bring a baby into this Pit, but I kept that to
myself.

“A boy would
be… easier,” she said awkwardly. “I was never sent upstairs, but…”
she trailed off, looking from me to Jack. I understood what she
meant. She never wanted to see a daughter abused by the bourge. I
looked at Jack to see his reaction and noted he was looking
uncomfortable. “Although, I’m glad it worked out for the two of
you,” she rushed to clarify. “It’s just that your love story is
very rare.”

If only she
knew the truth, I thought to myself.

“Don’t be so
sure that girls have it rougher than boys,” a man said,
eavesdropping on our conversation. He pulled up a chair and joined
us. “They killed my son a few years ago. He got a job working in
the sewers, but it made him so sick to his stomach he couldn’t keep
up with the workload. They beat him more times than I care to say
before they killed him. He was only twelve years old. I hope they
all rot in hell,” he said bitterly, his cheeks wet with tears.

The woman at
the table next to us pushed her chair back and gave the man a
sympathetic pat on the back.

“I lost my
husband five years ago when the guards beat him to a pulp. He was
working the diamond mines and accidently broke three picks in one
day - as if that was a crime punishable by death!” she spat. “I’ve
remarried now.” She turned to look at the man she was sitting with.
“I had to remarry if I wanted a place to live. No offence to you,
lover,” she said to the man fondly. He gave her a smile.

I felt someone
put their hand on my shoulder and looked up to see an unfamiliar
face.

“I heard how
you handled that supervisor,” she said. “God bless you.”

Jack flashed
me his best I told you so smile and I gave him my best
sardonic smile back. He was always so smug when he was right.

“It’s about
time something was being done,” the man who joined us agreed, tears
still glistening in his eyes.

“We all have
scars,” a woman behind me said. Her voice was familiar. I turned to
find Summer’s parents standing there. “Right now my baby is in the
hands of that monster we call a President.”

“Mrs. Nazeem!”
I said affectionately, jumping up to hug the woman. “I miss Summer
too,” I whispered in her ear.

“I know you
do. You’ve always been a good friend to her,” she hugged me
back.

“I’d do
anything to help her. You know that,” I assured her.

“You are doing
something, Sunset,” she said. She took off my hat and let my hair
fall around my shoulders. “Who knew the little girl who was always
trying to hide her beautiful hair would one day be the person to
lead us? Your mother would be so proud of you.”

I blushed at
the compliment, but knew she couldn’t be more wrong. I wasn’t the
leader in all of this. Jack was.

Before I could
respond, I heard a commotion at the door and I turned to see
Crystal coming into the room carrying a guitar. Her eye was still
badly swollen and starting to turn black with bruising. She had a
sad smile on her face as she grabbed a chair and went to the front
of the room.

People were
pouring into the room behind her until it became so crowded it was
standing room only. And yet more people remained out in the
hallway, standing on tiptoes to get a glimpse of her. I felt the
familiar feel of Jack’s hand at the small of my back as he came to
stand beside me. He had a puzzled expression on his face.

“Hi, I’m
Crystal,” she introduced herself.

A few cheers
went up around the room.

“Now I know
her!” Jack whispered in my ear. “She’s Malcolm West’s mistress.
She’s a really good singer.”

“I know,” I
said.

Crystal
propped a leg up on the chair and rested her guitar on it. She
strummed a few chords.

“Like most of
you, my life down here hasn’t been all that great,” she began.
“I’ve lost people I loved. I’ve been used in ways I never imagined
possible. And I’ve been beaten,” she said, pointing to her swollen
face. I saw a few people wiping tears from their eyes. “Yet I wake
up every morning and willingly go to work for a woman who beats me
and I allow myself to be the lover of a man I detest. And not once
have I ever done anything about it.” Her voice was getting husky
and she stopped to clear her throat. I could feel the tears welling
up in my own eyes.

“I recently
had the privilege to meet someone very special. Someone who showed
me that taking control of my own life was in my hands - not
theirs! She showed me that if life is ever going to get better
for us, then we’re the ones who need to change,” she shouted. “And
she and her husband are trying to show you the way too. So I wrote
a song for them. I wrote this song for us all.”

The entire
room was silent as she began to strum her guitar. It was a slow,
haunting melody that spoke to the heart.

 


Nothing’s ever
been right down here

We live and
die under the rule of fear

Into slavery
we are bound

Then they beat
us down



They sentenced
us to live in a rock

And if we cry
they put us under lock

They promise
us one day we’ll see the sun

But when we
finally get one, she’s on the run

 


The chords she
strummed became faster, louder and she sang out with a powerful
voice.

 


So rise-up,
rise-up

It’s time to
make a choice

Everyone here
has a voice

It’s time you
learned how to use it

 


Unite!
Unite!

They’re here
to help us fight

If we turn our
back on them

Then we’re all
condemned

 


Her strumming
became slower now, more haunting.

 


You probably
didn’t know

But I overhead
it said

The Pit they
want to blow

And soon we’ll
all be dead

 


Don’t forget
they promised us the sun

And now that
we have one, she’s on the run

If we keep
believing their lies

We might as
well say our good-byes

 


Now Crystal
was strumming hard and fast on her guitar. The entire room was
rocking with the emotion of her music. She stood up on the chair,
letting her music fill the room. She opened her mouth again and
sang out.

 


So rise-up,
rise-up

It’s time to
make a choice

Everyone here
has a voice

It’s time you
learn how to use it

 


In a world
full of wrong

They’re the
only thing that’s right

It’s time to
make a stand

It’s time to
unite!

 


Rise-up
Rise-up!

 


She strummed
one last chord with flourish and raised one arm in the air. The
crowd went wild. Everyone was cheering and clapping. There wasn’t
one dry eye in the room. Jack gazed down at me and I saw his dark
eyelashes glisten with tears.

“She’s a hell
of a song writer too,” he said.

I nodded my
agreement, too choked up to speak.

Crystal took a
bow and then jumped off the chair and started walking for the door.
I didn’t want her to leave without talking to her first. I pushed
my way through the crowd and caught her just before she left.

“Crystal!” I
touched her arm.

“Sunny!” she
smiled and hugged me. “Did you like it?”

“Like it?” I
asked incredulously. “It was the most beautiful song I ever heard.”
I wiped the tears from my eyes. “Thank you.”

My weak
‘thank-you’ didn’t even come close to expressing the emotion her
song had evoked in me. I didn’t know how to convey my appreciation
in the aftermath of her beautiful music.

“You inspired
it,” Crystal said. “You stood up for me when no one else ever did.
You’re standing up for us all and I love you for it. But I have to
go now - I don’t have much time.”

She gave me a
sad smile, kissed my cheek and went out the door. The crowd parted
to let her through and then began to follow her. There was an
exodus of people out of the common room as others joined her
entourage.

I wondered
where they were all going.


 


 Chapter Twenty-Seven

 


 


When the crowd
following Crystal had left, I returned to the room to look for
Jack. Despite the number of people that followed Crystal, there was
a large crowd left in the room anxious for the evening’s training
session to begin. I found Jack with a group of people gathered
around him telling him their life stories. Many people were still
wiping the tears from their eyes. They spoke of beatings, killings
and rebellions. I heard a group of younger people behind me singing
Crystal’s song. Jack put his arm around me and pulled me close
enough for him to whisper in my ear.

“It’s
happening,” he said. I nodded.

I knew what he
meant; Crystal was uniting the Pit. I should be happy. This is what
I wanted. But my mind was still on Crystal. Why was everyone
following her and why did she say she didn’t have much time? I
spotted her parents sitting alone at a corner table in the back of
the room. Her mother was sobbing uncontrollably. I excused myself
and went to talk to them.

“Hi,” I said,
sitting down to join them. “I’m Sunny, a friend of your
daughter’s.” My introduction seemed a little silly even to my ears
considering the song Crystal had just sung. “I wanted to say that
Crystal is a beautiful singer. Her song really touched a lot of
people.”

“Forgive my
wife. She’s very upset right now,” Crystal’s father explained.

“I can tell. I
wonder if there’s anything I can do to help?” I offered.

“You’ve helped
enough!” she spat at me.

“I’m sorry?” I
asked, taken aback by her anger.

“Crystal knows
what she’s doing,” her father choked out as his eyes filled with
tears. “I have to trust in that.”

“I think you
need to tell me what’s going on,” I said. Alarms were going off
inside my head.

“Mr. West has
forbidden her to sing down here. She’s only allowed to sing at his
request,” her father explained.

“But the
camera is broken in this room. He’ll never know she sang here,” I
reassured them.

“But they
aren’t broken in the other common rooms. She’s going to every level
to sing her song so everyone will hear it. She’s already sung on
the first three levels. It’s just a matter of time before someone
upstairs hears her,” he said in despair.

Now I
understood why everyone was following her and why she said she
didn’t have much time. If West has heard about her song, then he
probably has guards on their way down here to get her right now.
People in the Pit had been beaten to death for less of a crime. We
needed to help her. Without another word I ran to Jack.

“We have to
help Crystal!” I said, pulling on his arm.

“What’s going
on?” he asked with alarm.

“Her parents
just told me that West has forbidden her to sing without his
permission and she’s going to every level. We have to smash the
other cameras!” I said with urgency. I went running out the door
and down the hall with Jack on my heels.

“Wait!” he
said when we reached the stairs.

He reached
into his back pocket and pulled out the communicator that Bron had
given him. He made sure he was on the right frequency to reach the
Alliance guards then gave the order to smash out the cameras from
the fifth level down to the eighth. Five guards confirmed receipt
of the order.

“It’s done,”
he said.

“I want to
make sure,” I said, turning to go down the stairs.

I heard Jack’s
exasperated sigh, but he followed me anyway. I passed the fifth and
sixth level and kept going until we were almost to the seventh
level and the number of people on the stairs was too great to get
through.

“We’ll just
have to trust that our guards got to the rooms,” Jack said.

I heard the
clatter of footsteps racing down the stairs behind me and turned to
see four Domers marching toward us. They were armed.

“Clear the
way!” one of them shouted.

Jack grabbed
me and pushed me against the stone wall and used his body to block
me from the guards.

“You don’t
have your hat on and your hair is almost back to its normal color.
They’ll know you in a second,” he warned me.

“But we have
to help her!” I pleaded.

“You’re my
first priority. When the guards pass by us, we go back up,” he
ordered.

“No!” I
disagreed. I wouldn’t abandon her.

“CLEAR THE
WAY!” the guards were yelling again.

But there were
too many people on the stairs to clear the way for them. One of the
guards unhooked something from his belt and held it high.

“CLEAR THE WAY
OR WE USE THE GAS!” his voice boomed out the warning.

“Dammit!” Jack
said under his breath.

Cries of fear
rose up and the crowd started slowly moving forward as the people
further down left the stairs. Jack and I were caught between levels
and had no place to go but down. Going back up would take us right
into the path of the guards. He kept me in front of him, hiding me
from their view. We reached the seventh level and stepped off the
stairs and joined the hordes of people there. We waited for the
guards to pass by, but two remained on our level while the others
kept going down.

“Crowd
control,” Jack explained. “We’re stuck here until they leave.”

After several
minutes passed, we heard a scuffle on the stairs as the guards came
back up from the eighth level dragging Crystal with them. We were
close enough to the stairs for me to see her. I didn’t see any new
bruises on her face, so I kept hope that they hadn’t hurt her. She
saw me standing among the crowd and gave me a huge smile.

“RISE-UP!” she
yelled to the crowd. They responded with a cheer, raising their
fists high in the air.

“I can’t just
stand here and watch this happen!” I told Jack and wrenched myself
free from his grasp.

I pushed my
way through the crowd intent on saving her. I wasn’t sure how I was
going to do that, but I couldn’t just let her be dragged away. I
was vaguely aware of the crowd getting louder, their cries getting
angrier, and then people started moving forward. Everyone wanted to
save Crystal. I had almost reached the stairs, but now I was being
crushed in the mob of angry people. I felt hands grab me from
behind and I knew Jack had caught up to me. I tried to kick him to
make him let me go, but he pushed me up against a wall and pinned
me there. I was dumbfounded when he ripped off his t-shirt, balled
it up and pressed it against my face. I tried to pull it away, but
he kept a firm hand on it. Then I heard a shot ring out and
something landed not too far from us. A few seconds later tear gas
filled the hall.

Jack’s eyes
started tearing up right away. I grabbed at the t-shirt he had
pressed against my face to give to him to use, but he wouldn’t take
it. Instead he rearranged it to cover my eyes too. I was blind, but
I could hear the chaos going on around me. I could hear Jack
gasping for air. I pulled at the shirt to get it off my eyes and it
shifted enough for me to peek out. In horror I watched Jack fall to
his hands and knees in a fit of coughing. I knew I had to get him
out of here.

The alarms
rang out signalling a lockdown. In a few minutes there would be
more guards down here forcing us into our homes. I pulled at one of
his arms urging him to get up. My eyes were beginning to sting and
I put the t-shirt back over my face. I would be no good to him if I
became incapacitated too.

Jack managed
to stand up and I seized him by the wrist and started making my way
through the mob. Every time I peeked up from the t-shirt, my eyes
stung. The stairs weren’t far from us, but it seemed to take
forever to get there. When we finally made it, the stairs were
littered with people dealing with the effects of the gas. I was
appalled at the sight, but one thought kept me going past everyone;
Jack couldn’t breathe. I stepped over them pulling him behind me.
My eyes were beginning to sting more and breathing was becoming
difficult. I was coughing now too and it was slowing our progress,
but I didn’t stop moving. I could hear Jack wheezing for breath
behind me.

We made it to
the fifth level and the air was clear. I took his t-shirt away from
my face to make better time. The stairs were still thick with
traffic, but moving steadily. I could hear the arrival of the extra
guards. We were almost to the fourth level. I pushed through the
crowd and nearly lost my hold on Jack’s arm. His eyes were still
closed and tearing badly. I looked around and saw other people in
the same shape trying to find their way home.

I reached our
level before we met the guards on the stairs. Instead of going
straight to our apartment, I ran to the bathroom. He needed to
rinse the gas out of his eyes. There were a few other people
already there with the same idea, but they made room at the stone
tub for Jack. His eyes were still closed against the sting, but as
soon as he felt the water he madly splashed it in his eyes. He
dunked his entire head under, scrubbing at his hair and the back of
his neck. When he came up for air, his eyes were open.

“Come here,”
he said pulling me down to kneel beside him. His voice was deep and
hoarse.

I splashed the
water in my own face. My eyes weren’t as bad as Jack’s, but they
were still stinging quite a bit. The water felt cool and
relieving.

“All the way,”
he said roughly, plunging my head into the freezing water. He
pushed all of my hair in as well and splashed water along the back
of my neck. I came up gasping for air when he finally let go of
me.

“What did you
do that for?” I stammered.

“You have to
get the gas off your skin and hair,” he said. Then he looked at
everyone in the room. “When you get home, strip your clothes off
and wash them.”

More people
staggered into the bathroom and Jack and I left to make room for
them. The halls were still thick with traffic and I could hear
people moaning and crying. Guards were yelling at them, telling
them to get to their homes. But most were too desperate to get to
water and relieve their stinging eyes.

As soon as we
walked into our apartment, Jack unzipped his jeans and almost tore
them off his body. He ran to the sink and filled it with water. It
was then I saw the rash on his back. I grabbed one of the towels
off the rack, soaked it and started rinsing his back. His sharp
intake of breath told me it hurt. I realized he must have taken a
good dose of it when he was blocking me.

“Thank-you for
saving me,” I said sincerely.

Jack gave me a
smile and was about to say something when he went into a fit of
coughing. My eyes were beginning to sting again and I wiped at the
tears, which only made them worse. I opened the cupboard door to
get him a glass for water but I could barely see now. My eyes were
starting to roll up in the back of my head. I wiped at them again
and it made them even worse.

“Stop rubbing
your eyes. It’s on your hands,” he said, gripping my wrists and
wrenching them away from my face. He bent his head close to my
t-shirt and his eyes started tearing again. “It’s all over your
clothes.”

He grasped the
collar of my shirt in both hands and ripped the front of it open
and let it fall to the floor. I still had the vest on so it didn’t
soak through to my skin, but the outer shell of the vest would have
to be washed off. I took it off, careful not to drag it across my
face.

“Now the
pants,” Jack said impatiently.

I unzipped
them and took them off. Once I was down to my underwear, Jack let
me rinse my eyes and face. I was conscious of the fact that we were
using a lot of our water ration. I prayed we didn’t run out. He
gathered up our clothes and put them outside the door of the
apartment and then came back to wash his hands. I rinsed the towel
with fresh water and sponged his back off again.

“Does it
hurt?” I asked of his rash.

“A little.
It’s just a mild chemical burn so it should be gone by tomorrow.
The canister must have went off right behind me,” he said.

“It did. I
watched it hit the floor,” I confirmed. “I didn’t think tear gas
was this bad.”

“Tear gas has
been used so much down here that no one is afraid of it anymore, so
they changed the formula to make it more… effective,” he
explained.

Then I
remembered he already had his t-shirt over my face before they had
even released the canister. “How did you know they were going to
use the gas?”

“Because it’s
the order I would’ve given if I was in charge,” he told me.

“You do have
insight,” I said, once again confused over whether or not I liked
this side of Jack.

“Just because
I was trained by them doesn’t mean I’m one of them,” he responded
defensively. “And I think my insight has been valuable.”

“It has been
valuable. I’m sorry.” I finished wiping his back with the wet
towel. “Better?” I asked.

“Thank you,”
he nodded. He had been leaning on the counter over the sink, but
now he turned around and leaned against it. “Tonight was just the
first battle. There’s going to be more.”

“Crystal was
amazing. Her song really brought everyone together,” I said. I felt
goose bumps rising up on my skin when I thought of her song… and
when I thought of the inner strength it must have taken for her to
defy West and do what she thought was right.

“Every battle
has its heroes, and she was definitely the hero tonight. No matter
what happens, always remember she knew exactly what she was doing,”
Jack said gravely.

“What does
that mean?” I asked. He seemed to be suggesting something.

“Hopefully
nothing,” he countered, giving me a weak smile.

We locked eyes
for a moment while I pondered if I should challenge him to tell me
what he was really thinking. But did I want to know? Maybe it was
best to wait and see what would happen rather than torture myself
with my imagination.

I noticed
Jack’s eyes had wandered down the length of my body and I became
conscious of the fact that we were both standing there in just our
underwear.

“I better get
dressed. The guards will be here soon for us to scan in. We’re
still under a lockdown,” I said and turned to go to the
bedroom.

“Sunny?” Jack
stopped me. I turned to look at him. “It took a lot of conviction
and belief in your own people for you to put on that wedding dress.
You knew the risk you were taking when you did it. You and Crystal
are more alike than you know.”

I didn’t
respond to him, but kept going into the bedroom. I didn’t believe
what Jack was saying. I had been conned by Leisel into doing
something stupid. It was nothing like what Crystal did.

I dug through
the bag of clothes Bron had brought us and found an outfit. It felt
good to have the heavy vest off my shoulders so I decided not to
put it on again. It was unlikely a guard would recognize me on a
routine scan in.

“Your turn,” I
said as I came back in the living room.

Jack was just
coming back into the living room pulling a t-shirt over his head
when there was a sharp knock at the door. That would be the
guard.

“Your hair!”
Jack warned me.

I looked for
my hat then remembered it was still on the table in the common
room.

“I left my hat
behind,” I said in alarm.

“Use the
towel,” he suggested.

I took the dry
towel off the rack and wrapped it around my head. Jack put on his
hat, but the ends of his light brown hair were still visible. There
was nothing we could do about it now. I opened the door.

“Good evening,
sir. Ma’am.” The guard greeted us with a smile. “Could you scan in
please.”

I breathed a
sigh of relief that it was an Alliance guard. We waved our hand
across the scanner.

“Was anybody
seriously hurt tonight?” Jack inquired.

“A few people
with asthma had a difficult time, but one of our guards had an
inhaler so we were able to save them. The ones with chemical burns
were taken to the baths,” he said.

As I stood
there with the door open, I could hear the faint sounds of distant
singing. I cocked my head to one side, trying to listen
intently.

“What is
that?” I asked.

Jack and the
guard became quiet, listening too. The singing became louder and
people were starting to open their doors and step out into the
hall. I stepped out too, looking in wonder at all the people who
raised their voices and sang along. I was vaguely aware of Jack
coming to stand next to me. He wove his fingers through mine as we
stood and listened to the singing.

“This is
bigger than I ever imagined,” he said with awe. “We need to come up
with a plan.”

He was right.
Now that everyone was united, it was time to make our plan of
attack.


 


 Chapter Twenty-Eight

 


 


Nightmares
plagued me every time I closed my eyes. The vision I had seen
earlier of people littering the stairs gasping for breath turned
into a bloodbath in my dreams. Instead of gas raining down on them,
I saw bullets. My mind kept replaying the image of Crystal being
dragged away by the guards, but instead of singing rise-up
she sung the Pit they want to blow and soon we’ll all be
dead! Then the guards turned around and gave me an evil smile
and their faces turned into Madi. She was dragging Crystal away to
beat her to death.

Somewhere
through the haze of my dreams a sensation of warmth and heaviness
engulfed me and the nightmares disappeared. Did someone put my vest
on me? I felt bulletproof. I turned toward the warmth and tried to
get closer to it. It felt hard and muscular. It felt like the only
good thing that I had left in my life. I opened my eyes and found
myself lying face to face with Jack, his arms wrapped around me.
His eyes were opened, but I didn’t think he could see me. He was
blind when the lights were out.

I raised my
hand and stroked his face and he captured it and kissed my palm.
His touch was so gentle that I wanted to feel it on my lips. I
leaned forward and tentatively pressed my mouth against his. I
wasn’t sure if he wanted me to kiss him, but his lips moved gently
against mine. He ran his fingers up my arm and into my hair,
leaving a trail of tingling goose bumps in their wake. I wanted to
know what his skin felt like too. Shyly, I moved my hand away from
his face and ran it down his shoulder and onto his side, coming to
stop at his hip. I heard his sharp intake of breath and an ache
started somewhere deep inside me. His kiss became hungrier,
searching for something deeper and I realized where this was going.
Despite my body’s response to his touch, my mind was screaming
no. We came from two different worlds and our accidental
marriage didn’t change that. I had to remind myself it wasn’t that
long ago that if I ever shared a bed with Jack Kenner, it would
have been because he chose me from a group of urchin girls and
ordered me to do it.

“No!” I said
pulling away with such force I ended up rolling out of bed onto the
floor.

“Sunny?” Jack
asked in confusion. He raised himself up on an elbow peering into
the dark to see me. I was pretty sure he couldn’t see me.

“I’m sorry. I
shouldn’t have done that,” I said without giving him an
explanation. I saw him lie back on the bed and drag both his hands
through his hair.

“Don’t be
sorry. I was out of line. I misread your intentions,” he said
through ragged breath.

“I’m going to
get some water,” I said, avoiding any more discussion of the
matter. I didn’t want to get into a blame game. I was the one who
started it. I pushed myself up off the floor and went in the
direction of the living room.

“Sunny?”
Jack’s voice stopped me at the door.

“Yes?”

“You don’t
still think of us as bourge and urchin do you?” he asked
carefully.

“Honestly?” I
drew in an unsteady breath. “Sometimes I do.”

“I want you to
know that I don’t. I never did,” he said with finality.

I didn’t know
what to say, so I just left and went into the kitchen. I poured a
glass of water and drank it all. I was hoping the coolness of the
liquid would help douse the fire that had started inside me, but it
gave me little relief.

I sat down on
one of the chairs not wanting to return to the bedroom. I was
afraid if I did I would finish what I started with him. He had
kissed me back, so I knew he wanted me too. I tried to imagine a
world where our relationship could actually work, but I couldn’t.
Even if a miracle happened and we won this rebellion and received a
pardon from Holt, it was against the rules for bourge and urchin to
marry each other. So our marriage would be dissolved and Jack would
go back to being Jack Kenner, son of an aristocratic family, and I
would remain Sunny O’Donnell, a nobody.

Why had I
never felt this way with Reyes? Kissing him had always been a
comfortable and familiar thing to do that never left me wanting
more. If only I had felt a fraction for Reyes of what I was feeling
for Jack, I would have married him years ago and my life would be
simpler right now.

I needed to
stop thinking about Jack because the temptation was too strong. Not
that I knew what it was like to make love to someone, but the
emotions he stirred inside of me made me want to explore that
option more. Even the short time I spent in his arms helped me to
forget all the tragedy going on around me. It had felt good, but I
also needed it to feel right.

I deliberately
turned my thoughts away from Jack and concentrated on my nightmares
instead. When I thought about my vision of Crystal being dragged
away by the guards that turned into Madi, I remembered the words
she had been singing; the Pit they want to blow and soon we’ll
all be dead! But it wasn’t just in my dream she had sung those
words. They were part of her song. How did that refrain go? Did she
say I overhead it said? Is this what she had overheard the
President and West talk about? It didn’t make sense though. If they
blew up the Pit, the Dome would go with it. Why would they plan to
kill themselves?

The lights
came on and the bong bongs sounded. Lockdown was over. No
guards had bothered us through the night to scan in, so I assumed
it must have been Alliance guards on this level. I remembered the
guard said he would drop my hat off if he found it. I got up and
checked the door and was happy to see it there.

Jack came into
the living room just as I was shutting the door.

“Morning,” he
said awkwardly.

“Good
morning,” I said back. I wasn’t sure what to say to him.

“You didn’t
come back to bed. You must be tired,” he said sheepishly.

“I thought we
could both use a little space,” I said honestly.

“Look, I know
things are difficult between you and Reyes right now and I promised
you that I wouldn’t get in your way. I just want you to know what
happened last night will stay between us. He won’t find out,” Jack
said, raking a hand through his hair. He was obviously
uncomfortable with all of this. I regretted kissing him. Things
were going to get awkward between us.

“Don’t worry
about it. Reyes and I aren’t together anymore,” I told him.

“What?” he
asked, giving me a stunned look. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I don’t know.
I didn’t think it was relevant,” I shrugged.

“You didn’t
think it was relevant?” he repeated. He put both hands up to
his face and covered his eyes for a moment. I wondered what he was
getting angry about.

“We’ve been
busy with the Alliance… and Madi… and Crystal…” I tried to explain.
“My break up with Reyes seemed so small compared to everything
else.”

Jack dropped
his hands away from his face and looked at me. He had a pained
expression on his face.

“I understand
– life is complicated. It’s just… well, both of us are under
a lot of pressure and stress right now… and we’re living together…
and… I’m interested in what’s going on in your life,” he said
awkwardly.

I knew he was
trying to tell me something, yet he had said nothing. I wasn’t sure
how to respond.

“I didn’t
think you would be interested considering everything else that was
going on in our lives,” I said in my own defense.

“Wouldn’t you
be interested if I had a girlfriend?” he countered.

The question
caught me off guard. It had never crossed my mind that Jack might
get a girlfriend. And the thought of him having one suddenly made
me feel threatened. The two of us had grown closer than I realized.
He was becoming more than just my partner in crime.

“Yes,” I
admitted quietly. He gave me a satisfied smile. “I’m sorry. I
should have been more honest with you. And I really don’t want
things to get awkward between us,” I said in a voice that almost
begged. I didn’t know what I would do without him.

Jack closed
the distance between us in two strides. He brought his hand up to
brush a lock of my hair away from my face.

“It won’t be
awkward as long as we’re honest with each other,” he said
gently.

I thought he
was going to kiss me and I held his gaze. I wasn’t going to run
away this time. But he just searched my eyes looking for something
in them. I couldn’t stand the distance between our mouths. With a
will of their own, my arms came up around his neck and pulled his
head toward me. I had spent most of the night trying to forget the
taste of him and now it was all I could think about. So much had
gone wrong in my life, and yet standing here within the circle of
my embrace was the only thing that was right. As my lips met his, I
breathed in his scent and tasted his mouth and welcomed the warmth
and aching that spread through me like fire. I wanted Jack more
than I had ever wanted anything in my life.

“Sunny” he
breathed, barely pulling his mouth away from mine.

“Ssshhh,” I
whispered against his lips. There was no need for words right now.
I didn’t want reminders of anything. I just wanted him.

“Are you
sure?” he said, his mouth moving against mine.

“Yes.”

He wrapped his
arms tighter around my waist and picked me up off the floor.
Instinctively, I wrapped my legs around his waist. I wanted to be
connected to him with every fibre of my being. I wanted to touch
and be touched. I was vaguely aware that he was walking back to the
bedroom so I wasn’t surprised when he sat down on the bed, bringing
my clinging body with him. As he lay back on the bed, my hair fell
down around our faces. He let his fingers run up the length of my
back and I shivered in response to his electric touch. I felt his
hands tangle in my hair, pulling my face closer to his if that was
possible.

My desire for
him increased to a pitch I never thought possible. With feverish
urgency, I sat up and started fumbling with the clasp on his jeans.
I tried not to get frustrated when it wouldn’t give away under my
hands. It was taking forever and I didn’t want to spoil the mood.
Jack gave me a curious look and I looked away, not wanting to meet
his eyes.

“Sunny?” he
questioned.

I could feel
heat creep into my cheeks and hoped that my blush wasn’t obvious.
He probably thought I was an inexperienced little girl, which was
exactly what I was. I just didn’t want him to know it. But it was
so obvious… how could I avoid being found out.

“I’m sorry.
I’ve never done this before,” I admitted in embarrassment.

“What?” Jack
asked, looking confused.

“I’ve never…
you know,” I said cryptically. I must be obvious. Why would he make
me say it? I put more effort into my task, hoping to break the code
of the clasp of his jeans before time robbed me of all spontaneity.
But it was his hand that stopped mine.

“You’ve never
made love before?” he asked gently.

“No,” I
admitted.

He raised
himself up from the bed with me still straddling his lap. He was
looking at me differently now. The want and lust I saw a few
seconds ago had been replaced with something else. In my heart of
hearts, I knew he was going to tell me I was nothing but a child
and I didn’t know the first thing about pleasing a man.

“We can’t do
this,” he said, staring directly into my eyes. Immediately a lump
in my throat began to grow and I fought it back. I had lost so much
in my life worthy of my tears and I refused to let this join the
ranks of important. I disengaged myself from his touch and stood
up. He gave me a confused look.

“That’s fine,”
I said in a tight voice and turned to walk out of the room.

“What the
hell!” Jack exclaimed. Before I could leave the room, he grabbed my
arm and spun me around to look at him. “You’re on and then just
like that you’re off?”

“You’ve just
made it clear that you don’t want me,” I pointed out, hoping I kept
any emotion out of my voice.

“Don’t
want you?” he echoed in disbelief. “You’re all I’ve ever
thought about since before I even married you! You’re the first
thing I think about when I wake up in the morning and the last
thing I think about before I go sleep every night. You’re the most
amazing, brave, beautiful woman I have ever met. And I’ve been
going out of my mind wanting you,” Jack confessed, his voice raw
with emotion. He reached a hand toward me and I took it. I could
see the honesty in his face. I knew he was struggling just as much
as I was. I took a step toward him and he held out his other hand
to me. I laced my fingers with his. “But despite how much I want
you, I won’t let your first time be in a heated rush before we have
to get to work. You deserve so much better than that.”

I almost
laughed. Was that all he was worried about? We could both be caught
and executed today and the only thing I would regret was that I
never knew him in the way I wanted to know him. I stepped closer
and kissed him again.

“I want you
Jack,” I breathed against his mouth. He breathed deeply, pulling me
closer against him.

“I want you
too, Sunny. And tonight, when we have hours to spend wrapped up in
each other, I would like to show you just how much,” he said, his
eyes darkening with the desire I knew he felt. My heart skipped a
beat and my longing for him quickened.

“I spent a lot
of time last night talking myself out of making love to you,” I
admitted. “Now that you’ve talked me back into it, it doesn’t seem
fair that you’re not following through.”

“Consider it
pay back for last night,” he smiled, and kissed me again. “Come on.
Let’s go to breakfast before it’s over.”

I tried to
bring myself back into the here and now, but it was difficult. I
suddenly didn’t want to leave our apartment. I wondered what it
would cost us if we just didn’t show up for work today and stayed
here and explored each other instead.

“We still have
to do our hair,” I said, bringing myself back into reality. I went
to the cupboard and took the piece of coal and ran it through my
hair quickly and then went to Jack to do his hair. “I was thinking
about Crystal last night. I’ve been thinking about her song. I
can’t get it out of my head,” I confided.

“You mean the
part about blowing up the Pit?” Jack guessed.

“Yes! I had
nightmares about those lyrics. When I woke up I couldn’t tell if I
had dreamed them or if she really said them.”

“She said
them, I just don’t know what it means. I don’t doubt the President
would set off the warheads if he thought he was going to lose
control of the Dome, but a few riots don’t add up to losing
control,” Jack reasoned.

“She didn’t
say blow up the Dome, she said the Pit. And it’s not just
that line that bothers me. She sung I overheard it said… the Pit
they want to blow and soon we’ll all be dead. ” I repeated the
words. “A few days ago she told me that she overhears things when
Malcolm West has dinner with the President. She wouldn’t tell me
what exactly. She said she would be killed if she ever told
anyone.”

“And yet she
sung it to the entire Pit? That would definitely get her killed,”
Jack said. “I still can’t figure out a reason why the President
would want to blow the Pit. It’s too valuable to the Dome.”

I finished
Jack’s hair and put the coal away. My stomach was growling now and
I realized we were really late for breakfast.

“Your vest,”
Jack reminded me. It seemed he had to remind me every morning.

I used one of
the towels to make sure all the gas was off of the shell before I
put it back on. I hated the heavy feel of it and wondered if there
would ever come a day that I didn’t have to wear it.

“Ready,” I
said putting my hat on and joining him at the door.

Jack started
opening the door and then closed it again. He looked at me
thoughtfully for a moment.

“Sunny,” he
began with uncertainty, “I know you think that with everything
that’s going on our personal lives aren’t important… but I feel
differently. The only thing keeping me together is being here with
you at the end of every day.”

I was
surprised to hear him say that. But now that he had said it, I knew
exactly what he meant. He had become my source of strength too. And
living here in this apartment with him had become home.

“Me too,” I
agreed. He smiled.

He opened the
door and held out his hand for mine. I took it, lacing my fingers
between his. As we walked down the hall together toward the common
room I felt stronger than I ever had in my life.
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The mood in
the common room was sombre. It looked like most people had a
sleepless night. All conversation was on Crystal. Everyone was
outraged that she had been dragged away simply for singing a song.
I realized all along I had been hoping to see her here - silently
praying that Malcolm West had just given her a slap on the hand and
returned her to her parents.

“She’s not
here,” Jack said as if reading my thoughts.

“No,” I
agreed. “I don’t see her parents either.”

David Chavez
waved us to his table once we collected our food and water rations.
He was sitting with a large group of people, his wife beside
him.

“I hope you
avoided the tear gas last night,” I said to Terra.

“David took me
home as soon as we realized Domers were coming down into the Pit.
We were safe,” she said, hugging her round tummy.

“It was
barbaric,” a man sitting at the table spat. “They sent four guards
to drag that little girl away and for what? Just because she was
singing a song.”

“And we’re not
supposed to get upset about that?” someone else chimed in. “Of
course we were mad. What did they expect?”

“They did
expect it. That’s why they sent so many guards to get her,” Jack
interjected. All eyes at the table turned toward him, disgust
written on many of their faces. I knew without a doubt that in the
aftermath of what happened to Crystal, they were seeing Jack as a
bourge again.

“Hate him if
you want, but he does have valuable insight into the way the bourge
work. We would be smart to listen to him,” I told the group.

“I agree with
Sunny. He’s done right by us so far. If it wasn’t for him, there
wouldn’t be an Alliance,” David said, backing me up.

“Alright,” one
man at the table said with malice, “what do you know about it?”

“I know that
they underestimated your reaction when they took Crystal into
custody, otherwise they would have sent more. Next time they will,”
Jack told the group

“Has anyone
seen her today?” the woman on the other side of me asked. We all
shook our head no. “Then they still have her… or they’ve killed
her.”

“They wouldn’t
kill her just for singing a song, would they?” I asked Jack, not
sure I wanted to hear the answer.

“That song had
enough impact to spark a riot. The last time they had to use tear
gas down here was over ten years ago when they dropped the age of
the Cull from 40 to 35,” Jack said. “And I think we all know she
wasn’t just singing a song. She was urging all of you to go to war.
That’s treason.”

Jack’s words
didn’t surprise me, but I still didn’t want to hear them. People
were exchanging worried looks; some were slamming their fist on the
table in frustration.

“We need to
save her then,” a familiar voice said. I looked up to see Raine had
joined our table. Mica was standing behind him. “She put herself on
the line for all of us. We owe it to her.”

“I agree,” I
seconded Raine’s suggestion.

A murmur of
approval rose up through the crowd. People who had been sitting
elsewhere were now gravitating toward our table.

“We’ll need a
plan,” Jack spoke up. “First of all, we have to find out where she
is. Does anyone know for sure if she came home last night or not?”
he asked the group.

“I checked in
on her this morning. She wasn’t there. Her parents are devastated,”
a young girl about Crystal’s age responded.

“Then we need
to find out where they’re holding her. I’ll coordinate the Alliance
guards to track down that information. Tonight we’ll come up with a
plan and get her back,” Jack informed them.

“I’ll help!” a
man shot his hand up into the air.

Soon there was
a chorus of people wanting to help rescue Crystal. Seeing everyone
come together – standing up for each other – was every bit as
powerful as Crystal’s song. I think she would be happy to know the
impact her music had.

“Until then,
let’s not give them a reason to send any more Domers down here.
Anyone starts a riot again and we’ll be back on lockdown. We’ll
meet back here right after work,” Jack told everyone.

“Everyone okay
with a bourge calling the shots on this?” a woman from the crowd
asked.

“I think it’s
time we started trusting him,” someone else said.

I was relieved
when I heard the crowd agree, even if most were reluctant.

“Thanks for
the vote of confidence,” Jack said as sincerely as he could.

He pushed his
chair back and stood up and everyone followed suit. We all needed
to leave and get to work on time. I joined the cue of people filing
out of the room and Jack fell into step beside me.

“They still
don’t trust me,” Jack stated in a low tone.

“You have to
see yourself through their eyes. It wasn’t long ago we watched
interviews between you and Leisel talking about the future of the
Dome. One minute you were going to be the next President, the next
you’re promising to help them revolt against the current President.
People are bound to question your loyalties,” I explained.

“If they don’t
trust me, this rescue operation could go bad quickly,” he said with
concern.

“Not if it’s
just you and me doing the rescuing,” I suggested. Jack raised his
eyebrow at me in question. “The less people involved, the better
off we’ll be.”

“You’re
probably right,” he said thoughtfully. When we came to the stairs
he pulled me closer to him. I expected the mandatory kiss on my
head, but it never came. I tilted my head back to look at him. “You
trust me, don’t you?” he asked.

“Yes. I trust
you,” I reassured him, “and they’re starting to trust you too.
Don’t give up.”

“Don’t worry,
I’ll never give up. I owe everyone down here at least that much,”
he said. Before I could ask him what he meant, he lightly brushed
his lips against mine and then walked down the stairs toward the
mine. I watched him until he was out of sight, and then made my way
up to the laundry room.

A guard was
standing outside the door when I arrived at work. He gave me a nod
that was almost imperceptible and I knew he was an Alliance guard.
The laundry room lights were on and the door was unlocked so I
pushed open the door and went in. I was surprised to see a woman
sitting behind the desk. She didn’t look very old – maybe early
twenties, which was young for a supervisor. I looked over at
Crystal’s station, hopeful that she may have made it to work, but
there was no one at the sink. I was the first worker there.

“Scan in,” the
woman behind the desk pointed to the scanner.

I wasn’t sure
if I should give her a respectful greeting or not. Madi had never
been partial to us talking to her unless we had been spoken to
first. I had no idea what this woman was going to be like. I
decided to err on the side of caution and stayed silent. I waved my
hand across the scanner and it beeped. I felt the familiar moment
of relief when I saw the green light.

“Autumn
Jones,” the woman said thoughtfully after I scanned in. “I’m
Supervisor Gina. I’ll be working here now.”

“Good morning
ma’am,” I greeted her.

“What is it
you do here?” she questioned me.

“I operate the
washers and dryers and sort the clothes ma’am,” I responded. I
respectfully turned my eyes to the floor. I didn’t want to provoke
another supervisor.

“We’re going
to be short-handed today. Do you think you can help out with hand
washing?” she asked.

“Yes ma’am,” I
responded. I tried to hide the alarm I felt when she mentioned hand
washing. It was obvious she knew Crystal wouldn’t be in today. I
wondered what she knew.

“Well, just go
about your normal duties and we’ll see how the day progresses,” she
dismissed me.

I grabbed a
cart of dirty laundry on the way to my station and began sorting. A
few minutes later Di walked in. I saw her scan in and talk to
Supervisor Gina. Once our new Supervisor dismissed her, Di took a
cart of dirty laundry and stopped to greet me on the way to her
station.

“Good
morning,” she said cheerfully, motioning with her eyes at Gina. “So
if this one turns out like the last one, we going to kill her too?”
Di gave me a wink.

“Keep it
down,” I whispered. “Hopefully this one isn’t like the last one.”
But if she were I wouldn’t hesitate to get rid of her. Life was so
much better without the Madi’s of the world.

“There seem to
be a few extra guards on today,” Di said, looking over at the two
guards lounging against a wall talking.

“I think
they’re with the Alliance. They might be trying to find out
information on Crystal,” I said.

I saw Gina
looking over at us, raising her eyebrows at our whispered chatter.
I dropped my eyes to the laundry I was sorting and Di went to her
station. More workers began to arrive and scan in. Everyone seemed
uneasy with a new supervisor. Little wonder, considering how bad
the last one was.

I put my
sorted loads in the washing machines and gathered up the hand
washing to take to the sink. I wasn’t sure what to do with them so
I decided to play dumb and just set them on the counter like I
normally would if Crystal was there. I was walking away when
Supervisor Gina stopped me.

“The girl who
usually works there won’t be in today,” she informed me. “Do you
know how to do the hand washing?”

“I’ve been
shown once. I can try,” I said.

I returned to
the sink and started filling it up with cold water. I remembered
how achy my hands and arms became when Crystal showed me how to do
this. I wasn’t looking forward to having my hands in cold water all
day, but on the bright side, I wouldn’t suffer heat exhaustion.
Supervisor Gina didn’t leave. She stood there watching me. I felt
uncomfortable in her presence. She seemed to be studying me.

“You’re tall
for a girl,” she stated matter-of-factly and then returned to her
desk.

I wondered
what she meant by her comment. Was it just an observation or did
she suspect who I am? I hadn’t forgotten about the bounty on my
head. I knew supervisors didn’t make much so four hundred credits
would be appealing.

As I
suspected, my arms and hands were aching by the time I finished
washing the few clothes I had. Di came over with a bundle, but
offered to do her own when she saw how much pain I was in. I
thankfully let her. I didn’t know how Crystal managed to do that
all day.

As my first
washer stopped, I started sorting the clothes again between hang to
dry and spin dry. I was conscious of Gina frequently glancing up
from her computer to look at me. I wondered why. I cast a sly look
over at the two Alliance guards in the room. I knew a third one was
right outside the door. If Domers did come down here to arrest me,
how far would the Alliance guards go to help me? If they challenged
the Domers outright, they would expose themselves as traitors and
face execution as well. I wasn’t sure I wanted that on my
conscience.

I kept my head
down and did my work, not wanting to draw any attention to myself.
I knew there would be no escape from here if they came for me. I
was relieved when I heard the bong bongs at the end of the
day. My work was finished and I could leave this room, which I now
thought of as a trap.

“Be here
bright and early again tomorrow, Autumn,” Gina said to me as
I scanned out.

I know I
didn’t imagine the emphasis on my name. Now I was positive she
suspected that I wasn’t Autumn Jones. But if she knew for sure I
was Sunny O’Donnell, she would have reported me by now.

“Yes ma’am,” I
said respectfully.

I opened the
door and left the laundry room. I knew I couldn’t come back.
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I went
directly to the common room after work hoping to find Jack there,
but he wasn’t. I had left work on time for a change and it took
longer for him to climb the few miles from the mines than it took
for me to come down a few levels from the laundry room. I was early
for the dinner hour and the room was almost empty. I noticed Terra
sitting alone eating, so I picked up my rations and went and joined
her.

“Oh, hi!” she
greeted me. “I’ve never seen you here this early before.”

“Usually I
have to work late, but tonight I didn’t,” I explained.

“I usually
wait and eat with David, but I’m starving!” she said between
bites.

A guard came
into the room and turned on the television and the official
Presidential Seal loomed up. There hadn’t been a speech from the
President since he appealed to the people to find Jack and me.

“I wonder what
that’s all about,” Terra said suspiciously.

“I don’t
know,” I said thoughtfully.

I wondered
what it was all about too. Had Gina reported me, and the President
knew I was in the Pit? Was this an appeal for someone to hand us
over to him? Or was it about the riot last night? I doubt it would
be about Crystal. Malcolm West would handle her himself. It had to
be about either the riot or Jack and me.

Jack came in
with a few of the other miners and scanned the room. I waved to him
to let him know I was there. I could tell by the look on his face
that he was surprised to see the screen lit up with the
Presidential seal too. He looked uneasy, but remained in line for
food chatting easily with everyone around him. Terra’s husband
David was the first to join us, and others came toward our table
with their food. A few of us got up and pushed more tables together
making more room. We were all leery of what the President had to
say.

“What were you
able to find out about Crystal today?” I asked Jack when he was
sitting beside me. Everyone at the table heard my question and
quieted down to hear his response.

“She’s with
West under the most heavily guarded wing of the Dome,” he informed
everyone.

“But you have
a plan, right?” I asked.

“It’s not an
easy plan. First I need a couple of Domer uniforms,” he said. A few
people laughed out loud.

“You’re right,
that isn’t going to be easy. In fact, it’s going to be impossible,”
David said.

“Maybe not. If
Sunny and I disguise ourselves as guards, we can get upstairs into
the Dome. Once in the Dome, my computer will be back online and
I’ll be able to get into the storage room where they keep the
uniforms. From there, we can try and infiltrate the Presidential
wing and get to West’s quarters,” Jack explained.

“Your plan
sounds complicated,” Raine said. I hadn’t noticed he joined the
table. My heart jumped a little when I saw Reyes beside him.

“We’re here to
help,” Reyes said curtly, never taking his eyes off my face.

“I’m glad,” I
said sincerely. I didn’t want Reyes to be my enemy. I had enough of
those.

“Good, because
Raine and I plan on going with him to rescue Crystal. You stay
here,” Reyes instructed me. I couldn’t believe he was still barking
orders at me after all I said to him. He would never change.

“Thank you for
your concern, Reyes. Jack and I have it covered,” I said politely.
Reyes opened his mouth to respond to me, but Jack cut him off.

“We appreciate
both of you volunteering to help, but the less people involved in
this, the better chance we have of succeeding,” Jack told them.

He would have
continued, but the national anthem began to play, heralding the
Presidential Address. The picture of the Presidential seal turned
into an image of Holt himself. Everyone in the room turned their
attention to the screen.

“I bid
everyone good evening,” the President began in his usual manner.
“Yesterday’s riot was a most unfortunate event. I am told that no
one was hurt or killed, for which I can only thank God. I truly
believe that if not for His Divine intervention, evil may have
triumphed over good. And I know what that evil is! I know Jack
Kenner and Sunset O’Donnell are hiding in the Pit. I know that Jack
Kenner is spreading his filthy treasonous words and convincing the
good people of the Pit to rebel against me. What surprises me is
that people are listening to him. We were all appalled to hear the
girl, Crystal Reed, singing words of treason. A sweet, innocent
girl corrupted by the words of Jack Kenner,” the President spat
out, his face turning redder with each word he spoke.

An Alliance
guard came running into the room straight to Jack.

“Domers in the
Pit. Lots of them,” I heard him whisper urgently.

“How many?”
Jack questioned him.

“At least ten
per level,” he responded.

“Eighty
Domers?” Jack said incredulously.

“To everyone
living in the Pit, I ask you if you think you know Jack Kenner as I
do – a conniving manipulator intent on destroying people’s lives.
Look at how he betrayed my daughter. Now he’s using all of you to
strike back at me - to cause dissention in our Dome. I will NOT
TOLERATE TREASON!” The President yelled, coming to stand on his
feet behind the Presidential desk. He slammed a fist down on the
desk and pointed directly at the camera. “YOU BROUGHT THIS ON
YOURSELVES FOR LISTENING TO THAT EVIL TRAITOR!”

“Oh dear God,”
Jack moaned. He grabbed my head and pressed it into his chest.
“Don’t look,” he yelled to everyone in the room.

I pushed my
head away from Jack in time to see an image of Crystal. She was
blindfolded and standing against a white stone wall. The blindfold
was wet with tears and in an almost inaudible whisper I heard her
singing her song. Then the unseen guns fired. I watched Crystal’s
body spasm as each bullet hit it and her body fell to the floor,
almost in slow motion, and out of sight of the camera.

I heard
someone scream at the top of her lungs and I realized the sound was
coming from me. Jack was holding either side of my face, looking at
me with a wild expression and tears in his eyes.

“I won’t ever
let that happen to you! Do you hear me? They will never do that to
you!” he yelled above the din of the chaos that had erupted all
around us.

I became
vaguely aware that everyone in the room was on their feet. Some
people were throwing their tables over in a fit of rage. The
President’s face came back on the screen, but few people were
paying attention now. The crowd pulsed with outrage.

“Let this be a
warning to anyone caught cooperating with Jack Kenner. I do not
tolerate traitors and I will kill every last one of you,” the
President continued his tirade with spittle running down one side
of his chin. “I know where you are Jack Kenner and I’m coming for
you.”

I wanted to
reach through the screen and beat the President to death with my
bare hands. How could such an evil being exist? How could he take
such a sweet girl with the voice of an angel and kill her! He was
the epitome of evil and he had to be stopped.

Domers were
coming into the room now threatening to use tear gas, but instead
of compliance they were met with fists and chairs being broken over
their heads. Jack released me and flew at two Domers. I got up to
join the fight, but stopped when I heard a moan somewhere beside me
and looked down to see Terra gripping her stomach. David’s chair
was empty. She was alone.

“I have to get
you out of here,” I said decisively.

“When they
shot her…” Terra began, but broke down in tears. “When they shot
her, the shock was too great.”

“I know,” I
said, tears streaming from my own eyes. I needed to get myself
together.

I took Terra’s
arm and wrapped it around my neck and helped her stand up. I
noticed her pants were soaking wet. Her water had broken and she
was in labour. The room was in total chaos and it was going to be a
challenge to get to the door. I followed along the wall, putting
myself between her and the fighting. I saw two Domers on the
ground, people still kicking them. A few were still valiantly
fighting, but losing quickly.

I reached the
door and went out into the hall. It was just as chaotic as the room
we had left. Terra was gripped by a contraction and we had to stop.
I was getting worried about them using tear gas again. I wondered
if I should take off my shirt now and put it over Terra’s mouth,
like Jack had done for me. But it looked like the Domers were
losing. Holt had underestimated our reaction.

“Okay,” Terra
said when the contraction had stopped.

We resumed our
trek down the hall, dodging falling bodies and fists that seem to
be flying everywhere. Up ahead, I heard people beginning to scream
and I knew something was coming our way. I didn’t have to wonder
for very long. Soldiers were beating their way into the hall and we
were in their path. I looked behind me and saw people scatter in
every direction when they saw the approaching army. I saw the tear
gas canisters clipped to their belts and knew if they used it,
Terra would be dead. There was no way she could give birth while
struggling to breathe.

“Flatten
yourself to the wall,” I told her. We would have to make room for
the soldiers and hoped they passed us by without incident.

They marched
past us followed by a group of Domers. We were almost in the clear
when two of the Domers came walking back to us. My heart was in my
throat. Was it too much to wish that they just wanted to help a
pregnant woman in distress?

“Give me your
hand,” one of them demanded of me. When I failed to give it to him,
he grabbed it. He waved a scanner over it. “Autumn Jones… aka
Sunset O’Donnell. We got you.”

My mouth
dropped open in shock. How did they know it was me? Then I
remembered Gina. She must have reported me. They would have all the
information about Autumn Jones, including the floor I lived on.
They knew to come looking for me here.

The guards
grabbed me by my arms, forcing me to let go of Terra. I gave her a
terrified look.

“She needs
help. She’s in labour,” I screamed at them.

“That doesn’t
concern us,” one of the Domers responded unemotionally.

I threw a
punch at him, aiming for his exposed torso and made contact. I saw
the look of surprise on his face and was already bringing my knee
up when the other guard grabbed me from behind and lifted me off
the floor. I kicked my legs wildly to get out of his grasp, but the
other guard took a baton from his belt and touched me with it. An
electric jolt went through me and I went limp. The guard holding me
grabbed my arms and twisted them behind my back and secured my
wrists with cuffs. They forced me down the hall and up the
stairs.

There were
still a lot of people on the stairs even though soldiers were using
their fists and the butts of their rifles to beat them into
submission. I heard someone scream my name, but I couldn’t identify
the source. I didn’t think it was Jack. I heard a commotion behind
me, and then a gunshot rang out. My entire body jerked in response
to the sound. How many people would be shot today? How many would
die?

They opened
the door and marched me out of the Pit. As the door shut behind us,
the sounds of gunfire and screaming were replaced with softly
playing music piped in through the speaker system. The Dome was
bright and I had to shut my eyes against the glare. When I worked
in the kitchen, I always took a few minutes to let my eyes adjust
to the brighter light. But the guards marched on and I stumbled
blindly with them. They stopped at the Reception Desk and scanned
in.

The big steel
door was opened and we crossed the threshold into the Dome. I
peeked out from my narrowed eyelids and looked at the room. It was
a stark contrast to the battleground I had just left. People were
lounging by the fire, a drink in hand and deep in conversation.
Another person was curled up on a chair reading a book. All were
oblivious to the war being fought right beneath their feet.

The guards
dragged me to an elevator and marched me in when the doors opened.
I saw one of the guards press a button for the tenth floor. That
was the Presidential floor. Were they taking me straight to the
President? Maybe I wouldn’t have to face a firing squad like
Crystal had. The image of her dying was still burned into my brain
and it terrified me. Maybe the President would kill me with his
bare hands. I think that would be preferable to everyone watching
me die.

The elevator
doors opened and they dragged me to the doors with the Holt family
name printed over it. I had been here before when Leisel had
invited me to pretend to be her on her wedding day, so I knew this
was where the President’s living quarters were located. I wondered
why they were taking me here instead of the President’s office. I
hoped Summer wasn’t going to be there. She wouldn’t be very happy
to see me die.

I was shocked
when the guards stopped in front of Leisel’s apartment. Why here? I
forced my eyes to open wider and looked at their faces through
their visors. Then I recognized him - Leisel’s boyfriend Desmond.
Why hadn’t I recognized him before? He knocked on the door and
Leisel answered it.

“I brought you
a present,” he said, taking off his helmet. He gave her a big
smile. Leisel almost jumped into his arms, knocking me out of the
way.

“Oh Dezzi, do
you know how much I love you?” Leisel exclaimed, kissing him on the
mouth.

“You better,
considering all the things I do for you,” he kissed her back.

“But this is
the best thing!” Leisel removed herself from his embrace to take a
look at me. “Well, well. The elusive Sunny O’Donnell. Get her
inside,” she instructed.

The guards
pulled me into the apartment and forced me down into a chair. She
walked over to me and pulled the hat off my head. My hair spilled
down around my shoulders.

“I recognize
this. It’s Jack’s,” she said looking at the hat. Then she looked at
my hair. “Black?” She curled a few strands around her finger and
rubbed it. “It’s coal! That’s ingenious Sunny. And have you put on
weight or…” she felt my shoulders and chest. “You’re still wearing
that thing,” she laughed at the bulletproof vest. “Well you
certainly are a master of disguise. I mean, even on my wedding day
you were absolutely brilliant. No one suspected a thing.”

She looked at
me with laughter in her eyes. I realized she was every bit as
deranged as her father. Maybe more.

“What? You
have nothing to say for yourself?” she questioned me.

“What would I
have to say to a conniving little bitch like you?” I responded.

“You might
want to be a little nicer to your captor. I can do whatever I
please with you,” she sneered.

“Do what you
like. I’m dead anyway,” I said matter-of-factly.

“Brave words,”
she laughed. “But if you don’t willingly tell me where Jack is,
let’s just say you’ll be begging me to kill you.”

I knew she was
threatening me with torture.

“I don’t know
where he is,” I said truthfully. At this precise moment, I didn’t
have a clue where Jack Kenner was.

“Really?”
Leisel raised an eyebrow at my response. “Do you want to know how I
found you?” Leisel inquired. She continued despite my disinterested
expression. “I intercepted a tip from someone named Gina who was
hoping to collect the reward. She said a tall girl by the name of
Autumn Jones was working in laundry. I checked the name and found
out Autumn and Benjamin Jones are living on the fourth level. So I
sent Desmond to see if Autumn might be Sunny O’Donnell and you are.
Now I’d like to know where your husband is.”

“I don’t know
what you’re talking about,” I said flatly.

“I assume
Benjamin Jones is Jack Kenner,” she said, scrutinizing my face to
see my reaction. I turned my eyes away, refusing to look at her.
“Or maybe you’re living with that handsome boyfriend you told me
all about. What did you say his name was?”

“I didn’t,” I
snapped at her.

“Oh, touchy
subject. Here I thought you’ve been living happily ever after with
Jack, but now I think maybe you weren’t,” she said thoughtfully. I
could almost see the wheels working in her head. “I’m sure Summer
knows his name. I’ll have a chat with her while I’m at my father’s
for dinner tonight. So here’s the deal. You tell me where Jack is
and I’ll let your boyfriend live. You don’t and I’ll have him
brought here and shot in the head in front of you.”

Crystal’s
execution replayed in my head again and I could feel hot tears
stinging my eyes at the thought of Reyes being killed in front of
me. I knew she would do it, but there was no way I would tell her
where Jack was. My only hope was that Summer wouldn’t tell her
Reyes’s name, even though Leisel was a master manipulator and she
could easily trick that kind of information out of her.

“Change your
mind yet?” Leisel prompted. I remained silent. “I will get my way,
Sunny. I want Jack so I can give my father the matching set. He’ll
be so proud of me. He might even make me President right there and
then,” she laughed with glee. “But now I have to meet him for
dinner, so I’ll be nice and give you a few hours to think about our
little deal. When I come back, I’ll have your boyfriend’s name. The
choice will be yours.” She turned to Desmond. “Tie her up.”

“Do you want
me to stay and guard her?” he asked.

“Obviously!”
she admonished him. “But stay inside the apartment. You’ll arouse
suspicion standing around outside.”

Leisel watched
Desmond tie me to a chair and pulled the rope to make sure it was
secure. Then she gave him a passionate kiss and told him again how
good he was to her.

I got the
impression she was manipulating him too.
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Desmond eyed
me warily then turned his back on me. He stripped off the rifle
that was slung across his back and took off the belt that held the
tear gas canister and knives. He went into the kitchen and I heard
the tap running. He came back out with a glass of water and sat
down heavily on the sofa.

“It
seems like Leisel really loves you,” I said hesitantly.

“Did I tell
you to talk?” he glared at me.

“I was just
making conversation,” I explained. “I mean it’s going to be a long
night sitting here in silence.”

“Well, if you
want to talk so much how about you tell me where Kenner is?” he
responded.

“I really
don’t know,” I said. “I’ve always been honest with Leisel. I don’t
know why she doesn’t trust me now.”

“She doesn’t
trust you because you’re protecting Kenner,” he said flatly.

“Why would I
protect him? He’s just another no-good bourge who thinks he’s
better than everyone else. The only reason I’m married to him is
because Leisel tricked me into it,” I said bitterly. Desmond
laughed.

“Leisel thinks
you two are hiding together,” Desmond said suspiciously.

“If he’s down
there, then someone else is hiding him,” I tried to convince
him.

“What are you
doing with his hat then?” he asked, eyeing the ball cap that sat on
the table.

“I took it
from his closet before I left his apartment,” I said
truthfully.

“Yeah, and I
suppose you’re the one who knocked out the guards assigned to his
apartment. You’re lying,” he accused.

“Of course he
was the one that took out the guards. I told him I would get him
down to the Pit if he could get us out of there. And that’s what I
did. I got him to the Pit and said goodbye. I don’t know if he
stayed or if he left. But one thing I can tell you, bourge are not
welcome down there. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s up here
somewhere,” I lied.

“I don’t trust
you,” Desmond dismissed me.

“You don’t
trust me?” I asked in a mocking voice. “You’re in love with
a woman who betrayed her fiancé and used me to do it. Don’t forget,
Jack Kenner thought she was in love with him too.”

“What’s that
supposed to mean?” Desmond said angrily.

“Nothing,” I
shrugged nonchalantly. “It’s just… I can’t help but think if she
could do it to one man…” I let him finish my thought.

“Leisel is in
love with me. She trusts me,” he almost yelled.

“I’m sure she
does trust you,” I said in a calm voice. “You’ve been very useful
to her. Did I say useful? I meant helpful. You’ve been very
helpful.”

“I think its
time for you to shut-up.” He slammed his fist down on the arm of
the sofa.

I could tell
by how angry he was that it was time to leave him alone. Now I just
hoped the seeds of distrust I had planted would take root. If
Desmond stopped working for Leisel, there would be no one to do her
dirty work. No one to bother Reyes. It was a weak plan I knew, but
the only one I could think of.

After a few
minutes of silence, Desmond got up and paced the room. He was
obviously deep in thought. I had never manipulated anyone like that
before and was surprised at how easy it was. Leisel was a good
teacher.

I kept my gaze
on the floor, glancing at Desmond every so often. The look of
confusion and anger on his face told me that my plan was working. I
wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but I knew she would be back
soon. Of course I had to keep in mind that Leisel really was the
master of manipulation and she could easily calm all of his fears
and have him wrapped around her finger again.

I nearly
jumped when there was a sharp knock at the door. Desmond was
immediately alert and went quickly to the door.

“Who is it?”
he demanded.

“Leisel sent
me to pick up the prisoner,” a male voice said from the other side
of the door.

Desmond gave
me a sharp look, obviously confused. I gave him my best I told
you so look. Angrily, he pulled open the door and was met by
the butt end of a rifle smashing into his face. He dropped to the
floor. A Domer walked in, kicking Desmond’s limp body out of the
way. He raised his visor and gave me a roguish grin.

“Miss me?”
Jack asked as he crossed the room and untied my binds.

“How did you
find me?” I asked in shock.

“I saw them
take you. I recognized Leisel’s pet,” he motioned with his head in
the direction of Desmond.

“Did you find
Terra?” I asked anxiously.

“She’s fine.
Or I think she is. She was giving birth when I left to come up
here,” Jack said.

“Thank God!” I
breathed. “Leisel will be back any minute,” I warned.

“Then let’s
get out of here,” Jack said. He returned to Desmond and stripped
the uniform off his limp body.

“Leisel is
going to go after Reyes,” I informed him.

He handed me
Desmond’s uniform and I put it on. It was too big for me, but with
a few tucks and the added weight of the bulletproof jacket, I could
pass.

“What does she
want with Reyes?” he asked.

“She wanted to
know where you were and I told her we went our separate ways after
we escaped. But she knew that Autumn Jones has been living with
someone and wanted to know who that someone was. When I wouldn’t
tell her, she guessed it might be my boyfriend that I told her
about when we were drinking wine in your apartment that night.”

“Does she know
his name? What other information did you give her that night?” he
questioned.

“No I didn’t
give her his name, but she’s going to try and weasel it out of
Summer tonight. And I don’t know what else I told her. I was drunk.
I don’t remember.”

“Yeah, you
were pretty drunk,” Jack chuckled.

Once I had the
uniform looking like it fit, I put the heavy belt with the tear gas
and knives around my waist, but even when I cinched it tighter it
was falling off from all the weight.

“Leave it.
Maybe no one will notice,” Jack said.

I dropped it
on the floor and slung the rifle across my back. The final piece of
the uniform was the helmet and I took a moment to tuck my hair up
inside it. Jack opened the door, looked both ways and then motioned
for me to follow him.

“Are the
cameras off?” I asked nervously.

“They were
already off when I got up here. Leisel must have done it so no one
would see you,” he informed me.

It took every
bit of my will power not to sprint down the hall and out of view of
Leisel’s apartment. I breathed a sigh of relief when we made it
into the stairwell and closed the door silently behind us.

“We can’t go
back. She knows where we live,” I said.

“I figured as
much,” he responded. He started heading down the stairs.

“Where are we
going?” I asked.

“To the Pit,”
he said.

“What’s
happening in the Pit right now? Are they still fighting?” I
asked.

“It’s on
lockdown, although not many people went willingly to their homes.
It’s not pretty down there,” he said grimly.

“Jack, we
can’t go back down there. We might start another riot if a guard
recognizes us and tries to take us into custody. Everyone’s been
through enough with Crystal’s execution,” I said, my voice hoarse
with emotion. I didn’t want to start crying now, not while we were
trying to escape Leisel.

Jack stopped
suddenly and walked back up the few steps separating us. He pulled
me roughly into his arms.

“What happened
to Crystal is not going to happen to you,” he said with
conviction. “I won’t let it.”

I could
plainly see that Crystal’s execution had affected Jack just as much
it had me. If watching her die wasn’t horrific enough, we both knew
we were doomed to the same fate.

“You might not
be able to stop it,” I said. If only we had come to Crystal’s
rescue the day before. But no one could have foreseen what those
monsters had planned for her.

“I’ll do
everything I can,” he promised. “As long as we can get back down
into the Pit we’ll be okay for a few hours. David and Terra are
waiting for us.”

“We can’t put
them in that kind of danger,” I told him flatly.

“It’s safe.
Even if guards ask them to scan in during the lockdown, no one is
going to come in and search the apartment. There’s no reason to,”
Jack reassured me.

I hesitated,
but had little choice left for a place to hide. I followed him down
the ten flights of stairs and out into the main lobby. We walked
through the lobby as if we had every right to be there. No one
questioned us. When we got to the door, a guard asked us to scan
in. Jack kept going right past him and I kept pace.

“No time.
There’s an emergency down there,” he said gruffly and quickened his
pace. Domers outranked guards assigned to the Pit and Reception
duty, so he didn’t question Jack any further.

We strode
through the doors to the Pit and began the climb down the stone
stairs. I could hear a distant hum of voices and as we came closer
to the first level, I could distinctly hear hundreds of voices
singing Crystal’s song, just as they did last night. The emotions
bubbling up inside me threatened to cut off my breathing, but I
fought back the tears and won. Crystal had asked everyone to make a
choice – to use their voice – and that was exactly what they were
doing. They stood united.

I wished with
all my heart I could just go back to our apartment and curl up
beside Jack on our bed and have a good cry. But we didn’t have a
home anymore. There was nowhere left to run.

As we passed
each level, I saw at least three or four Domers still on duty. I
guess with everyone singing about rebellion they weren’t going to
take any chances. I was relieved to see the army gone. I wondered
how many people lost their lives today. How many more would follow.
The fighting was so senseless. All we were asking was to be treated
with respect, but they couldn’t even grant us that.

Jack left the
stairs on the fifth level and I followed. I didn’t see any Domers
on this level, just guards from the Pit. Jack raised his visor and
nodded to them. They were with the Alliance. He walked a short
distance down the hall before he stopped at an apartment and
knocked on the door. David opened it and motioned for us to come
in. I was surprised to see Bron there too.

“Are you okay,
Sunny? Did she hurt you?” Bron asked as soon as David closed the
door.

“No she didn’t
hurt me. But she might come looking for Reyes. She was going to try
and use him to get information out of me. Hopefully, she leaves him
alone now that I’ve escaped, but she might go after him if she
thinks he knows where I am.”

“We’ll keep a
close eye on him, although Reyes can look after himself. He’s been
doing very well in training,” Bron said.

“How’s Terra?
Did she have the baby?” I inquired.

“She and the
baby are fine,” David assured me with a smile. “They’re in the
bedroom if you want to say hello.”

I walked over
to the bedroom and peeked in. Terra was lying on the bed gazing
down at the sleeping infant beside her. I knocked softly at the
door, not wanting to wake the baby.

“Sunny!” Terra
whispered excitedly. “I thought I heard your voice. Are you
okay?”

“I’m fine. How
are you?” I asked, coming into the room.

“I didn’t know
what to do when they took you. I wanted to help you, but I couldn’t
even stand up,” she said, shaking her head.

“I’m just
relieved you didn’t end up having the baby in the hallway. Jack
told me that David was able to get you home in time,” I said.

“David was
beside me a few seconds after the Domers took you and then Jack was
running after you. David took me straight home, but with all the
fighting and chaos, he couldn’t find a midwife and ended up helping
me himself. I don’t know who was more scared, him or me,” she
chuckled.

“The baby is
adorable,” I said, looking down at the tiny little bundle. “A
little boy?” I asked.

“A girl,”
Terra said.

“I know you
wanted a boy,” I said gently, hoping she wasn’t disappointed. But
by the misty-eyed look of love in her eyes, she wasn’t.

“I’m going to
name her Sunny, so she knows to fight back if someone doesn’t treat
her right,” Terra said with a tear in her eye.

“I’m very
flattered, Terra. She’s beautiful,” I said. I wanted to tell her
that there were prettier names out there than Sunny, but she seemed
quite taken with her choice. And I really was flattered. “You
better get some rest. You look exhausted.”

I gave her a
kiss on the cheek and gave the baby one last look. Terra’s eyes
were already fluttering shut so I quietly left the room and joined
the others.

“There were at
least a hundred casualties today, maybe more,” Bron was saying when
I came into the room.

“That many?” I
asked in shock.

“There were
just as many on their side. Of the eighty Domers sent down, only
ten made it out alive. A few guards were killed too, although none
were from the Alliance. The fight was as good as over once the army
showed up,” Bron explained.

“That was the
first time I ever saw soldiers come into the Pit,” I said.

“It is the
first time soldiers have ever been sent down here. And the message
was loud and clear. This isn’t a rebellion anymore. Holt’s declared
war,” Jack said. He was thoughtful for a moment before he
continued. “There was something… orchestrated about it all though.
I understand why he sent Domers down here before the execution
happened, but he had the army ready to go. It doesn’t make sense.
If Holt publicly executed her as a fear tactic, than obviously the
outcome he expected was obedience down here. But he had the army
ready to go which tells me he anticipated a confrontation. Was he
deliberately trying to provoke a fight?”

“That wouldn’t
make sense, sir,” Bron responded. “The Pit is too valuable. A war
would destroy it.”

“I know.
That’s why something doesn’t feel right,” Jack said
thoughtfully.

“Crystal’s
song,” I said out loud. “The Pit they want to blow.”

“She did say
that in her song,” David said with a stunned expression. “What are
they up to?”

“I don’t
know,” Jack said, raking a hand through his hair. “And I don’t know
if we have enough time left to find out,” he gave me an apologetic
look.

I could almost
feel his frustration turning to panic and I went to him and put my
arms around his waist. He pulled me close against him and held me
there tightly. We were running out of places to hide and by now
Leisel knew Jack had rescued me. She was probably convincing her
father to start a door-to-door search for us down here. But I
doubted we would be any safer in the Dome. Our chips wouldn’t work
anymore and there was no place to hide there anyway. The Dome was
only so big.

And then it
came to me.

“I know where
we can go,” I said to Jack. “Outside.”

“What?” he
asked in disbelief.

“Just hear me
out,” I said before he could say no. “No one’s been out there in
almost three hundred years – maybe it’s safe. You and I could find
out. And if it is safe, then we come back and let everyone out. It
solves everything.”

“But I know
Holt’s been sending out drones for years and everything has come
back radioactive. It’s not safe out there,” Jack told me.

“Well, I think
we know Holt isn’t the most trustworthy person in the Dome. What if
he’s been lying?” I pointed out.

“Why would he
lie about that?” Jack asked me in confusion.

“I don’t know.
Why does he want to blow up the Pit?” I countered.

“It would
solve everything,” David interjected. “It’s what our people have
been praying for since we were first cast down here.”

“He’s right.
We’ve always known it’s our only salvation,” I agreed.

“I know I can
get us out Sunny, but I don’t think I can get us back in,” Jack
shook his head.

“We’ll find a
way. We always have. Sometimes you just need a starting point,” I
reminded him.

Jack pulled me
back toward him and rested his forehead against mine. I could tell
he was struggling with my proposal.

“I don’t know
if I can watch you die of radiation poisoning any more than I want
to see you in front of a firing squad,” he whispered to me. I knew
he’d rather be having this conversation with me alone, but it
couldn’t be helped.

“If it’s just
me you’re worried about, then you should know I’d rather die trying
to save my people than waiting here to get a bullet in the head
from Holt,” I whispered back.

I pushed his
head back to look in his eyes. They were wet with tears and I dried
them with my fingers tips. For once I didn’t feel like crying. I
knew my decision was right.

“Then we’ll
go,” Jack said.

“Sir, its
suicide,” Bron said, shaking her head.

“Staying
inside the Dome is suicide,” I pointed out. “Maybe outside we have
a chance.”

“How will you
get back in?” Bron persisted.

“I don’t know
Bron. But what I do know is that every plan Sunny has ever come up
with has worked. I don’t know how. She never thinks things through.
But they work out. If there’s a way to get back in, she’ll find
it,” Jack said, smiling at me. “This is just one more adventure
she’s going to take me on.”

“And we should
get started on our adventure before we’re caught. Leisel probably
has a search party out for us by now,” I warned.

“I have my
computer and if there’s any way I can find a signal out there to
let you know what we’ve found, I’ll send you a message,” he told
Bron. Then he looked at David to include him. “In the meantime, you
two take control of the Alliance and keep everyone down here as
calm as you can. Continue the training, but no more riots. I don’t
trust Holt and he can annihilate everyone in the Pit just by
turning off the ventilation system, so don’t give him a reason.
There are some powerful families up in the Dome that will fight on
behalf of the Pit, but if everyone is down here cruising for a
fight and causing trouble you’ll lose their support. Just keep
training and be ready to go in case the news from outside is
good.”

“I’ll try my
best,” David said. “But everyone here is just so angry. It’s going
to be hard to keep them under control.”

“We’ll train
harder with them. Let them work out their frustrations that way,”
Bron said. “How much time should we give you?” she asked Jack.

“I honestly
don’t know. It could take a day or a week to figure out if we have
radiation poisoning or not, then find a way back into the Dome… I
guess if you haven’t heard from us in a month or two, odds are you
won’t.”

“A month is a
long time,” David said, looking disheartened.

“Just don’t
give up hope. Even if you never hear from us again, don’t give up,”
I urged him.

“We better
go,” Jack said, nudging me toward the door.

“Take care of
yourselves,” Bron said, looking a little misty eyed. “Your mom
would be proud of you, Sunny.”

I gave them
both a hug before we slipped out of the apartment and back into the
hall. The same guards were on duty and they nodded in our direction
as we passed. Then we began the climb up the stairs that would lead
us to the Dome. I tried not to think about the fact that I would
never come back here again. It was the only home I had ever
known.

“Hey, are you
two on your way to the Dome?” a Domer called out to us as we passed
the third level.

A pile of six
or seven dead bodies was on the landing beside the stairs. I
averted my eyes, sickened by the consequences of this fight.

“Yes we are,”
Jack said curtly.

“Can you ask
them to send down more help? These guys have been dragging bodies
for about two hours now. If there wasn’t a lockdown, I’d make the
urchins clean up their own damn mess,” he spat.

“I’m on it,”
Jack responded and we continued on our way.

We reached the
main level without any further incident. I wasn’t sure where we
were going to go, so I blindly followed Jack. A guard waved us
toward the scanner as we approached the doors into the Dome. Jack
waved his hand across the scanner and it beeped green. Without much
choice, I followed his lead and my scan worked too. Leisel must not
have flagged my Autumn Jones chip. We went through the doors and
back into the Dome.

He went up to
the second level, back to the storage room where we changed our
chips before. He gave a sharp knock at the door. No one answered.
We went in.

“Maybe this
will give us a little more time again,” he said, taking the box of
chips off the shelf.

“We should
have done this before we went down into the Pit. I thought we were
going to get caught when we had to scan in,” I said.

“I didn’t
think Leisel would cancel our chips because she’s trying to catch
us. She’ll be waiting for us to scan in somewhere. Now she’ll know
the last place we scanned in was coming into the Dome. She won’t
have to do a search in the Pit.”

“I never
thought of that,” I said as Jack extracted the chip out of my hand.
I took the tool from him and took his chip out.

He picked up a
new chip and popped it into his computer and started tapping
away.

“What would
you like your name to be?” He asked.

“Crystal,” I
said decisively. I wanted to be named after a hero. He took the
chip out of his computer and used the tool to put it in my
hand.

“Who should I
be?” he asked, putting another chip in. “How about Ted, after my
brother.”

He tapped away
on his computer again then it was his turn to get a new chip.

“Crystal
Malloy and Ted Anderson. I gave myself a pretty high-ranking last
name in case I need to use the power,” Jack declared.

“We’re not
married this time?” I asked with a smile.

“No, we’re
Domers this time. Now I just need to get the message out to the
Alliance that we’re headed outside and Bron and David are in
charge.”

I waited for
Jack to finish typing and sending the message. I was trying not to
think about the fact we were going outside. It was scary. My
stomach was starting to tie itself into little knots.

“Done,” Jack
said. “Before we go there’s some place I’d like to take you. I have
it all set up if you say yes,” he held up his computer.

“But shouldn’t
we go before we’re caught?” I asked warily.

“It’s
important to me,” he said.

“Then how can
I say no?” I smiled.
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He opened the
door and we strode out into the hall as if we belonged there. I
wasn’t sure what time it was, but it was getting late. It would
soon be lights out in the Pit. We came to another set of doors with
two Domers guarding the entrance.

Jack gave them
a nod and strolled through. I followed. It was different in this
section. Most of the doors we passed by had windows in them and I
could see what looked like laboratories. A few of the rooms even
had caged animals.

“What is
this?” I whispered.

“It’s the
‘bio’ part of the Dome,” he said.

I only saw one
or two people in the labs and they were too engrossed in their work
to notice a couple of Domers walking by. At the end of the hall was
another set of doors that were also being guarded. Jack walked
toward the two Domers and waved his hand over the scanner. I did
the same. I should be surprised that our chips worked, but I’ve
learned not to question Jack’s computer skills.

“Enjoy your
evening,” one of the Domers said.

Jack pushed
open the doors and we entered a small chamber. We had to scan in
one more time and then the main doors opened. My breath caught in
my throat when we entered. I had never seen anything like it.
Hundreds of huge trees loomed up before us and the ground was
covered in thick foliage. I could hear animals and birds
everywhere. I took off my helmet to get a better view. The light
was a lot brighter than I was used to and I almost put my visor
back on, but the air felt moist and warm against my skin and I
wanted to feel it. My nose was assaulted by scents I had never
smelled before. Scents of perfume mixed with earthier notes.

“What is it?”
I asked in wonder.

“A
rainforest,” Jack said. He took off his helmet, his eyes never
leaving my face.

“Thank you,” I
said humbly. I never thought I would get to see anything like this
in my life time.

“I thought you
might like it,” he smiled. “I remember the stack of my nature
magazines you went through.”

“I knew you
were mad about that,” I said sheepishly. I shouldn’t have touched
them.

“Well, not
mad. Annoyed maybe…” he said with a smirk. “Come on. I’ll show you
around.”

“Are bourge
allowed to come here whenever they want?” I asked. He seemed to
know his way around and yet I had never even heard of the
place.

“No!” he
laughed. “No one other than the scientists and the guards are
permitted in here. It’s too important to the eco-system of the Dome
to allow it to be damaged in any way.”

“Why? What is
it for?” I asked genuinely curious.

“A lot of
thought went into building this Dome long before the bombs ever
flew. Because the inside of the Dome is sealed off from the outside
world, it needs to make its own atmosphere, which isn’t an easy
thing to do. So the scientists that designed it had to think about
the earth’s own processes and try to duplicate them, right down to
the water and carbon cycles in order to create an atmosphere in
here. The only way they could do that was to be able to grow nature
inside. So they built a rainforest, an ocean and a boreal forest.
There’s also a prairie with a fresh water lake that’s used to farm
meat and grow vegetables. The rainforest produces fruits and
vegetables and the ocean provides fish. There are a lot of animals
in here too as a way to restock the earth once we can leave the
Dome,” he said.

“An ocean
too?” I asked in amazement. He nodded. “If only Domers and
scientists are allowed in here, how did you come to know it so
well?” I asked.

“Because I
know how to get in and out without being caught,” he said, patting
the computer in his pocket. “Ted and I used to come here all the
time and hide in the foliage whenever the guards walked by. We
loved this place. I used to fantasize about bringing the girl of my
dreams here,” he admitted. I saw that he was almost blushing.

“So I take it
you never brought Leisel here,” I joked.

“No! That
would have ruined this place for me,” he said dryly.

He stopped for
a moment as we strolled along a footpath and pointed to something
in a tree. I looked and saw some type of monkey. It was small and
reddish in colour.

“I think it’s
called a tamarind,” he said. “There are a few monkeys in here that
like to throw their poop at you so stay away from them,” he
cautioned.

“How will I
know which ones they are?” I asked nervously.

“They’ll be
the ones throwing poop at you!” he mocked. I laughed. “Don’t worry.
I’ll shield you if we come across any.”

“My hero,” I
said. “I have noticed that we’re the only two guards in here. Where
is everyone?”

“Well after I
made our new identities, I scheduled us to guard the rainforest for
the night shift. I cancelled the two that were supposed to be here.
I assume they’ll just get sent home when they show up for work.
It’s late so there’s no scheduler on duty to check with.”

“You always
think of everything, don’t you?” I observed.

“I told you
before, that’s how every Kenner is raised,” he said. “Come on. I
want to show you the ocean before the lights go off.”

We followed
along a well-worn footpath through the forest, taking care not to
trample any foliage. There was an occasional rustle in the bushes,
which startled me, but I quickly got used to it. I felt like all my
senses were coming alive here. I wanted to see, smell and touch
everything.

“Is it just me
or is it getting darker in here?” I asked. My eyes were no longer
feeling so light sensitive. Everything seemed dimmer. I lifted the
visor on my helmet to get a better look at everything.

“They simulate
the sun going down and the moon coming up in here,” Jack
explained.

The foliage
became less dense as we travelled the path and the soil faded away
to be replaced by white sand. The trees weren’t as tall here and I
could see fruit growing on some of them. We broke out of the forest
into a clearing and there it was. The ocean.

“It’s
beautiful!” I said breathlessly. I felt strands of my hair lifting
away from my face. “Is that wind?” I asked in shock.

“The air
current is generated when the warm air of the rainforest mixes with
the cool water of the ocean,” he explained.

“What kind of
fish is in the water?” I asked.

“Tons of
different fish and reefs full of coral. It’s a huge aquarium made
from plexiglass. There’s an observation deck below.”

I had never
seen an ocean for real – only in books and movies. And this one
looked real enough to me. Waves lapped against a sandy beach and I
saw crabs popping up out of the sand. Birds flew above, diving
occasionally to come up with fish in their beaks. It was the most
beautiful place I had ever seen.

As we stood
drinking in the beauty of the ocean, the bright light of the sun
was quickly being replaced by a dimmer, bluish light.

“Is that the
moon?” I asked.

“A fake moon,
but beautiful anyway,” he replied.

“A beautiful
ending to a horrible day. Thank you for bringing me here,” I gave
him a sincere look. “I’m sorry you didn’t get the chance to share
it with the girl of your dreams.”

“I did,” he
said, giving me a shy smile. “Why do you think it was so important
for me to bring you here?” My heart melted when I realized he was
talking about me.

He raised a
hand to brush the hair away from my eyes and then cupped my face in
his hands. His kiss was slow and gentle and I wrapped my arms
around him, pressing myself against him. But the bulletproof vest
prevented us from making any real contact. Silently I cursed
it.

“You’re the
most amazing woman I’ve ever met, Sunny O’Donnell,” he whispered in
my ear. I laughed and pushed away from him in order to see his
face.

“You can say
that after everything I’ve dragged you through?” I asked in
disbelief. “If it wasn’t for me, you would probably be married to
Leisel right now and training to be the next President.”

“Married to
Leisel?” he asked with a grimace. “Way to kill the mood, Sunny,” he
said, playfully pushing away from me.

“Seriously
Jack,” I said, catching his hand in mine. I gave him a sobering
look. “When I put that wedding dress on, I ruined your life. And I
need you to know how sorry I am for doing that. You would’ve been a
good President and all this fighting I created could have been
avoided.”

“No. I
wouldn’t have made a good President,” he confessed. “My only agenda
was the same as my family – restore democracy. I didn’t have any
plans for the Pit. My whole world was up here, in this Dome, sealed
away from the Pit. The most consideration I ever gave the people of
the Pit was to advise the President to stop decreasing rations and
concentrate more on decreasing the population through stricter
controls. Do you believe that?” he shook his head and chuckled
bitterly. “For most of us up here, the Pit is just a place where
our coal comes from, where our sewage is treated, where our laundry
is cleaned.”

My heart sank
with every word he spoke. Why was he saying those things? The Jack
Kenner I had come to know wasn’t like that. I dropped his hand.

“My time down
there with you was… an eye opener. I can’t begin to describe how
it’s changed me,” he said with raw emotion. “I’m a better person
for having you in my life. Don’t ever apologize for that.”

“So you never
wanted to help us?” I asked in disbelief.

“Not before I
met you. You changed me. The Pit changed me. Listening to the
children sing in the common room changed me. And Crystal’s
sacrifice…” he shook his head sadly. “When I was growing up, my
parents told me there were monsters down in the Pit. They always
threatened to send my brother and me down there if we didn’t
behave. Their threat always worked because we believed in the
monsters. It wasn’t until I was down there living with you that I
found out the monsters were us,” he said with remorse, his eyes
filling with unshed tears. “I just want to be honest with you,
Sunny. You putting on that wedding dress was the best thing that
ever happened to me. It was the best thing that ever happened to
the Pit. Don’t be sorry.”

I didn’t like
what Jack had to say, but I did appreciate his honesty. I
remembered when he had asked me if I believed in fate and now I saw
why. If we had never gotten married things would never have changed
in the Pit.

He picked up
my hand and stroked my palm with his thumb.

“Don’t hate
me,” he pleaded.

“I don’t hate
you. I’m glad you’re being honest with me,” I said, looking into
his eyes. I stepped forward and kissed him. We needed each other
now more than ever. I didn’t want to lose Jack. “But if you felt
that way about the Pit, why did you come with me? I mean, once we
escaped from your apartment you could have found someone to hide
you.”

“Well, one
reason was that I didn’t think Holt would look for me there right
away, and I was right. And another reason was… I was already
falling in love with you. I wanted to see where you would take me,”
he smiled shyly. My heart seemed to skip a beat. Jack was in love
with me? “Don’t look so surprised. Do you know how hot you looked
in that green dress,” he joked, trying to lighten the moment.

“That tacky
green dress? Ugh!” I covered my eyes at the memory. It was the most
hideous thing I had ever worn.

“I didn’t say
it was a tasteful dress. It left little to the imagination. I think
every man in the room stopped to look at you when you walked in. I
was glad to get you out of there,” he chuckled at my discomfort.
“But I didn’t really notice you until the next day. You were
wearing my bathrobe, all the make-up washed from your face, looking
so young, innocent, and beautiful. And then you told me you were
willing to risk your own life to save your people. Something inside
me just clicked and I knew I had met the girl of my dreams.”

“That’s the
most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me,” I told him,
stroking his face with my hand. “I wish I could tell you I was in
love with you then, but I wasn’t. I really wanted to scratch your
eyes out at one point,” I admitted.

“I know and it
was part of your allure. Every other woman in the Dome wanted to
sleep with the next President, but not you. You wanted to kill me,”
he smiled at the memory.

“To be honest,
my feelings for you are new. I struggled to stay with Reyes when I
went home even though I knew I couldn’t offer him a future. I just
felt like I owed him. And then when we broke up I felt so…
relieved. I felt free. And I started looking at you in a
different way. I didn’t want to have feelings for you. Life was
complicated enough,” I confessed.

“How do you
feel about me now?” he asked cautiously.

“I’ve never
felt this way about anyone before. My feelings for you are strong…”
I admitted, but I wasn’t ready to say I loved him. I remembered
when Reyes and I became engaged four years ago, at first he was all
I ever thought about. But then my interest in him changed and
eventually the only reason I was with him was because I thought I
had to be. It wasn’t fair to him. I didn’t want to make the same
mistake with Jack, even if we were already married.

“You don’t
have to say you love me,” he said softly, almost apologetically.
“Frankly, I don’t deserve it. But I’m glad to know you feel
something and that I might have a shot at being happy with my wife
before I die.”

Jack pulled me
to him and kissed me again, but this time his kiss was deeper. I
wrapped myself around him, wanting to get closer. Everything about
him was suddenly intoxicating.

“Damn vest!”
he muttered. I was about to offer to take it off when a hot,
piercing pain tore into my side. I opened my mouth to scream, but
nothing came out. I couldn’t catch my breath. Jack looked at me in
surprise. “Sunny?” he asked in confusion. I heard another bullet
whip past our head.

My rifle was
still slung across my back and Jack reached behind me, aimed it and
pulled the trigger. The gun fired, jolting me against him. I heard
a thud somewhere behind me. He picked me up and ran for the
forest.

“Can you
breathe?” he whispered. My breath was starting to return, but I was
still gasping. “There’s another shooter. I have to set you down.
Stay out of sight.”

I nodded. I
was actually able to breathe now, although my back screamed with
each breath I took. I ducked my head when I heard another shot
being fired at us.

“We gotta
move!” Jack whispered, pulling me up with him. He had his rifle in
one hand and took aim at the area the shot came from.

“I’m okay,” I
said, ignoring the pain.

We moved
further away from the beach and into lusher foliage. I listened
intently for any sounds. The animals had become eerily quiet so it
wasn’t difficult to hear the twig snapping about twenty feet away
from us. I looked in the direction of the sound and clearly saw a
Domer moving through the forest with his rifle drawn. If I knew how
to use the rifle I was carrying, I would have shot him. Instead, I
tapped Jack on the arm and pointed. He peered into the dark forest
and shrugged. I pointed again, not wanting to talk or make any
sound. How he could he not see him? Jack looked again, but still
didn’t see him. The guard was now a scant ten feet from us and
still advancing. Jack finally saw him, took aim and pulled the
trigger. He dropped.

I heard the
doors to the rainforest opening and the sound of several footfalls
coming into the room. I didn’t know if they were here for us, or
just responding to all the gunfire. Jack motioned for me to follow
him. We stayed low, keeping to the bushes and away from the
footpaths. We didn’t travel far before we came up against a stone
wall. Further along the wall I could see the shadow of a doorway. I
pulled Jack in that direction and he shook his head no. I pointed
to the door. He looked but I could tell he couldn’t see the shadow.
I wondered how he could be so blind when the moonlight was so
bright in here. I firmly took him by the hand and pulled him toward
the door. Reluctantly he followed and was surprised to see the
door. There was a scanning device on the door itself and I was
about to scan my hand in front of it when Jack grabbed it and shook
his head no. He took out his computer and tapped away on the
screen, which seemed to take forever. I could hear footsteps
getting closer to us. I looked for any figures coming through the
darkness, but didn’t see anything yet. Finally, the door
unlocked.

We went
through and silently closed the door behind us. We were in another
section of the Bio Dome. This section was a lot more open than the
rainforest we had just left. There were a few trees and bushes, but
no dense foliage to hide in. I could see several corrals with
animals in them. Some of the animals were becoming restless with
our arrival. I wondered if this was the Prairie section Jack told
me about earlier.

We moved into
the room, using the corrals as cover. The animals really didn’t
like our presence. The horses were the first to start whining,
moving about their enclosure as if to get away from us. I didn’t
like being here at all.

“Someone
there?” a Domer called out. Of course this section would be guarded
too.

Jack grabbed
my hand and we ran from behind the horse enclosure to the cows.
They weren’t any happier to see us. The guard on duty was alerted
and used his communicator to call his partner for back up. I
desperately looked around for another door and found one on the
opposite side of where we were hiding. I pointed it out to Jack.
Not surprisingly, he couldn’t see it. I took him by the hand and
headed in that direction. With each enclosure we left we had to run
and hide behind another one. We were more than half way across the
room when one of the guards saw us. A shot rang out and we dove
behind the pigpen. I heard them running toward us. Jack took out
his computer and tapped on the screen.

“Run,” he said
in a low voice once he had the door unlocked.

We both stood
up and made a run for the door. The guards stopped running in order
to take aim and shoot at us. We ducked as low as we could, still
running at full speed to make it to the door. A bullet whizzed by
my head so close I felt my hair move. I resisted the urge to panic
and kept going. I heard more Domers filing into the room and they
shouted for us to stop. We didn’t. Jack was the first to reach the
door and he yanked it wide open for me to run through. We shut it
quickly and Jack reprogrammed the lock.

“That should
hold them for a while,” he said.

We were
standing in some kind of utility room. The door leading out wasn’t
locked, so we just went through. We were presented with three
different hallways to go down - left, right or straight ahead. Jack
pulled up a map of the Dome on his computer and figured out where
we were. He went left and I followed. We had just reached the end
of the hall and were going through a door when I heard the utility
room door burst open and guards come pouring out. Jack quickened
his pace and I kept up. He was following the map he had in his
palm. I wondered where in the Dome we could run and not be found.
We were out of places to hide.

He led me
through a maze of hallways and doors and it seemed to me this part
of the Dome was dirty and smelled bad. We finally turned down a
dead end hall dominated by a huge steel door.

“Where are
we?” I whispered, afraid of giving our position away.

“Garbage
shoot” he whispered back. “This is how we get out. It’s one
way.”

Jack began to
do his magic on his computer and I kept glancing nervously over my
shoulder, expecting an army of Domers to come crashing down on us
at any second. I decided that if that happened, I would make them
shoot me right here right now. I wasn’t going to allow my death to
be put on display as some kind of fear mongering tactic by a crazy
President.

I breathed a
sigh of relief when I heard the garbage shoot door open. It didn’t
open out toward us, like the steel doors at the Reception area of
the Dome. This door retracted into the left side of the doorway. It
was the thickest metal door I had ever seen.

“Not the
nicest way to leave the Dome, but any other exit we take will set
off an alarm,” Jack said. We wandered in together.

There was
already a lot of garbage in the room. Most of it was mining debris,
but there were barrels of chemical waste among other things too. I
was thankful there was nothing organic rotting in here, otherwise
the smell would be unbearable. All organics in the Dome were
composted and used again. Jack tapped on his computer again and the
huge steel door closed sealing us inside. It was so pitch black
once the door shut that even I couldn’t see. Jack illuminated his
computer and used it like a flashlight. He touched my back and I
flinched in pain.

“Ouch!” I
exclaimed in pain.

“Those vests
are good for stopping bullets from ripping through you, but they
still leave their mark. You were lucky you were wearing it.”

“So this leads
outside?” I asked. Jack nodded. “Is there air from outside in here
now?” I asked hesitantly. I wondered if I was already breathing in
toxic air.

“No. I’ll show
you.” He took my hand and led me to the back wall using his
computer as a flashlight. “This is another door reinforced with
lead that divides this chamber from an outer one. The floor we’re
standing on is actually a conveyer belt. When it’s activated, this
door opens, the garbage from this room is advanced into the next
chamber and the door closes. The weight of the garbage triggers a
high-powered air current to turn on, an outer door opens and the
conveyer belt dumps the garbage outside. The air current is used to
prevent air from outside coming into the chamber, so it doesn’t
shut off until the outer door is sealed shut again. Then a
ventilator comes on and sucks out any poisonous air that may have
come into the room. The ventilator runs for at least twelve hours
to ensure there is no radiation before the next load of garbage is
moved forward. You can hear the hum of it now.”

“So if the
ventilator is on, that means garbage has been dumped within the
last twelve hours?” I asked.

“Yes. It won’t
activate again until it’s done the twelve hour cycle,” Jack said,
raking a hand through his hair. I noticed almost all of the coal
was gone. “You sure you want to do this?”

“I’m sure,” I
lied. I was scared to death. Even the thought I could be breathing
poisonous air right now was terrifying me.

“We’re both
exhausted. We should try and get some rest. We’ll need all our
strength soon,” he suggested.

He led me to a
corner of the dump and pulled me down beside him. I laid my head on
his shoulder, positioning myself so nothing touched my bruised
back. He wrapped his arms around me and held me against him. It
felt good to rest. It felt safe in his arms.


 


 Chapter Thirty-Three

 


 


I didn’t
remember falling asleep, but the sound of a door opening and the
floor moving startled me awake.

“Jack!” I
yelled.

I felt his
whole body jerk awake beside me. I tried to stand, but the moving
floor was throwing me off balance. I took hold of a nearby barrel
and pulled myself up.

“Take my
hand!” I extended it to Jack and he pulled himself up.

He used the
barrel to steady himself. The conveyer belt was far from being a
smooth ride. It jerked and lurched and threw us both off balance
more than once. We were passing through into the next chamber
now.

“This is it,”
he yelled over the din of the machinery. “There’s no turning
back.”

He took my arm
and tried to hold it. I didn’t want to get separated from him so I
clutched at his hand.

“Don’t let
go!” I pleaded. I wanted to be brave, but I could feel the panic
rising up. The conveyor belt took us further into the next chamber
and the ride got rougher. The barrel we were using for support fell
over and rolled on the floor. Without its support, we both lost our
balance and fell too.

“Stay down.
I’ll crawl to you,” Jack yelled, but another barrel came rolling at
him and he had to dive out of the way. We were getting further
apart.

I got to my
hands and knees and tried crawling toward him, but the pitching of
the floor kept throwing me from side to side. The further into the
next chamber we went, the more vibration rattled the floor. I heard
the sound of the steel door shutting behind us. In a few seconds we
would be completely cut off from the Dome. My whole body started to
shake with fear. When the door shut, the floor stopped moving. Jack
got up and ran to me.

“Are you
hurt?” he asked. I shook my head no. I couldn’t find my voice. The
terror inside me had stolen it.

The
high-powered air current Jack told me about clicked on and he
grabbed my hand. The force of the current was so strong it pushed
us along with the garbage in the direction of the door. The big
steel door that led to the outside world started opening up. Jack
and I clung to each other.

“Still think
this was a good idea?” he screamed over the hum of the
machinery.

I grabbed the
lapels of his uniform and hung on tightly, but we were sharply torn
apart by the conveyor belt jerking back to life. I tried to make my
way back to him, but between the conveyor belt and the air current
it was impossible. The doors were halfway open now and the
brilliant light beaming into the room struck me. My eyes rolled up
into the back of my head. The conveyor belt continued to move me
forward but now I was blind. I had no idea when I would be dumped
out into the waiting world.

I think I
screamed for Jack. I didn’t even know if he was still in the room
or outside already. I heard garbage thud and clunk as it hit the
ground and then I was falling. It must have been only for a second
or two, but it felt like a lifetime before my body touched down on
something. The pain from the bruise on my left side was
excruciating and I bit down on my lip. I forced my eyelids open,
but I could only keep them open long enough to catch snapshots of
the world around me. I didn’t see Jack. I screamed his name again,
but the noise from the high-powered fan was too loud for me to hear
my own voice. Did he make it? Was he alive?

“Sunny!” I
heard Jack yelling when the doors finally shut and the sound was
gone. He was close by.

“I’m here!” I
called back. I heard him making his way toward me.

“Are you
okay?” he asked, feeling my arms and legs. “Did you break
anything?”

“I fine. I
just can’t open my eyes. The light is so strong,” I said.

“I know. The
sun is strong for me too,” he said. “Do you believe it? We’re
seeing the sun!”

“Well, if I
could open my eyes I could see it. It feels warm on my skin,” I
said in wonder.

“I’ll get you
off this slag heap and into some shade. That might help. Put your
hands on my shoulders and follow in my footsteps,” he said, helping
me up.

The terrain of
the mound was jagged and unstable and our progress was slow. As we
worked our way through the heap we discovered the sun’s rays
weren’t just bright, they were hot too. We finally reached the edge
of the mound and I opened my eyes long enough to catch a glimpse
below. I think I saw trees, which didn’t make any sense. We were
always taught that the nuclear winter had destroyed every bit of
nature. I opened my eyes again and peeked at the ground. It was a
long way down.

“This should
be easy for someone who’s used to climbing a dark and scary
mineshaft,” Jack said in an attempt to allay my fears.

“But I could
see in the mineshaft. I’m blind right now,” I said defensively.

“I was blind
in the shaft and you made me do it,” he said wryly. “Come on. Just
hang on to me and follow my every move.”

I clung to him
as we began our descent. The sides of the heap were even more
unstable than the top and we slid a few feet with every step. Then
the slag weakened at one point and we slid a good fifteen feet. I
forced my eyes open, taking the pain the sun inflicted on my
pupils. I lost my grip on Jack and he ended up sliding further down
the mound than I did.

“Just slide
down to me,” Jack said.

I did as he
instructed and found it was a lot easier than trying to walk. After
that, I opened my eyes more frequently; scared I might miss a step
and send myself careening off the manmade hill. It seemed to take
forever, but finally we reached the bottom.

“Not far now,”
Jack said. He took my hand and led me into some trees. “Try opening
your eyes.”

I did and the
shade provided some relief from the glaring sun, but my eyes were
still extremely sensitive.

“Are we in the
woods?” I asked in amazement.

“We are,” Jack
said smiling. “This isn’t what I expected at all.”

“I thought
everything on earth died with the nuclear winter, but...” my voice
trailed off as I looked in wonder at the world around me.

Trees taller
than I could imagine were bursting with green leaves. I looked up
at their canopies through narrowed eyes, trying to tolerate the
pain of the bright light. I caught glimpses of blue sky and white
fluffy clouds floating past. A breeze blew against my face bringing
with it the foreign smells of earth and water. I heard a screech
that almost sounded human and it startled both of us, but when I
found the source of the noise I saw a bird sitting in a tree
looking at us curiously.

“A bird,” I
said in astonishment.

“Let’s go
explore,” Jack offered his hand to me.

“First I want
to take this uniform off. I’m so hot,” I said. We both stripped
down to our clothes and then I turned my back on him and took off
the vest.

“That is a
nasty bruise,” Jack said when he saw my naked back. “Does it hurt
to breathe?”

“I’m getting
used to it. I don’t think I broke any ribs,” I said. I let the vest
fall and hit the ground with a thud. “I’ll never put that on
again,” I swore as I put my t-shirt back on.

“I won’t
argue,” he said, letting his eyes rove up and down my body. “At
least while we’re out here. But when we go back inside, it goes
back on,” he added. He gathered up the uniforms and the vest and
stashed them in the base of a tree.

I looked back
from where we came and saw the huge mound of garbage that had
accumulated over 283 years. It was the only eyesore in what was
otherwise paradise. I turned my back on the ugly mound and focused
on the beauty of the woods.

“It’s amazing.
I never thought I would ever see this!” I said in wonder.

“The air is so
different out here,” Jack took a deep breath in. “It’s so…
richer.”

I knew what he
meant and it wasn’t just the different smells. The air itself was
almost inebriating. Breathing it in made me feel more alive, like
all my senses were suddenly put into overdrive.

“Is it just me
or can I hear things better?” I asked.

“I know what
you mean,” Jack agreed. “It’s like my ears just opened up. There
are so many sounds out here.”

I forced my
eyes to open wider and took in the sight around me. Every detail of
the forest came into focus; shadowy areas dappled in sunlight, some
areas dense while others open. It was then I realized the open area
was a path, not unlike the footpaths we had followed in the
rainforest.

“Come on,” I
said to Jack excitedly.

The path was
narrow and we had to walk in single file. I could see depressions
in the soil and I knew I was looking at animal tracks. Animal
tracks! Things were living out here. But it didn’t make sense.
Radiation was toxic, which was the whole reason why we all lived in
the safety of the Dome. But this paradise didn’t seem like a place
that would kill us. It was warm and welcoming.

“I wonder what
kind of animals made these tracks?” Jack wondered out loud.

“I don’t know,
but a few of them are huge,” I said pointing to one track that was
bigger than my foot surrounded by large claw marks.

“Hopefully we
don’t meet up with it,” Jack said, gripping his rifle a little
tighter.

“Maybe it’s
friendly,” I suggested.

I heard a
distant trickling that sounded a lot like running water and as we
followed the path it became louder. We came upon a stream of water
rushing past us in a hurry to get to the bottom of the
mountain.

“A river,” I
said out loud. I stayed in the shaded area, afraid to go back into
the brilliant sunlight. My eyes were barely tolerating the
shade.

I looked
upstream and saw an animal drinking from it. It was small and
gentle looking - a deer perhaps. I tapped Jack on the shoulder and
pointed, not wanting to scare the animal away. He looked in
amazement, then bent down and scooped water into his hand and drank
it.

“It tastes
fine,” he said and I bent down and tried it for myself. It tasted
sweet and refreshing. Better than the water we had in the Pit. We
both stood up, smiling at each other. I threw my arms around him,
laughing at our discovery. The earth was fine!

“You know what
this means?” I asked, hugging him close.

“We can save
them,” he replied, a smile lighting up his face.

“We have to
find a way back. We might even be able to get everyone out by
tonight!” I babbled, my mind whirling with the possibility of
setting everyone free.

“Slow down,”
Jack said gently. “Finding a way back in isn’t going to be easy.
The Dome is a fortress.”

“What does
that mean?” I asked.

“It means it
was built to be impenetrable. I told you getting back in was going
to be a problem,” Jack said, looking at me.

“Can’t we go
back in the way we came out?” I suggested, but even I knew that was
going to be impossible.

“Not even you
could climb up against that air current with debris falling down on
you,” he gave me a wry look. “I have maps of the Dome on my
computer and I’ll study them to find a weak point. In the meantime,
my military survival training has taught me that our first order of
business should be to find food, water and shelter. Water we’ve
found, shelter is next.”

“Can’t we
explore first?” I asked.

“We can
explore while we look for shelter. I don’t know what time of day it
is, but I don’t think it’s in sync with the Dome.”

We walked
along the edge of the meandering river and saw several more animals
along its shore. I was surprised by the amount of wildlife there
was considering I had been taught to believe everything out here
was dead. I couldn’t believe we had all been living inside the Dome
all this time when we could have been out here, free.

“Head down
that path,” Jack said from behind me. “There are too many animals
by the river to make camp here.”

I saw a path
leading away from the river and followed it. As we walked through
the forest the sound of rushing water became fainter and once again
we could hear birds cawing and whistling at each other. Large rocks
jutted out of the ground in places, speckled with bits of foliage
growing in their crevices. It looked like something out of a
movie.

“Wait,” Jack
said and something in the tone of his voice sent off alarms in my
head. “Look at this,” he said, bending down to examine something on
the ground.

I went back to
take a look and saw long tracks dug deep into the ground. My eyes
followed the length of the track and I realized it stretched far
behind us and far in front of us. It was one long continuous
track.

“What are
they?” I asked, genuinely confused. The tracks didn’t belong to an
animal.

“They’re
vehicle tracks,” Jack said apprehensively.

That’s when we
heard it - the low hum of a motor coming closer to us. I was about
to suggest we hide when something came crashing through the forest
and stopped in front of us. It was a man dressed in tattered
clothes, his eyes looking at us wildly.

“Don’t just
stand there! RUN!” he screamed.

 


 


End of Book
One

 


 


A note from
the author, S.M. McEachern:

 


If you enjoyed
reading “Sunset Rising”, you may be interested in reading the
Satellite Stories I am creating to go along with the series.
Satellites are short stories designed to give the reader greater
insight into areas of the story that the main character, Sunny,
cannot see. They are an accompaniment to the series, but not a
necessity - they’re just for fun! My first Satellite will be posted
on February 1, 2013. For updates, you can follow me on Twitter:

 


Blog:
smmceachern.wordpress.com


Twitter: @smmceachern
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