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To my baby girl Aria, who gave me the courage to pursue my dreams.




























Chapter 1









“C’mon, India! Wake up!”

Flo’s lively voice brought me out of a sleepy haze. I opened an eye. It was way too early to see that bubbly bright smile.

“Today’s your lucky day, my friend!” she sang.

I dropped my face back into my pillow. “What time is it?” I cleared my throat.

“Six hundred hours.” She plopped down on my twin-sized bed.

I turned over and pulled the covers over my head. Working the night shift left little time for sleep. It was mornings like this I regretted giving her the key code to my quarters.

She pulled the covers off my head. “Didn’t you hear me? You have to get up! I have like the best news ever.”

“Get on with it,” I groaned, already fading back to sleep.

She leaned over. “I got you on a mission.”

It took a moment to register. “An explorer mission?” I opened an eye.

She shook her head, her short, blond curls bouncing all about her face.

I sat up and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. “But how? I thought Nunez was supposed to be—”

“Nunez is an idiot. I told them I wanted you.”

I pushed my black braids away from my face. “How did you even—”

“They wanted the best tracker in this sector to find more Oranium. That’s me, of course.”

She was talking about the blue energy crystals that powered almost everything here. We needed as much of them as we could get. We’d depleted the energy cells we’d brought with us on Resurgence, and the solar energy panels only did so much.

Flo squeezed my shoulder. “I need the best security person in this sector. That, my friend, is you.”

My face broke into a smile as wide as hers. I had to go beyond the gates of Sector A for the first time since we’d stepped foot on New Earth. All I knew of this planet I called home ever since I’d turned fifteen years old were the grassy green plains of our main camp. I hadn’t even gone to Sector B, which was a few hours south of us, nor to Sector C, the settlement across the river. Now I finally had a ticket out of here.

Flo jumped up from my bed. “We leave at this time tomorrow. That’s if I get my cataloging done.”

I pushed the sheet off me, the cold air hitting my bare legs. I picked up a uniform shirt off the floor and my face twisted at the smell. The night before was especially humid. I swore I sweated away a few pounds. I looked around the floor of my small room and there were clothes everywhere. I jumped down from the bed and pulled out the metal crates from under it.

“Don’t tell me you don’t have any clean uniforms,” Flo said. “If your father saw this mess, he would have your head.”

Dad.

I stopped sifting through the pairs of clean underwear. “What was I thinking?” I looked at Flo. “He’s not going to let me go.”

She crossed her arms. “He can’t stop you from going this time.”

I slowly stood, the feelings of excitement already fleeting. “Yes, he can. He has before.”

“This is an important mission. The president himself already knows the chief’s daughter is part of the team. There’s no way your daddy can pull you off last minute without saving face.”

My heart started to race again. Part excitement. Part nervousness. She was right. He wouldn’t pull me off. That didn’t mean he had to like it, though.

“Cheer up! You’re finally going to see what this planet is really about.”

“Yeah. I am, aren’t I?”

“You can pay me back with an expensive birthday gift!” She winked and left me to start a frantic search for a clean uniform. My job as a security leader left little time to laundry, too. Twelve-hour shifts, five days a week. I spent the other two days student teaching at the Officer Academy. When you were the daughter of Trenton Wilson, there was no such thing as time off. ‘Idle minds are the devil’s mines’ was what he always used to say. I didn’t buy into the whole religious aspect of that, but I kept myself busy all the same.

I found a clean pair of navy blue shorts and a white T-shirt. With a sack of dirty uniforms in my hand and sector coins in the pocket, I stepped outside into the sticky morning air.

Sector A was one big campsite, with acres of green grass. The main building was fashioned out of the central pieces of Resurgence, the large space vessel that brought us to New Earth. It was where I was born and where my parents grew up. After landing almost twenty years too late, all hopes of the ship returning to the old planet faded away. So they turned the place that was our only home into part of our new one. The ship’s center, called Headquarters, now served as the governing center for all sectors. The large glass pane windows that looked out into space now gave a view of a matrix of one-story buildings. They were made of old spaceship parts with patios covered by solar panels. A breathtaking mountain range was the backdrop to it all.

By the time I dropped my uniforms off at the Launder House and scarfed down a synthetic meat and cheese omelet at the Mess Hall, it was already half past seven hundred hours.

I couldn’t put off telling my father any longer.

At that time of day he was at Headquarters, getting ready for his morning debrief. If I caught him before then he wouldn’t have time to sit and argue with me. He hated tardiness more than laziness.

I jogged across the Quad lawn, a favorite hangout for Fourth Gens like me. It was a cluster of gray rocks perfect for climbing, sitting, and lying out to catch some sun. A few were already getting tanned, not stirring as the voice on the sector intercom said, “Good morning, Sector A citizens. We wish you another splendid day.”

I took a left down the main avenue toward the central building. The grass was almost gone from all the ground vehicles that traveled through it.

I nodded to the two guards at the front, who swiped their cards and let me inside. I waved hello to the main receptionist before walking through the maze of gray metal hallways to the Security Wing. Two more guards stood at the entrance. I didn’t recognize the tall, husky one. The one with messy black hair and beard, though? That was Juan Ortiz.

“Mornin’, India,” he said. “Didn’t expect to see you up so early.”

“Yeah. Me neither.” I nodded toward the door. “Is my dad in there yet?”

Ortiz swiped his card and ordered his colleague to do the same. The door swooshed open. “He’s been here since I started my shift. If you hurry, you might catch him before his meeting.”

“Great! Thanks.” I patted him on the shoulder and jogged down the corridor toward the main conference room. The frosted white sliding doors were closed and loud voices came from inside. I looked at my digital watch. I had at least five minutes before the meeting started. Luckily they never tended to last too long. I turned to walk back toward to my dad’s office when I heard his voice boom through the doors.

“What do you mean it’s GONE? How the hell do you lose a whole sector of people?”




























Chapter 2









The response was a whole shuffle of voices, too low and muffled to make out. Whatever they said my dad didn’t like it, his voice still loud and clear. “I want every available person dispatched to that sector right now! And I better have answers within the next two hours. I refuse to have my ass chewed out by the president over this.”

I should’ve left a long time ago, but my feet wouldn’t move. The doors slid open and a dozen uniformed men came pouring out. Half of them didn’t even realize I was there, while those who did quickly looked away. When the last one was gone I walked into the briefing room. The large space lit by bright energy lights had a round oak table surrounded by empty chairs. My dad was standing by a large screen, his face down in his hands. On the screen was a camp like ours but smaller, situated right along a powerful yet beautiful river. It was also devoid of any people. There wasn’t even a security detail around the perimeter fence.

“You okay, Dad?”

His head popped up. “India!” He tried to put on a brave smile. With the clicker in his hand, he shut off the screen. “I’m fine, baby girl.”

“You’re not fooling anyone. You know that, right?” I went over and gave him a huge hug.

“How much did you hear?”

“Oh, just the part where you ripped those guys a new one.”

He chuckled and showed me to a chair. He leaned against the table. Now he looked worried. The fine lines in his dark skin were much more pronounced.

“What’s going on in Sector C?”

He gave a heavy sigh. He was trying to figure out how to sugarcoat this situation for me. When I was younger it used to anger me to no end. After losing my mother at ten years old I was already convinced that nothing worse could ever happen to me. There was no need to dance around things for my benefit.

As for this situation, there wasn’t any way to get around the fact that a whole group of people was missing. They weren’t just any people. They were our tradesmen—welders, builders, electricians, mechanics. They kept all sectors up and running. What would we do without them? Dad rubbed his salt and pepper goatee, searching for words.

“Do you know what happened to all those people?”

He shook his head but looked at me and gave me a slight smile. “But rest assured your dad will find a way.” He crossed his arms, which meant he was about to change the subject. “Enough about me. What brings you here so early this morning?”

Now it was my turn to try to find the words to tell him about this mission. I shifted in my chair, grabbing one of my braids for security. “I got a new assignment.”

“A new assignment? I didn’t hear anything about that.”

“Well, I’m sure the president will let you know about it.”

“President?” His eyes narrowed and his lips got tight. “I know you’re not going to tell me it’s that Oranium mission.”

“Dad, it’s a great opportunity.”

He got up from the table and walked toward the screen. “I can’t have you going out there. Not right now.”

I got up out of my chair. “Why not?

“Because it’s not safe.”

That was the same reason I got for almost anything I wanted to do both on the ship and on New Earth. Normally I would throw a tantrum, my dad would say his decision was final, and I would storm out.

Not today.

“Dad, I’m a security officer and it’s my job to keep people safe both in here and out there.”

He spun around. “And it’s my job to keep you safe.”

“And you have. But I’m twenty-two years old and I’ve never set foot outside these walls.”

“Why would you want to? There’s nothing but wilderness and danger out there.”

“No place is one hundred percent safe. Look at Sector C.”

I crossed my arms, and we stood there in a stare down. I loved my father, but I had to show him I meant business. Up until then, I’d done every single thing he’d asked of me. Now it was my time to forge my life. The longer we stood there not saying a word, the hope that he would give in got stronger.

He uncrossed his arms.

His face softened.

“You’re not going and that’s final.”

“But the president knows—”

“He will get a qualified officer to take your place.”

I walked right up to him. “So I’m not qualified now?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“That’s exactly what you meant. I’m not good enough.”

“India—”

“I’ve always done my best. I’m just as qualified as anyone else.”

“Your qualifications aren’t the point.”

I wasn’t hearing anything else he had to say. “I declined an initial offer to join the explorers because you told me to. I took this security job and the teaching job because that’s what you wanted me to do.”

“I knew you would be good at it.”

Of course, I had to be good at it. My father expected nothing less. I could only imagine how much better I would be if I were doing what I wanted to do. I could’ve charted half the continent by now. This mission came my way and it was the closest thing I was ever going to get to that dream.

He gently grabbed each of my shoulders. “Listen, baby girl, I know you had your heart set on getting out there into that big wild world. But right now it’s not a safe time for you. I have colonists missing, uprisings in the other sectors—things around here aren’t the best.” He tilted his head so his eyes could meet mine, but I averted my gaze. “I need people like you I can count on to help me keep things together here.”

There he was sugarcoating things again. That wasn’t the real reason. He wanted to keep me under his thumb forever. But I was getting way too old for that. This sector was getting way too small for me. I was suffocating. I needed to get away.

I didn’t hear the doors swoosh open until a voice said, “Chief Wilson.”

My dad released me, and I turned around to see a young officer standing in the doorway. “What is it, Burnett?” my father asked.

“We have a security situation at Ration Station One. It needs your immediate attention.”




























Chapter 3









Ration Station One was on the north end of Section A. It was a warehouse of a building with a high metal roof and no windows. The entrance was a set of mirrored doors. Around back was the loading dock for the ground trucks. They delivered the foodstuffs housed inside to the rest of the sectors. Deliveries happened after the people here got their own monthly rations. I rarely ever went there. My dad paid extra for delivery.

Security personnel surrounded the Ration Station. When my Dad and I arrived, Officer Cromet debriefed us on the situation. Inside were two armed men who’d taken a handful of station workers as hostages.

“Did he state his demands?” my dad asked.

“Yes, sir,” Cromet said. “He wants a ground vehicle to haul supplies. He also wants safe passage back home.”

“And where is home?”

“We can only assume it’s Sector C, sir.”

“There’s no one in Sector C,” my father mumbled.

“Sir?” Cromet asked.

“Never mind.”

With my father distracted I crept behind the line of officers. They pointed their guns at the building, not sure what to do. There was never a situation like this in Sector A before and even I had to admit I was a bit nervous. This was not going to end well because they were not going to let these guys get away. The supplies in there were worth more than sector coins out here. The hostage takers knew that too.

I made it to the back of the building. The back door was slightly ajar.

“My name is Trenton Wilson, chief security officer for all New Earth sectors.” My dad’s voice boomed over the loudspeaker. “We have you surrounded. We don’t want anyone to get hurt. Please come out with your hands up.”

I walked back up to the front, standing behind my dad and Cromet. The doors slid open and a sickly looking colonist came out with a woman in his grasp. He pointed his energy gun at her temple.

“Lower your weapons,” the gunman barked. “Then get us that truck and let us leave.”

“You know I can’t let you do that,” my father replied.

“If you don’t I’ll start shooting every last one of these people in here.” 

The woman started to cry. He jerked her back.

“We don’t want any bloodshed here,” my father continued. “You can end this without any violence. I’ll even bring your grievances to the president himself.”

“Screw the president.” The man went back inside, using the woman as a shield, the doors closing behind them.

Seconds later, there were two gunshots followed by a series of screams.

He’s going to kill all those people!

My father was going to continue doing everything by the book. That meant keeping up the negotiations until the president got onboard. By then, all the hostages would be dead.

I have to do something.

Then I remembered the door. If I could slip inside I could take them by surprise. All I needed was a gun. None of them were going to give me one, though.

But if my father ‘ordered’ it, they would do anything I asked.

I crouched beside the youngest officer I could find. “Give me your sidearm,” I said low enough so only he would hear. “The chief wants me to slip inside.”

“I didn’t get that order,” the young officer said. “And you’re not an officer—”

“You don’t know who I am?”

He turned around to get a better look at me and his face turned red. “I’m so sorry, Miss Wilson...I didn’t—”

“Look, don’t worry about it. Just give me the gun.”

“I don’t know. No one can go into that building.”

I looked up and saw a ground vehicle coming toward us. The officers broke formation to let it roll up to the back of the station.

We can’t let them get away with this!

I grabbed the young man’s gun from the holster. Before he could protest I was running toward the truck. I hopped into the back of the covered canopy while it was still heading toward the station. I heard it come to a stop and I charged my gun, holding my breath the whole time.

The truck started moving again. Shortly after the heavy doors closed behind me.

I was inside.

The vehicle stopped and the driver’s side door opened. The driver yelled and pleaded before there was a loud thump. 

“Get up!” one of the hostage takers said. 

Their voices faded and I tiptoed toward the opening of the flatbed. I stopped when I heard shuffled footsteps coming toward the truck. The flaps of the canopy started to open. I was ready to shoot whoever was about to show themselves.

I took a breath.

A hand pulled the flap back. My heart stopped.

It was an old woman, as shocked and scared as me. I lowered my gun. I put my finger to my lips so she wouldn’t give me away.

“It’s empty,” the woman called out, her voice shaking. Then she looked at me, nodded, and closed the canvas flap back.

I needed to make a move, fast. I waited two minutes and then peered out the back of the truck.

It was clear.

Holding my breath, I jumped down.

So far so good.

With my gun up I crept out from behind the truck. At the front of the building were the two gunmen. The thin one I saw earlier and a heavier set man both had energy rifles standing in front of ten hostages. The innocent people were sitting on the ground, their hands tied in front of them. The two gunmen were talking, but I was too far to hear anything. I had to get closer.

Crouching low against the vehicle, I made my way to the front of it. A walkway leading to a sectioned off room was a few feet away from me. They were still distracted, one waving his hands in the air like a crazy person, so I made a break for the room. When I made it to the divider I let out a quick sigh of relief.

Now I could plan.

Shooting them from where I was wasn’t a problem. The problem was the hostages in front of them. I couldn’t risk hurting one of them. I had to draw them away. But how? The only things around me were several metal units with shelves. They were full of large, round cans marked with pictures of different food stuffs. I picked up the one with freeze-dried beans.

I got an idea.

I walked toward the entryway, holding the can up, and let it drop. It hit the ground with a nerve-shattering thud.

“What the fuck was that?” one of the men asked.

“Looks like it’s coming from over there,” said the other.

“So go check it out, you idiot!”

I took a few steps away from the door, my back to the divider. The shadow it created was my cover. The sound of his boots was getting closer. I kept my breaths smooth and steady.

Like you’ve practiced, India.

I saw his feet first. Then his chubby, sweaty face. His bulging eyes scanned the room before settling on the can at his feet. He bent down to pick it up. That was when I hit him square in the back of the neck with the butt of my gun, sending him to the floor. He started to groan, and I hit him in the head again until he didn’t make a sound. I grabbed his rifle and slung it over my shoulder.

And Dad says I can’t handle myself!

“Hey, Bo, what’s back there?” his accomplice called out. He was next. If he was foolish enough to follow his friend there, he would probably start shooting as soon as he saw his body. I didn’t want to kill him, but I couldn’t be afraid to shoot him.

An imminent threat had to be met with lethal force.

“Bo! Stop messin’ around back there. We have to load up this truck!”

I needed to find another way out. I looked behind me and there was nothing but shelves of goods. The divider was right up against the wall and would need two people to move. I focused back on the shelves again from the top and down to the bottom.

They had wheels.

I could create a barricade between the door and myself. That gave me just enough room to take my shot as soon as he stepped into the entryway. As he shouted and cursed at his accomplice I went to the closest metal shelf and started to move it. It was way heavier than I thought, the wheels sticking to the ground. The cans on the shelves weren’t helping either, especially the ones that toppled off the top shelf. They hit the ground hard, one after the other.

My cover’s blown.

I spent those few precious moments panicking instead of moving. Before I knew it, the second man was in the entryway. When he saw my face he immediately started letting off shots from his rifle.

The first energy round bounced off the metal shelf. The second exploded the can right in front of me. Beans sprayed my skin as I ducked behind the shelf.

Old rifles only carry two rounds. He has to reload.

I stood up and shot twice. One energy blast hit his arm, while the other slashed the divider next to him. He ran away, and I went after him.

I had a clear shot in that open warehouse space. So did he, but he wasn’t turning to aim at me. He was loading his rifle, taking aim at the hostages running off the screen doors. Behind me, officers shouted.

That man was going to shoot those innocent people.

I swallowed my apprehension.

I took aim.

I fired.

One energy round hit his left leg. The other shattered his right knee. He couldn’t harm anyone else anymore.

***






I didn’t get to see the aftermath of my rescue. I was immediately escorted to my quarters and ordered to stay there. Night began to fall when my father finally came to see me. His face was contorted in anger. It should’ve been enough to bring me to tears. But not that day. I saved those people. I proved I was capable.

For a few moments, he watched me pack the last of my belongings into my black travel bag.

“Where in the hell do you think you’re going?” he finally asked me.

I stuffed two more shirts into the bag before zipping it up. “I leave at six hundred hours.”

He came up behind me and snatched the bag out of my hand. I spun around and watched him toss it on the floor. 

“You’re not stepping foot out of these quarters except to go to the Mess Hall. You’re suspended for three weeks.”

Suspended? Blood rushed to my face. “Was that the president’s decision or yours?”

“As chief security officer I am well within my right to dole out punishment as I see fit.”

“So you’re grounding me like I’m a child? Is that your answer to everything?”

He threw his hands up. “What has gotten into you? I don’t understand. What possessed you to go into that building?”

“I was doing my job.”

“You could’ve gotten those people hurt or worse, gotten yourself—”

He sank into my small swivel chair by the door, looking about my messy room. He didn’t look so menacing anymore. It was more like helpless and sad like he used to look in those months after Mom died. When she came down with the star flu, she spent a week in the infirmary. All we could do was watch her waste away behind a plastic quarantine screen. We couldn’t touch her. We couldn’t tell her how much we loved her. We were helpless sitting there. One night she closed her eyes and never woke up.

I wanted to hug him like I usually did. Tell him all the right words to smooth things over. But I was so close to my dream mission. In a few hours, I would be gone. I could do the one thing I wanted to do since my feet had touched New Earth soil.

“I’m not ten years old anymore,” I said finally. “You can’t shelter me for the rest of my life. I have to live. I have to learn. I have to find my own way.”

He looked up at me. “Do you know why I’m so furious with you?”

“Because I defied orders?”

He shook his head. “It’s because I could’ve lost you today. You’re all I have here.”

Every time he told me that the pang of sadness squeezed my throat. It was no secret I reminded him of Mom. We had the same caramel brown skin, wide nose, and bright brown eyes. I even wore my hair in long braids like she did.

I kneeled down in front him and took his rough hands into mine. “I need to do this, Dad.”

“You went completely against protocol. You endangered the lives of everyone.”

In hindsight going into that ration station alone wasn’t the best idea. Yet, I was a lot like my father. Like him, I couldn’t sit by and not do something.

“When I get back I’ll do whatever you want. Trade in my uniform, give up my teaching job—whatever I need to.”

“I should throw you into the brig for what you’ve done.”

I stood up. This was not going the way I wanted it to. Instead of traveling beyond the walls of Sector A, I would be under his watchful guard until whenever he felt like it.

“I’m not going to do that, though.” He got up from the chair. “You will turn in your uniform, give up your post as night shift leader, and take a leave of absence as an academy teacher.”

I held my breath, wiping away the tears in my eyes. “Fine.”

“You’ll be on Mess Hall duty for three months until I find another suitable placement for you.”

Great. I’ll be slopping food for the rest of my life.

“That will go into effect after you get back from the mission.”

It took a moment to realize what he’d said, even when he gave me a slight smile. 

I jumped into his arms, hugging the life out of him. “Thank you, Daddy.” My voice cracked with joy. “I won’t let you down. I promise.”




























Chapter 4









The sun hadn’t risen yet and I was the one waking Flo up. I rushed her out the door, her curls still dripping wet from her shower. We were to report to the main gate where two more explorers were waiting. They wore the same casual clothes Flo was wearing—loose long pants, fitted short-sleeve shirts, and ankle utility boots. I wished I could be that comfortable. My black and navy blue security uniform was already sticking to my sweating skin. My sidearms were a little heavy, each one clipped to my hip belt, along with extra rounds. We joined the group and set our traveling backpacks down next to theirs.

“You must be India,” the older gentleman said. His light blue eyes twinkled as he smiled, white tufts of hair poking out of his brown sun cap. 

I shook his hand, not expecting such a firm grip from a man his age.

“Name’s Thomas. Thomas Bradley.”

“He’s a walking learning tablet,” Flo added. “If he can’t figure out what it is, it doesn’t exist.”

“Please don’t flatter him,” the woman with the short black hair said. She was average height and fit, her features as severe as her muscles. She held out her hand and I shook it. “You can call me Phoenix.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “I thought only Fourth Gens were named after Old Earth places.”

“Well, us old people can have those jazzy names too,” she said. She didn’t look old. Mid-thirties at least.

“Is that everyone?” I asked, looking past the gate. I wanted to get out of there before my father changed his mind.

“That should be everyone,” Flo said. “We don’t travel in big crowds.”

Thomas pulled out his tablet and brought up a map. “All right, ladies, we’ll be heading to this location.” He pointed to an open path with forest on one side, mountains on the other, and rolling plains in the middle.

“But I thought the last team checked out Old Man’s Pass?” Phoenix said.

“Old Man’s Pass?” I asked. “Is that the official name for it?”

“It should be,” Flo said. “We named it after Thomas after all!”

We all chuckled, including Thomas. “No, they want went to Fisherman’s Rock, on the other side of the range. Even though we’ve been to the pass, we haven’t checked it for Oranium yet. 

“You will love it there,” Flo said. “That place is beautiful!”

“Can’t wait!” I grinned. “Looking forward to finding some of those crystals.”

Thomas smiled. “We found the last batch at the base of the mountains. I’m sure there will be more.” His eyes went from me to something else behind me. We all turned around to see two officers walking toward us. My breath started to quicken. 

Please don’t let this have anything to do with my dad.

They were both the same height, wide shouldered and walking with a purpose. They had buzz cuts, too. One had almond skin and the other had rosy white skin just like Flo’s. The darker skinned one spoke first. “I’m Officer Stevens. This is Officer Davidson.”

“Pleasure to meet you both,” Thomas said, tipping his hat.

They just nodded, their faces stern and cold. “We’ll be your security detail,” Stevens said.

Flo approached them. “Officer Wilson is our security detail. I requested her myself.”

“Officer Wilson is the security detail for this mission,” Stevens said. “We’re her security detail.”

I threw my hands up. “Did my father send you two?”

Stevens nodded, and Davidson couldn’t look me in the face. “We’re here on Chief Wilson’s orders,” Stevens replied.

I wasn’t sure whether to be angry or embarrassed. I was feeling a lot of both emotions. Part of me just wanted to run back to my quarters. 

Flo took me by the arm and escorted me away from the others. “Don’t get all in a tizzy. You’re getting out of here and we’re not going to let those boneheads ruin it for you.” She looked back at them, who were still standing there at attention. “They’ll be crying like babies after day two.” She chuckled, and I had to smile too. She squeezed my shoulders. “You good?”

I nodded.

“Great.” She turned to the others. “All right, ladies and gents. Let’s blow this joint!”

***






I swore the grass looked greener on the other side of Sector A’s security perimeter. We ventured into the forest, staying to the well-traveled path made by the ground trucks. The trees on either side of us were skinny, textured columns, their pointy leaves creating the perfect canopy for the sunlight to stream through. Farther in the palm-sized birds that I only heard in our camp were flying from branch to branch. They were just as blue as the sky, with beaks as brown as the dirt under our feet. The ground started to slope upward then gently slanted downward, only to do it again a few yards up. I would stop every so often to run my fingers over the moss covered rocks we walked by once we got off the main path. It was cool and slimier than I thought. Every twig that broke under our feet, every shuffle of leaves by the wind, every flowery patch of grass, it all lit a fire inside of me. I hadn’t felt anything like that since I was fifteen years old. It was intoxicating.

By dusk, we reached the river and it was just as impressive as I’d imagined. It stretched at least a mile wide, the water powering past the tree-lined riverbanks. The water whipped, dipped, and splashed, creating white caps in the otherwise crystal blue water. Downstream was a wooden bridge just wide enough for a ground vehicle to cross.

“We’ll be heading north toward those mountains in the morning,” Thomas announced. 

The others put down their travel sacks.

“Why can’t we keep going?” I asked Flo.

She was setting up her spot by a tree just a few feet away from the rocky river bank. “It gets pretty dark out here and these banks weren’t made for nighttime traveling,” she said. 

Thomas and Phoenix were settling down at a nearby tree a little farther into the forest. My security detail, who hadn’t said much of anything, started a routine perimeter sweep. I pulled out the sleeping bag Flo lent me, spreading it out on the uneven ground. Night was coming in fast.

Minutes later I saw a flicker and light. Phoenix had a fire going, sitting around it with Thomas. 

“Did she just make a fire?” I asked Flo, and she laughed.

“Yeah. It was a little weird the first time I saw it.” She took out two protein bars, offering me one. 

I took a bite, setting into my sleeping bag, watching the flames dance around in the pit of rocks and dirt they created. They had vegetables on sticks, roasting them over an open flame.

“Why does that seem so cool?” I took a bite of the chewy bar.

“Because it’s different and refreshingly simple.” She lay down in her bag. “Everything out here is so simple and uncomplicated.” She pointed up, and I saw the three moons in all their glory. It wasn’t like we couldn’t see them in our sector. But out there, with the river rushing in the background and in a sky unencumbered by artificial lights, it was like seeing them for the first time, like they were sitting right on top of each other, so big and bright I wanted to reach out and touch them. Even the colorful planets of Alpha 1, Jupiter 2, Saturnus looked bigger and brighter on the night’s velvet black canvas and crystal-like stars.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so alive, India,” Flo said. “I love this version of you.”

“Me too, Flo. Me too.”

Soon everyone settled in for the night, but I couldn’t sleep. My mind was racing over the many more things I would discover on this mission. What did the mountains look like up close? What made Old Man’s Pass so beautiful? Just how big and blue were those energy crystals? 

When I finally dozed off the sunlight made my eyes flutter back open. There was nothing left but smoke from Phoenix’s fire pit, she and Thomas sleeping around it. I rolled over, and Flo was still asleep. Who I didn’t see were the people from my security detail.

I got up from my sleeping bag, putting my boots on. They’re probably doing another perimeter sweep. Still, I needed an excuse to take in the breathtaking scenery before we moved on. I tiptoed toward the last place I’d seen them, in the trees right behind us. After walking by a few trees I heard male voices. Soon I found them both standing in front of a tree, with their backs to me. When I saw the small flow of fluid coming from between their legs it was clear what they were doing.

My face flushed. I turned around to walk back until I caught wind of their conversation.

“This is such a bullshit assignment,” Davidson said. It was the first time I heard him speak since we’d met.

“We have our orders,” Stevens countered.

“We didn’t train our asses off to babysit the chief’s spoiled brat. I mean, did you see that reckless stunt she pulled yesterday?”

“I was there, remember?”

“If that had been any one of us we’d be in the brig for a month. But because she’s the chief’s daughter she gets a pass.”

My face was hot for different reasons. I wasn’t spending a month in the brig because my reckless stunt had saved people’s lives.

“There’s nothing we can do about that,” Stevens said.

“C’mon, Stevens! There are way more important things we could be doing.”

“The chief has enough people looking into Sector C.”

“But what about the workers’ strike in Sector B? Who’s covering that?”

“Nunez.”

“That guy’s an idiot.”

“Davidson, it’s only three days. After that, we’ll bring her back as the chief ordered.”

They both started zipping up their pants. “And what if she throws a tantrum? You know how those Fourth Gens get.”

“I brought my cuffs just in case.”




























Chapter 5









I spent most of the next day too mad to enjoy the trek up the river. I tried to lighten my mood by focusing on the large fish jumping out of the water. I collected glassy little river rocks along the shore. But Stevens’ words kept coming to mind.

“...it’s only three days. After that, we’ll bring her back as the chief ordered.”

Thomas told us the mission would take at least five. There was no way I was going to let them cut this mission short. Flo wasn’t going to let them either. 

“I know a little path through those mountain caverns,” she told me. “We’ll get them so lost in there it’ll take them days to find their way out.” 

I just wanted to flat out tell them I wasn’t going anywhere. If they managed to get those electrifying cuffs on me, though, I would have no choice.

We reached the part of the river where it was safe to cross by mid-afternoon on the second day. Instead of a manmade bridge, it was a series of flat rocks. Though the water wasn’t as rough as it was downstream, it still made me a little nervous to cross. I had no idea how to swim.

“Don’t tell me you’re nervous,” Flo said as we watched Thomas walk across those rocks with ease. Phoenix was next, her foot slipping slightly on the middle rock. She was quick on her feet, though. She regained her footing and made it the rest of the way across without incident.

“Officer Wilson, I suggest you stay on this side of the river,” Stevens said, grabbing my arm. “It isn’t safe.”

I pulled my arm away from him. “Why do you care?” I snapped. “I’m a spoiled little brat, remember?”

He tried to keep a straight face, but I could see the surprise in his eyes. I blew his little plan to whisk me away. “We have orders to keep you safe.”

Flo was right at my side, staring down those guys like I was.

“Screw your orders,” I said and pulled my arm away.

“She’s not going back to Sector A in three days like the chief told you,” Flo added.

“Officer Wilson,” he started, but Flo threw her hand up.

“Save it. Your services are no longer needed, so turn around and go back home.” She took me by the arm, and we started across the river. It wasn’t so scary anymore. I was so pissed and couldn’t wait to get away from those a-holes. That fear returned, though, when I lost my footing, falling hard on my butt and I started to slide. The cold water was up to my ankles when Flo caught me.

“If you wanted to go for a swim all you had to do was say so,” she said, pulling me up.

I looked back and those idiots were arguing amongst themselves, struggling to cross the river. “Let’s get out of here.” Maybe there was a chance of losing them before we reached the pass.

We made it to the other side without a problem. The others were already halfway down the grassy path that led away from the river. 

“We’re almost there!” Flo said. “You’re going to freak out when you see the pass.”

“It can’t be better than what I’ve already seen, can it?” I asked, keeping in step with her, the path winding through the high, thorny bushes.

“Way better! I mean, I’ve only been on four missions. But I swear there can’t be any place more awesome than this.”

My steps quickened and by the time a clearing came into sight I was running. Flo tried hard to keep up. I darted straight into a field. Sparkling purple flowers popped against the blades of emerald-green grass. Thousands of palm-sized insects with wings of fresh white, blood orange, and ruby danced as they flew from one flower to another.

“On Old Earth, they called those butterflies,” Flo said as she walked out in front of me. She outstretched her arms. “And if you stand still long enough, you can get a better view.” A few minutes flew by and they started landing on her arm. She giggled as they flew all about her. It was pure magic.

“C’mon, you two!” Phoenix and Thomas were halfway across the field. 

I didn’t need to see anymore. I could’ve stayed out there gazing at those butterflies and beautiful flowers for the rest of my life.

I had settled for the next best thing, skipping through the flowers with my best friend. Those New Earth butterflies scurried out of our way. The field started to slope and we were back in a forest again. These thick black trunks had branches that overflowed with electric yellow, ruby red, and girly pink leaves. They looked too beautiful to be real. I heard a quick rustling of leaves. My eyes widened at the small, furry, gray creatures hopping through the trees. Their tails looked like balls of cotton, their ears long and flopping about their cute little faces. Flo called them the New Earth version of rabbits. I glanced back to see if there was any sign of the handlers.

Not a buzz cut in sight.

Just when the landscape couldn’t get any more surreal we emerged from the forest. We were in Old Man’s Pass. On our right were the mountains, the brown rock extending up so high it was kissing the sky. Their caps were a dusty white, like the snow I used to read about. Way on our left were more of those colored trees. Tall, oddly shaped rock formations rose from the ground, their ashy gray surfaces shining in the sun. They created a winding path down the gentle hills of auburn grass.

Thomas was already heading toward the mountains, with Phoenix close behind them. Flo and I took our time following them, but as we got closer we realized we weren’t alone. Thomas was heading straight for a group of people walking away from the mountains.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“Don’t know,” Flo replied. “Maybe  the team from Fishermen’s Creek decided to take a detour back home.”

“I can see why they wouldn’t want to go back so soon,” I said. “It’s incredible out here.”

“Isn’t it? I hope we don’t screw it up like Old Earth.”

“I’m sure if everyone knew how perfect this place was, they would be less inclined to muck it up.”

“I hope you’re right.”

Those people looked like colonists, dressed in the same drab clothes everyone else back in Sector A wore. They also had packs and cases in their hands. Thomas was waving wildly at them, shouting out pleasantries.

The shouting turned to screams.

One of those colonists had a gun and he was pointing it right at Thomas and Phoenix.

I dropped by backpack and pulled out my sidearms. “Take this,” I said, handing one to Flo.

“India...what is happening?” She took the gun from me.

I took out my second one, charging it. As much as I hated to admit it, having Davidson and Stevens would have been helpful. But when I glanced back and saw nothing but those rock formations, I ran across the field toward the explorers at top speed. The armed colonist forced Thomas and Phoenix to their knees. Behind him were four others, one of which noticed me coming straight toward him. I slowed down, raised my gun, and pointed it at the gunmen. 

“Put the gun down!” I yelled at him. 

Flo caught up to me and she did the same, though I could see her hands shaking out of the corner of my eye.

“Don’t be scared, Flo,” I said to her. “They’re outgunned. There won’t be any shooting today.”

Boy was I wrong.

Those other four men pulled out guns from under their raggedy shirts.

“Shit, India,” Flo said. “We’re in trouble.”

***






The group of men dressed in workman’s clothing ordered us to our knees. With our hands behind our heads, they took all our belongings.

“What do we do now?” asked the tall lanky one. 

The man next to him kept his eyes on me, his face weathered with age. He gave no answer.

“I knew we shouldn’t have come all the way out here!” cried another. His black hair covered an eye.

“Quit your whinin’!” the old man said. “We’re taking them in.”

“Sir, we are here to find Oranium.” Thomas’s frail body quivered as he pleaded with one of the gunmen.

“We’re tired of you people always thinking everything belongs to you!” the old man sneered. He kneeled down, looking at the bag next to him. The blue crystals glowed inside. He quickly closed it and got to his feet. “Tie them up. We gotta get back before dark.”

His men bound our hands behind our backs. I got one last glimpse of those majestic mountains before they put a sack over my head. We were forced to our feet and we walked for a while. The barrels of their guns never left our backs. The whole time my mind was reeling about who these people were. It didn’t make any sense. They didn’t look like explorers. So what were they doing all the way out here? Were these people responsible for those who were missing in Sector C? If so, why would they take that many people hostage?

I heard a door open and they shoved us inside of some type of enclosed space. 

“Take a seat!” one of them said, but as I felt around there were no seats. Only a cold metal floor. The doors slammed shut and it got dark.

“Is everyone okay?” I asked, which was a stupid question. I wasn’t all right.

“Oh my goodness, what is happening?” Flo mumbled, her voice cracking.

“Damn traitors,” Phoenix spat.

“Traitors?” I asked.

“I thought it was just a stupid Sector B rumor,” Phoenix explained. “Guess I was wrong.”

“I’m sure this is one big misunderstanding,” Thomas said.

Our vehicle started to go up a bit before lurching forward. I couldn’t feel any tires under us. That meant it was a hover vehicle. That wasn’t possible. The president had them decommissioned months ago. Their energy cells took up too much power—the power we needed for other things.

We’d been moving for a while, my backside aching from sitting on the hard floor. It was my turn to be nervous. We were going way off course. Even if my security detail finally did catch up, we were long gone by the time they got there. That meant they would go back home—and my father would blow a gasket. He would save us. If anyone knew how to track me down it was him. Though he would chain me to my bed for the rest of my life.

It was a selfish thing to think about given the situation. Yet thinking about the alternative—imprisonment or worse, death—couldn’t be an option. At the end of the day, I was there to protect everyone with me. I couldn’t do that if I was a nervous wreck.

The little bit of sunlight I could see started to dim. It would be dark soon, and it would be even harder to find us. 

Darkness was finally all around us when the vehicle came to a sudden stop. The doors cranked open and arms pulled us out. All I could see was dark brown dirt, an eerie blue light illuminating our path. Voices swelled all around us.

“Who are they?”

“What are they doing here?”

“Do they know who we are?”

Another door creaked open and they pushed us inside, the voices behind us subsiding once the door closed. It was then when they snatched the sacks off our heads. The light from the three moons shone through the cracks and holes in the metal shack.

“Take a seat,” one of the gunmen said, and we immediately sat down on the dirt floor.

“Why are you doing this to us?” Flo cried. “Please let us go!”

The men chuckled and walked out of the room, shutting the door behind them. The chains they used to lock us in rattled against the door.

Flo was right next to me, and I placed a cuffed hand over hers. Tears were streaming down her face, her curls sticking to her forehead. “Please tell me we’re going to be okay.”

I wanted to believe that. I couldn’t. This didn’t look good at all. “It’s going to be okay.” 

She put her head on my shoulder. Thomas wasn’t so talkative now, the moons’ light shining on his stoic face. Phoenix was fuming, already on her feet pacing.

Okay, India, what do you do know?

Those guys weren’t the ones in charge. We were in some kind of camp. Davidson and Stevens should’ve gone back for help. Their leader would want to speak to us and find out what we were doing out there. That meant there was a chance to talk our way out of this. In case there wasn’t, we needed to make an escape. To make an escape we needed strength, which we didn’t have. We’d been traveling all day with no rest and no food.

“Everybody, I know you’re scared,” I said.

“Damn right we are,” Phoenix said.

“But we need to get our rest,” I continued. “There’s no telling what’s in store for us and we need all the strength we can get. I’ll stay up and keep watch.”

It took a minute, but they listened, everyone finding a spot to rest that was at least within an arm’s length of each other. My nightshift work proved useful. The darkness gave me the second wind I needed to push through and stay alert. I concentrated on the sounds outside.

Occasional shouting.

Two women laughing.

The rumbling of a ground vehicle rolling past.

A strange mechanical humming. It got closer until it was right outside the door, coming to a halt in front of it. The chains clanged. Everyone immediately sat up, Flo’s fingers digging into my skin. The door opened and a man carrying a lantern glowing with a blue light was standing in the entrance. The light was so blinding I couldn’t get much of his face.

“Which one of you should I be speaking to?” he asked.

I stood up. “Me.”

“Good.” He turned around and spoke to the woman standing beside him. “Bring her with us.”

She nodded. The dirty looking guys with her covered my head and dragged me outside.




























Chapter 6









I went from a dirt floor shack to a room that resembled my quarters back home, except with a lot more space. Slick gray walls, a large grated window, and wall cubes for storage. Inside them were various parts—screws, bolts, beakers. On one side was a wood table filled with gadgets, the likes I’d never seen before. A toolbox was under it, the lid open and full with plenty of things I could use to render this guy motionless. The woman this man spoke to earlier pushed me to the swivel chair in front of the bed that jutted out of the wall. She was six feet tall, much slender than me, with long platinum blond hair that went down to her waist. Her small, blue eyes were full of contempt. She slammed me down and did the honors of tying me to it with thick, plastic cords.

When I was secure, the man walked in. “Leave us, Verona.” 

“That’s not wise.” 

“It’s fine.” 

She left the room, slamming the door behind her. He walked over, sitting down on the bed in front of me. He had smooth, tanned skin, his dark brown hair in small, shiny waves on top of his head. Despite the short trimmed beard, he wasn’t much older than me. At least a year or two shy of being a Fourth Gen. His dark eyes only added to his aura of mystery, the kind of mystery that got girls into trouble.

“What is this place and why have you taken us prisoner?” I asked.

“I thought we would start with introductions first,” he said.

“This isn’t a friendly visit.”

“You’re right. It’s not. But I do like to know who exactly I’m dealing with. I’m sure you would want to know the same.”

“I want to know when you plan to let us go.”

He smirked. “The chances of that happening right now are slim.”

“Why?”

“Because our safety depends on secrecy.”

Safety? They were the aggressors here. “Who are you hiding from?”

“That’s a loaded question.”

“It’s quite simple.”

“For you, maybe. When you learn more about his place and what I’m trying to do, you’ll see it’s not that simple.”

“Who are you and what are you trying to do?”

He smirked. “Good. Now we can get to introductions. I’m Oliver Adams and you’re Officer...”

“Wilson.”

“I’m sure you have a first name. All you Fourth Gens have those nostalgic Old Earth names.”

“Why does it matter what my first name is?”

“Because you’re going to be here awhile and I for one want to address you properly.”

That’s what you think. “Why be polite if you’re just going to tie us up and leave us in a dirty metal shack?”

He leaned against the bed. “I assure you it’s a precaution. Once you learn about our ways you and your people will realize that we aren’t as horrible as you think.”

Pulling guns on us, tying us up, putting sacks over our heads—those were actions that were far from friendly. He wasn’t fooling anybody with his good looks and smooth charm. We were prisoners, not guests. And it didn’t matter what he had going on in whatever this place was. Owning guns as a private citizen was illegal. Living outside of sector confines was also against the New Earth Charter. When the president found out about this, every last one of them was going to serve a lot of years of hard labor.

“It’s understandable you’re not convinced,” he continued. “Being out here goes against half a dozen charter laws. Did you even stop to think how legal that document is?”

I raised my eyebrow. “You’re kidding me, right?” The New Earth Charter was everything, drafted by the United Leaders of Old Earth to govern us once we got here. It gave the president, his advisors, and even people like my father the power to make this planet a home for all of us.

“Old Earth is millions of light years away and, for all we know, everyone there is long gone.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s true and quite frankly, the charter is a piece of paper those in power use to do whatever they want.”

“It’s our rule of law.”

His calm and cool composure was starting to crack. “Our rule of law needs to come from the people living here, not dead men on a dying planet.”

“So people should follow you?”

His shoulders relaxed again, a smile on his face. “No. I just happen to be the one the people elected to lead them.”

I sneered at him. He sounded ridiculous. He rubbed the short, brown hairs on his chin. 

“Let me ask you this,” he said, breaking the awkward silence. “Did you know that the people in Sector C have been starving for the past few months?”

Lies. Those were where the blue collar workforce of our colony lived. They took care of everything in each sector, from the solar panels to ground vehicles. Taking care of them was as important as taking care of everyone else. We couldn’t function without them. “Of course they aren’t,” I replied finally.

He went over to one of the wall cubbies and pulled out a gray digital tablet. He tapped on it a few times before showing a rotating gallery of images. The first was of a colonist dressed in workman’s jumpsuit sitting at a table with a feeble looking woman. They shared two slices of bread on a dirty table. The next was a long line of people waiting at a closed Ration Station window. “Supply day wasn’t for another couple of days,” Oliver explained. “But in Sector B if you don’t get there early enough, you won’t get anything.” The third image was of two children scrounging around in garbage receptacles.

I turned away, not wanting to believe what I was seeing. There was no way our president would let people live like that. In Sector A there was plenty of food and supplies for everyone to buy. Even the government cap on how much people could buy made sure there was enough to go around. Our farmers in Sector B boasted about their surplus of foodstuffs every month. 

“Anybody with the right coding skills could doctor those photos,” I said, though my gut knew better.

“Perhaps,” he said. “But it doesn’t explain why everyone in Sector C is now living here.”

“You’re the one who kidnapped all those people?” My father would be furious when he found this out.

“I didn’t kidnap anyone. I gave them a much better way to live and they took it.”

“So you mean to tell me they all up and left to come here? A place no one else knows about?”

“It was a little more complicated than that, but yes.”

They were locked up here somewhere. I knew they were. All I had to do was find them and figure a way back home. Oliver looked at his watch. “The hour is late. You and your friends must be exhausted.”

That was something we could agree on, though I couldn’t sleep knowing I was in the company of admitted traitors.

“As a sign of good faith, I’ll give you all more comfortable accommodations. In the morning I’ll show you what this place is all about.”

The woman came back in and as she untied me from the chair all I could do was count down the minutes until I found the opportunity to get us all out of here.

***






Oliver was true to his word. We had a more comfortable place to sleep, the armed guards positioned at the door and window. The sleeping pod as they called it looked exactly like his except for the mess of tools and contraptions. In the far corner was a tiny tube-like room with a toilet and mirror. We let Thomas have the bed while we took the extra blankets and pillows stored in those wall cubbies and camped out on the floor. Not much sleeping went on in there, though. The others asked me a million questions about my conversation with Oliver. That just gave them even more questions, most of which I had no answers for just yet. I needed to get a layout of the camp. If Oliver delivered on his second promise, I would be able to get a better view of the place.

After getting a good forty-five minutes of sleep it was morning. A different set of colonists came into that sleeping pod. Instead of guns or sacks to put over our heads, the group made up of two women and two men each had a tray of food in their hands. They set them down a few feet from the door and left in a hurry. They were more frightened of us than we were of them.

“They’re giving us food?” Flo asked, pushing her frizzy hair out of her face.

Phoenix jumped up and walked over to it, looking at each one closely. “There’s nothing synthesized about this stuff,” she said. “It looks...amazing.” She grabbed a tray and brought it over for us to see. Jade green slices of apples. Fluffy brown bread smeared with purple jam. A decent helping of bright white scrambled eggs.

No one waited to see who was going to taste it first. After days of protein bars and frozen dried fruit, this was the best-looking food we’d seen in days. We each grabbed one of the remaining trays and dug in, slamming the food into our mouths. The sweetness of the jam. The softness of the bread. The savor of the eggs. The crispness of the apples. This food was better than anything the Sector A mess hall had ever served up, even on holidays. It took everything in me not to lick the tray clean.

The door opened again and it was Oliver. Verona and a few more armed men accompanied him. “Did you all enjoy your breakfast?”

We all looked at each other, no one daring to speak. 

“It was fine,” I said, standing slowly.

“That food was all grown and raised right here using the resources this planet has to offer.”

“What kind of resources?” Thomas asked.

“I’m glad you asked,” Oliver replied. “Come with me and I’ll show you.”

They cuffed our hands in front of us and escorted us outside. Our sleeping pod was one of at least fifty arranged in neat rows of ten. Behind them were black trees with dark leaves and red blossoms.

When we cleared the little cluster of pods the entire camp opened up in front of us. It took up acres upon acres of soft yellow and green plains that went far beyond the perimeter wall. One smooth dark path divided the place in half. On the right was a large building made of scrap metals and wood. Women and men were hanging clothes on lines. Next to them were work benches where men pounded pieces of metal into straight, usable pieces. On the left, people sorted through buckets of rock and dirt, pulling out the small red stones. The canopy built over them provided plenty of shade. The tune they were humming was a song I’d never heard of before, but it was lovely all the same. We walked by rows of cars with no wheels, the repairmen working diligently under their hoods. Glowing Oranium crystals were all over their workstations.

This is weird.

Sector A was more of a governing, trade, and education center. Seeing people working outside like this was a bit strange. It was also strange to not see many buildings either.

“What is this place?” Flo asked.

“This is where we call home now,” Oliver explained. “Here we live like a true commune. Everyone does the jobs they’re good at, contributing to the benefit of the camp. In turn, we share the fruits of our labor equally. No rations. No coin.”

Was this guy crazy? How could one run a place that didn’t use currency?

We stopped to let a group of children pass. “Back there is the school where every child gets a well-rounded education. Not learning trades.” Those kids reminded me of Flo and me as kids.

“Sounds too perfect to be true,” Phoenix commented, and I had to agree. Everyone looked so happy and worry free. It didn’t seem natural.

“It’s far from perfect, but we’re growing and learning together as a community,” Oliver said. “The key is that there isn’t just one person who makes all the decisions. We all have a say in how we want to live.”

“But people will never agree on everything all the time,” I said. “It’s human nature to disagree.”

“We do disagree,” Oliver explained. “But the difference is we’re all on a level playing field. No one here is starving. No one’s living quarters is bigger or smaller than the others. No one has more supplies than the other. The more we produce they more there is to go around. It gives people a stake in how well this community functions.”

That’s a nice concept. A noble one actually. But can it work? I’m sure if it did the president would’ve entertained the idea a long time ago.

At the end of the long dirt road was a three-acre community farm. The crops were in octagon-shaped pads, enclosed with wood and metal barriers. In the middle was a small pit filled with reddish water. The produce themselves were in neat little rows, each one no bigger or smaller than its neighbor. This place had the most people working there, inspecting, picking, and planting the food.

Thomas was especially fascinated, ignoring the guard’s warning to stay put, so he could get a closer look at the pad in front of us. I recognized the vegetables growing in there—bright blue peppers.

“How in the world did you get these to grow so big and beautiful?” Thomas asked.

Oliver dug into his pocket and pulled out a fiery red crystal. He handed it to Thomas. “These crystals,” Oliver said. “It’s the reason why we chose this location. They’re all over this place. We found them to have tremendous growth particles. Thanks to a special water filtration system in each pod, we can now grow more food in less time.”

I thought Thomas was going to burst with excitement, firing off question after question. 

“I’m afraid I don’t have all the answers,” Oliver said. “But my guard here can take you to speak with the head farmer Charlie. He can explain everything.” 

Just like that, Thomas was whisked away and I didn’t like it. I couldn’t keep them safe if we were apart. Maybe that was Oliver’s plan all along.

“And what about the animals?” Phoenix asked. “Like the chicken who gave us the eggs we ate this morning? Did you supersize those, too?”

“Of course not,” Oliver replied. “We found bigger chickens. And we found a way to domesticate the mountain pigs to give us the protein we need.”

Phoenix’s expression softened. “Is there any way we can see these animals?”

This isn’t right.

This guy knew the sort of things that would let our guards down and trust him. I eyed him as he showed off his prized animals in their open air pens. The oversized birds squawked and flapped their purple feathers at us. The mud-colored pigs with tusks as long as their bodies snorted in the next pen over as Oliver talked about their successful meat and dairy farm. What was his end game? We were going to get so enamored with his place that we would become traitors too and stay? No matter how many times he glanced my way I wasn’t going to act like the others. Someone had to remind him that he was still a criminal. None of us could trust him.






































































Chapter 7









Our day wasn’t over after the tour. That evening we joined the five hundred plus people for their nightly meal. Instead of a mess hall we all sat in the grass around a huge fire pit under the stars. Roasted mountain pig, sautéed vegetables, and fresh squeezed juice was on the menu. Thomas, Phoenix, and even Flo were chatting amongst themselves. It was as if our guards weren’t still sitting behind us, watching our every move. Sure, we weren’t cuffed anymore, but I couldn’t be that comfortable. So I was quiet and kept to myself. Everyone else, including Oliver, were laughing, joking, and chatting amongst themselves. Mechanics, farmers, crystal pickers, laundry maids—they all socialized and mingled with one another.

“I hope you enjoyed the food.” Oliver sat down next to me.

The food was amazing. I’d never had anything so savory and spicy before. And the taste? I could’ve eaten three more helpings. “It was fine,” I mumbled.

“You don’t buy any of this, do you?” he asked.

I looked out at the fire pit, the flames beautiful and dangerous all the same, like Oliver and this place. “No, I don’t.”

“A lot of people felt the same way you did when they first came here. It’s as if it’s against your nature to be happy and not worry about where your basic necessities will come from. However, once they get to live here and be part of the community, they realize that it isn’t a facade. It’s the real thing.”

“So what, we’re supposed to convert and stay here with you?”

“I wouldn’t be opposed to it.”

“Course you wouldn’t. The moment we step out of here the president will find you. All these people that you duped into staying here will be doing hard labor for your crimes.”

“Wasn’t the whole point of coming to New Earth to start a new and better way of life?”

I turned to him, the firelight making his eyes twinkle. “Everyone knows that.”

“So who says that the charter way is the right one?”

“And who are you to say it isn’t?”

He smiled. “Exactly.”

That was not the answer I was expecting.

“That’s my point. Who am I to say which is the right way? I am only one man. Who do have a say are the people.”

I opened my mouth to say that the people did make a choice, but I quickly closed it. I wasn’t around when Old Earth created and voted on the New Earth Charter. Neither were my parents. My grandparents didn’t mention anything about them voting on the charter when they boarded Resurgence. It was something that always was. Understood. Never questioned. We had elections for presidents and advisors, but I never voted in those. Only representatives from each sector of the ship did.

Oliver stood up and offered his hand. “I want to show you something.” 

I looked at him and then at his hand before taking it. My designated guard stood up, but Oliver motioned him to sit back down. 

“I’m sure we’ve established that Officer Wilson doesn’t have anything to fear from us,” he said, looking me in the eye. 

I was far from assured. I wasn’t going anywhere alone with him. Verona felt the same way and started making her way over to us as soon as Oliver stood. I got to my feet. I didn’t want her manhandling me.

“Are you ready to transport the prisoners back to their quarters, Oliver?” she asked, not looking in my direction.

“We can’t think of them as prisoners much longer, Verona,” Oliver said. “Especially if we follow through on our plans.”

Plans? What were they planning on doing with us? “What plan is that?” I asked.

She glared at me, but Oliver didn’t seem to notice. “I was just about to show you.”

Show me what? How you plan to kill my friends and me? Or make us indentured slaves for this place? “Show me here.”

Verona stepped in front of me to catch Oliver’s attention. “Don’t show her anything. She can blow the whole thing.”

Oliver’s face grew serious for the first time since I met him. “Them coming here wasn’t expected, but it can work to our advantage. She will know everything. When we meet with the president in two days time, keeping her informed is a good sign of good faith.”

President? Good faith? What in the world is going on?

The sounds of chatter and laughter got louder, making it impossible to discuss anything further. 

“All right, I’ll go with you but only on one condition.”

Verona turned around. “You’re in no position to make demands,” she said through her teeth.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” I told her right before Oliver pulled her aside.

“Name it,” Oliver said.

“We talk outside,” I said. “I don’t know you well enough to be in a room with you.”

He grinned. “Fair enough. My tablet is back in my quarters. I can have a guard escort you to the farms. I will meet you there.”

“I can take her,” Verona offered, but he shook his head.

“No, Verona. I need you to finish up those security reports for me.”

Her fists clenched and her thin lips tightened. I halfway expected her to throw a tantrum, but she stomped off instead.

Without another word, the guard walked me to the farm several yards away from the outdoor festivities. I even caught sight of Verona with a group of men heading into the woods, lantern in hand. I could imagine her cursing my name with her fellow mates, which was okay. I wasn’t fond of her either.

We waited under the bright moons’ light until Oliver returned fifteen minutes later. He had a tablet in his hand and from what I could tell there weren’t any weapons strapped to his slender trousers. I couldn’t see anything poking out of his fitted shirt either.

He dismissed the guard and as soon as he left he handed the tablet to me. It was a document titled New Earth Peace Treaty. Right under it listed were the parties as New Earth and New City.

“It’s a peace treaty between us and your New Earth sectors,” he explained as I scrolled through the paragraphs of text. “I plan to present it to your president two days from now.”

“The president knows about the place?”

Oliver nodded, his face pleasant but serious. “He doesn’t know where we are. We’ve been fortunate enough to have coders here who encrypted our communications so it can’t be traced.”

“So you even have your own communications tower?” I found that hard to believe. It took years to fashion one from parts from Resurgence.

“Something like that,” he said with a sly grin. That meant he was using ours to bounce off of.

“Why haven’t I heard about this meeting or that this place even exists?” I asked him.

“We’ve only contacted Sector A twice. Once announcing ourselves and proclaiming New City as a sovereign province. The second was to meet at the river to reach a peace accord. Aside from that, I don’t know why the president hasn’t made things public.”

I could make an educated guess the more I thought about it. It all came down to security. People would freak out if there was a whole other nation of people. It was illegal and like other things of that nature, there needed to be an investigation before things went public.

I handed the tablet back to him. “Why are you telling me all this?”

“I’m not trying to make enemies here. All I want is for us to be able to coexist with one another and maybe one day trust each other.”

I was more confused than ever about Oliver. He dropped the whole salesmanship act from earlier, looking me in the eye with every word he spoke. “And I should trust you?”

“Haven’t I been true to my word up until now?”

Yes, so far, but how long would it last? When would the other shoe drop? No matter how well he treated us, we weren’t allowed to leave.

“What if I told you I planned to release you and your friends at that meeting?”

I searched his face for any sign he was lying. A twitch, a sideways glance, a hand over his mouth. All the signs my father taught me during my training. Nothing.

“Letting us go does what for you?”

“Like I told Verona, a sign of good faith. The president doesn’t trust me yet.”

“A sign of good faith would’ve been letting us go in the first place.”

“Then you would give away our position. Make it easier to find and arrest us all before they even heard what I had to say.”

Oliver wasn’t wrong about that. Many of those guys I worked with on security wanted any excuse to start shooting. That hostage situation alone gave them a reason to be trigger happy. My father would have them hauled away without question because they captured me.

“All the work and innovation I’ve done here would’ve gone to waste,” Oliver continued.

I turned back to the farms behind us. I couldn’t deny that. What they were doing was nothing short of amazing. It would do wonders back at the other two sectors.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “You’ll only be with us for one more night. We leave in the morning.”

I nodded and asked to go back to join the others. There was so much to tell them and not enough time.

***






“I don’t have a good feeling about this.” Flo stood next to me as we waited to be put on board one of the transport vehicles. 

I didn’t blame her. I could hardly sleep last night, my head reeling with all the ways this thing could go wrong. 

“This is going to blow up in his face,” Phoenix quietly added. 

Thomas looked just as concerned as the rest of us but for different reasons. He wanted more time to learn how these people used those colorful crystals for almost everything. I didn’t want to be there any longer than I had to, the mere act enough to get me sentenced to be a criminal forever. I wasn’t that curious to learn more about them, though I could understand what they were trying to do. On the other hand, if everything went to plan, my dad would never let me outside the confines of that wall again. His worst nightmare had come true. I would be lucky to be able to use the restroom without an armed escort.

Verona arrived and shoved each of us into the transport. Unlike the one we arrived in, the back cab was open to the elements as well as two long benches for a much more comfortable ride. The four of us sat on one side while Verona and three armed guards sat opposite of us, energy rifles in their laps. A few moments later, Oliver climbed in, sitting on the end and right in front of me.

“Are you ready?” he asked me.

“Are you?” I retorted. 

He chuckled and signaled the driver to take off. Instead of moving forward, the truck started to lift in the air. The four of us looked over the side in awe. We were hovering almost a foot off the ground, a bright blue light glowing from underneath.

“Hover engines?!” Thomas exclaimed.

“Yes, Thomas,” Oliver said. “Our brilliant mechanical engineers figured out how to use Oranium to power them.”

The caravan of ten vehicles in front of us filled with armed men started to lift. We coasted through the tall gate made of a couple of sheets of metal. The large gate doors clanked shut behind us and we were in the middle of the forest. The dark green leaves created a canopy so thick it was hard for the sunlight to get through. I took a deep breath in and a citrus-like scent filled my nostrils. I soon found out where that delicious smell was coming from. We whizzed by bushes with round, white fruits hanging from them. I was sure they tasted as delicious as they smelled.

We spent a lot of the day traveling through that forest to nothing but the sound of the birds and the hover engines. Night was beginning to fall when we came out of that forest and into the rock formation field where they captured us. Instead of crossing the plains we headed straight to the mountains. We slowed down when we approached a large cavern on the side of the mountain range. The vehicles circled around a large stone pit with gray ashes.

They’ve been here before.

Some in the traveling party set up a perimeter around the mouth of the cave. A few others unloaded the food supplies and started to make a fire. The rest hung out by the trucks to chat and laugh with one another. Verona and her team escorted us out of the truck and led us to the cavern itself. I felt a hand take my arm and it was Oliver. 

“A word?” he asked. 

I slowly nodded, watching the others get led away before I turned to him.

He wasn’t the calm and cool Oliver back at his commune. He was rubbing his sweaty palms on the sides of his pants and found it hard to look me in the eyes. Even in the moons’ light, I could see his face was a bit flushed. It was oddly comforting. He was behaving like a normal human being.

“Don’t tell me you’re nervous,” I said.

“Should I be?” he asked with a slight smile.

“Extremely.” I crossed my arms, looking around. They had everything guarded pretty tight. Even if I did make a break for it, I would be running around in circles in the dark.

“You think this is a bad idea.”

“It’s too late for that.”

He looked around. “I guess so.”

I almost felt sorry for him. He was in way over his head. Then I remembered how my father talked to me when I was nervous about my first day as a shift leader. I was young. A lot of those security guys already felt I only got the position because of my father. I thought I was way in over my head.

“You gotta toughen up,” I said.

He cocked his head to the side. “What?”

“Toughen up. Do you want to create a new nation? Do you want to be taken seriously tomorrow? You gotta act like it. If you’re scared, suck it up. If you feel like this was a bad call, suck it up. Act like you’ve been doing this your whole life.”

He straightened up. “Is that what you do? Suck up everything?”

If he only knew how much I had to stuff things down. “It’s gotten me this far.”

“As an officer?”

“Security shift leader.”

He put his hands up. “Color me impressed.”

A chuckle slipped out and I regained my composure.

“You shouldn’t look so serious all the time. That smile was a...nice change.”

He is not flirting with me. I felt the blood rushing to my face and I looked away.

“I still don’t know your name.”

“Does it matter?”

“It does when I tell the president about you.”

I tapped my foot to get out all the jittery feelings that appeared all of a sudden. I was not going to let that handsome face and his smooth way of changing the subject get the best of me. I looked him right in his dark eyes. “India.”

“That’s a beautiful name.”

“My father thought so. He named me.” 

His parents used to tell me stories about growing up in that country on Old Earth. They lived in the African Congo embassy. Every night my father would fall asleep to stories about how beautiful the place was before the world started to fall apart. He didn’t want to name me after anything else.

“Who’s your father?” Oliver asked.

“You’ll find out soon enough.” There was no need to make him any more nervous by telling him that my dad was the one who would personally slap the cuffs on him should things not go right the next day.




























Chapter 8









The rushing waters of the river grew louder as we approached the meeting place. It was a small clearing in the forest of colorful trees. Oliver chose that place because it was far away from the sectors and it was a communication dead zone. The tall trees also made it impossible for New Earth drones to follow them. There was one tree that caught my eye. One of its limbs was much bigger and twister than the others, outstretching over the center of the clearing. When we arrived the president’s security team was already there—fifteen ground vehicles in total. Our caravan created a semi-circle, our truck at the end.

Waiting for us was my father in full tactical gear surrounded by thirty men. He hadn’t shaved in days, his salt and pepper beard starting to grow in. Had it not been for the tree we parked next to, he would be able to see me. I wanted to stand up and yell to him, to let him know I was okay. 

Verona pointed her gun right at me before I could lift my butt off the seat. “Don’t give me a reason to shoot you.” 

“There won’t be any of that today,” Oliver said before exiting the vehicle. Ten of his men surrounded him, while others took positions outside of their trucks.

“You Oliver Adams?” my father asked.

“I am,” Oliver replied. “I was under the impression I would be meeting with the president.”

“He asked me to come in his place.”

“And you are?”

My father cleared his throat. “Officially, I am Chief Security Officer Trenton Wilson. Unofficially, I am the father of the girl you kidnapped.”

Oliver’s men looked at him confused, but he took my advice. He didn’t flinch. “And she is here, along with her companions.”

“Then release them.”

“I intend to. As soon as I speak with the president himself.”

My father crossed his arms. “I thought I made myself clear about the president—”

“And I made myself clear with him. The purpose of this meeting was to negotiate an agreement with him.”

“You release India Wilson and the other explorers, I will bring the matter to his attention.”

I watched the men behind them. They were too fidgety. Half of them were like me and never left the sector, let alone had to face the possibility of a shootout. I crossed my fingers, hoping it didn’t come down to that.

“That wasn’t what we agreed on,” Oliver said.

“It’s the only option you have.”

It was Oliver’s turn to cross his arms. “I beg to differ. You can tell the president that when he’s ready to talk in person we can try this again.”

Oliver turned his back and the worst thing I thought could happen was about to. My father raised his hand. Every last one of his men aimed their guns, charged them, and pointed them right at Oliver. In a split second, Oliver’s men did the same, even the ones who were guarding us. 

Flo grabbed my hand. “We have to get out of here right now,” she said and she was right. 

But I couldn’t move.

I couldn’t breathe.

“I can’t let you leave,” my father said. “My orders are to make sure my daughter and the others are safe.”

“They are, and I had every intention of handing them over to you. The president, however, has not lived up to his side of the bargain.”

Please, Dad. Don’t make this situation any worse than it has to be.

He waved his hand toward the men behind him. “You are in no position to negotiate.”

Oliver stared my father down, but I could see him wiping the sweat from his hands on his pants. He had every right to be nervous. Oliver was outgunned. It would be a slaughter.

Verona got up from her seat and grabbed me hard by the arm. I tried to snatch it away, but she was a lot stronger than she looked. “We’re going to end this,” she sneered in my ear and dragged me off the truck. She yanked me toward Oliver, who was about to say something but stopped. My father pulled out his gun, and Verona did the same, jamming the barrel of the gun my temple. She dragged me right in front of Oliver, whose eyes were wide. “Enough talking!” she exclaimed.

“You hurt her and I will kill every last one of you,” my father said, aiming right at her head.

“And her dead body will hit the ground before you take a shot,” she said.

Oliver went up to her and whispered, “What the hell are you doing?”

“Getting results,” she said, never taking her eyes off my father. “This is what you’re going to do. Your men are going to lower their weapons, turn around, and get the hell out of here. Tell your president that if he doesn’t come to us in person I will kill every last one of them, including your precious daughter.”

Oliver’s eyes darted from her to my father, his confident composure fading fast.

“Dad, please,” I said as brave as I could. “Do what she says. I promise we’ll all be okay.”

“I don’t bow down to hostage-taking criminals,” he replied.

“I know but nobody needs to die here,” I said.

Oliver took a breath. “She’s right. Lower your weapons and we lower ours. We will do this again another day.”

Verona’s fingers were digging so deep into my skin she was drawing blood, the barrel still pressed against my temple.

After a few moments of silence, my father lowered his weapon. “Stand down!” he yelled to his men, and they started to lower their guns. 

Oliver issued the same order and his men started to do the same.

“Take her back to the truck, Verona,” Oliver said, his eyes narrow and face tight. 

She hesitated. It was long enough for me to see one of my father’s men raise his gun.

He let off two shots before everyone realized what had happened.

Seconds later, the forest became a battleground.

***






Run. 

That was all I could do. I didn’t know where Verona was when she let go of me. I just ran, covering my head as splinters of trees flew in the air from the shooting. I ran to the truck, yelling at Phoenix, who was running alone into the woods. Two of our three guards were slumped over the side, the last one still shooting. Flo cowered on the floor in a fetal position, her scream lost in the noise. Thomas was beside her, his stomach filled with blood.

I shook my scared best friend. She looked up and hugged me so tight. “Oh my goodness, I thought they shot you!” She looked beside her and cried harder. “Thomas! They shot Thomas!”

Though his eyes were closed he still was breathing.

“We have to get you both out of here—”

“Phoenix! Oh my goodness, she left us!”

I grabbed Flo’s face. “But I’m here. Grab a hold of Thomas and let’s get him out of here.”

I grabbed his arm and put it around my shoulder. Flo took his legs and helped me pull him off the truck bed. Once he was down she jumped off and grabbed his other arm. “Go straight and don’t stop until I say so!” I said, and Flo nodded. 

We walked as fast as we could away from the gunfire into the woods, leaving the sound of energy blasts and hover engines behind us. Thomas was getting too heavy to maintain the pace, so I chose the nearest tree, and we placed him up against the tree trunk.

“You stay here with him,” I said, and Flo grabbed my hand.

“You said you weren’t leaving me here,” she cried.

I looked back and saw Oliver’s vehicles peeling out. There were dead bodies on both sides of that clearing. I just hoped none of them was my dad. “I have to make sure my dad’s okay.” I snatched my arm away and ran back. Each side was shooting the other, bodies dropping to the ground, including one a few feet in front of me. I didn’t know what I was going to do, but grabbing that man’s gun just made sense at the time. I charged it and got ready to point it but didn’t know at whom. I couldn’t shoot the officers. It didn’t feel right to shoot Oliver’s men, who were already trying to flee. I just had to make all this stop. I looked up and saw that tree limb and got a crazy idea.

I aimed my gun at that large branch and emptied the rest of the clip into it. It moaned and then it cracked off, sailing through the sky until it landed hard between the fighting sides. The officers stopped shooting to jump out of the way. Oliver’s men took advantage and ran for their lives. I walked out of the trees, my gun at the ready just in case anyone aimed at me. Then I saw Oliver. Instead of getting onto his getaway vehicle, he was jumping off of it. He was screaming something as he ran toward me, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying. The next thing I knew he leaped at me and we both fell hard onto the floor. His face was inches from mine, scrunched up in pain. 

“She was going to shoot you,” was all he could manage to say. 

I saw his hand clutching his side, blood oozing through his fingers.

“You’re hurt,” I said as I slid out from under him. I got him to his feet, the gunfire finally coming to a stop. Those hover vehicles that managed to get away were long gone. Those that stayed were full of dead passengers. I put his arm over my shoulder just as two of my father’s officers ran up on us.

“Don’t move!” one of them said.

“It’s me,” I said. “Where’s my father?”

The two officers took Oliver from me. 

“We’ll get you patched up,” I told him. 

Oliver nodded before passing out. I ran toward the sector security vehicles and when I saw my father I was beyond relieved. I ran straight to him and threw my arms around him. He kissed my forehead, his face wet with tears. He noticed the blood on my clothes.

“India, are you all right? Are you hurt?”

“The blood is not mine. It’s Oliver’s and Thomas’s.” I pointed back toward the woods. “Flo’s with him.”

I pulled aside the closest soldier to us and ordered her to get them both. Meanwhile, Dad was still looking me over, paying close attention to a couple of scratches on my face. “They didn’t hurt you, did they?”

I removed his hands from my face. “I told you I’m fine. Just make sure he’s okay.” I pointed over to Oliver as officers put him into a van.

“If it were up to me I’d let him bleed to death out here,” Dad replied. 

That wasn’t the answer. They were way too many bleeding bodies out there to begin with. Some of them wore the same uniforms I did most of my adult life. The rest belonged to Oliver’s commune. I walked through the scene of carnage, looking for anyone I recognized. They were dead, nameless faces.

It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.

How did things get this tragic, this messy all so fast? Would it have even gone down like this if I hadn’t been here? Maybe my father was right. I could’ve been safer at home. But I wouldn’t be as enlightened. Regardless of what our beliefs were, we all bled the same.

Was this how it started on the Old Planet? Were we so quick to pull out our guns and kill for what we thought was right? I didn’t trust them because they were different. They were breaking the law.

The law.

It was supposed to protect us from harm. We didn’t even know they existed until recently. They had plenty of opportunities to attack us but chose to farm and create hover cars.

They kidnapped me and the other explorers.

I would’ve done the same thing if the tables were turned. So who was right? Who was wrong? Being around so much death, the fight to figure it out wasn’t worth this.

My dad put his arm around my shoulders. “C’mon, baby girl. Let’s get you home.”




























Chapter 9









The moons didn’t seem so bright. The grass under my feet was dull and ordinary back in Sector A. I was relieved when the memorial service for the officers was finally over. All I could think about were those other colonists rotting in that forest. There would be no service for them. They had family and friends who cared about them like those officers did.

It didn’t seem right.

I was supposed to go straight back to my quarters. My father had his men guarding my door twenty-four hours a day. Being cooped in that small room wasn’t appealing to me at all. I needed the fresh air in my lungs. So I went to the Quad lawn, which thankfully was empty. I climbed up to the tallest point of the rock structure, giving me a clear view of the forests beyond the perimeter walls. I closed my eyes, trying to remember the beautiful journey I went on before meeting Oliver and his New City people.

The bright pink trees.

The purple fields.

The gorgeous yet dangerous river rushing over the colored rocks.

The fire pit Thomas made.

Oh, Thomas.

He’d been in worse shape than I thought, dying during the ride back home. As for Phoenix, she finally found her way back a day after we got back. No one saw her much after she found out about Thomas. I didn’t know him long, but his death was the toughest to deal with.

“Mind if I join you?”

I looked down and it was Flo. I hadn’t seen her much either since we’d got back. I motioned her to come on up, and she climbed up with ease. I scooted over so she could sit next to me.

She put her head on my shoulder. “India, I’m so sorry I haven’t been there for you since we got back. I’m a horrible friend.”

I couldn’t be upset with her. It was a tough time for everyone. I leaned my head on hers. “You’re not a horrible friend.”

“I don’t know what it is, but since I’ve been back everything is just so—”

“Different.”

“Yeah. I can’t explain it.”

I could, though I wasn’t quite ready to voice it. Oliver and his commune were remarkable. They created another way of life. Yet all anyone knew here was that the New Earth Charter was the only way we could function as a society. He accomplished things in months that the president hadn’t been able to do in years. His people died defending that new way of life. It was hard to continue living here knowing that our leader wanted to lock them all up. Was what they were doing that criminal? There was plenty of planetary space for us to coexist.

“I’m not trying to make enemies here. All I want is for us to be able to coexist with one another and maybe one day trust each other.”

When Oliver told me that I wasn’t sure I trusted him. Then instead of taking the easy way and hauling ass out of there, he took an energy blast for me.

“What’s going to happen to Oliver?” Flo asked.

“They’re going to try him and most likely execute him.” Whenever I asked my father about him he gave me that same answer. He also added that I stay away from him.

“You don’t want that to happen to him, do you?”

“Would I be wrong if I didn’t?”

Flo lifted her head and looked at me. “Nope. There’s no right answer for any of this.”

“He saved my life, Flo. He kidnapped us, then showed us his plans, and then took a shot for me. I can’t even reconcile all that. I mean, why would he do that?”

Flo shrugged. “I dunno. The only person who would know that is him.”

I looked out at the rest of Sector A. The extra security at the perimeter walls. People clearing out of the common areas. If I was going to do the crazy thing that I was thinking, I wouldn’t have much time.

“Flo, I need a huge favor.”

“Sure. What do you need?”

“Go back to your quarters. If anyone asks, I’ve been there all night.”

She raised her eyebrow. “What are you going to do?”

“Get some answers.” I started climbing down, my best friend right behind me. When we reached the ground she spun me around.

“You’re going to see him, aren’t you?” she whispered, and I nodded. “I don’t know about this. If your father catches you he’s going to handcuff you to his hip until you’re forty.”

“He’s not going to know.” 

He’d been in meeting after meeting with the president. I barely saw him. I doubted that night would be any different. All I needed was my security card and prayed that it still worked.

***






The brig was an underground cavern a few yards away from the main building. The entrance was a small guardhouse with two men at the door and two more inside. Getting past the ones outside was easy. It wasn’t unusual for me to get digital reports from the guard on duty. Once inside it was Nunez. Thank goodness! He didn’t know his ass from his elbow. All it took was a lie about checking the cameras downstairs and a swipe of my card to get me in.

Except for the scattered fluorescent lights, the cavern was a dark, damp place. The entire cavern was hollowed out to fashion two rows of cells along the entire length of it. A foot of security glass separated me from the prisoners. In the first two cells were the men I shot in the Ration House, banging on the glass as they cursed at me. I finally found Oliver, lying down on the floor mattress. He was bare-chested save for the white bandages wrapped around him. When he saw it was me, he jumped up, clutching his side as he walked over to the glass. He had a swollen black eye and dried blood on his lip where it split.

“What did they do to you?” I asked.

He smiled, wincing in pain. “Just roughed me up a bit, that’s all.”

That wasn’t right at all. “I’m sorry.”

He shook his head. “Please. Don’t be.”

“Are they treating you all right in here besides...you know...”

“I expected nothing less.”

He took a seat on the floor, the pain too much to keep standing. I sat down on the cold hard floor in front of him.

“I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said.

Trust me, I didn’t expect to be here either. “I just...wanted to say thank you for saving me out there. You took an energy blast for me, and I’m grateful for that.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

We sat there for a moment, looking at each other like it was suddenly so hard to speak. It wasn’t like we’d just met. 

“Why?” I asked.

“Why what?”

“Did you do that? Save me, I mean. You could’ve gotten away.”

He looked down at the floor for a moment and then back at me. “I couldn’t let Verona hurt you. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if you’d gotten hurt.”

I pushed my braids away from my face. “A lot of people got hurt that day.”

“For that, I will take whatever punishment they give me.”

They were going to kill him. There was no jury in the world that was going to let him walk away from this. 

“I don’t get you.”

He laughed so hard it hurt.

“You break the law, create a perfect world, have a trigger-happy sidekick, save your hostage from an energy blast—I don’t understand.”

“People are like life. They aren’t so cut and dry. I don’t consider myself a bad person, but your president says I am because I defied the charter. I wanted to create another alternative to living, a place where everyone is truly equal and well cared for. Because I did that I am against everything our forefathers stood for. That’s far from the truth, but I knew that’s how others would perceive it. So I had to go outside of the lines to exercise my beliefs.”

“And Verona? What is she beside the psycho who was ready to shoot me?”

Oliver crossed his arms. “Verona’s parents died in a cell like this one for stealing food one winter from a Ration Station in Sector B. They hadn’t eaten in days and they did what they had to so they could survive. She’s angry and vengeful. Much to my disappointment, she never got over that.”

I sat back on my hands. I would be the same way if my father died in here trying to take care of me. “I didn’t know that.”

“Of course you wouldn’t. There’s so much more to people, to life, to this world than what’s on a piece of paper. Just like there’s more to you, I’m sure. In the end, we’re all people, the descendants of Old Earth looking for a better way to live.”

“What’s going to happen to your people now that you’re locked up in here?”

Oliver sighed. “They’re going to vote on what they do next. I hope they come in the same vein of peace as I tried to do. Somehow, though, I doubt it, especially since your father’s men shot first.”

I leaned forward. “I saw.”

He hung his head. “I blame myself for all this.”

We were all to blame for what had happened that day, the president included. Had he shown up he could’ve avoided it all. By sending my father and his men he was preparing for a firefight or to arrest everyone without question. 

“You shouldn’t shoulder all the blame.”

He raised his head. “And neither should you.”

I’d spent the last couple of nights trying to figure out how I could’ve stopped what had happened. “It’s kinda late for that.”

There were so many things, but my father always told me not to dwell on the past. What mattered was what I could do now.

“Yeah. Me too,” Oliver said.

“I don’t know what I could’ve done different, but I know that right now I’m going to figure out a way to make this right, for everyone involved.”

“How?”

Good question. I rose to my feet, brushing the dirt off my pants. “I’ll figure it out.”

Oliver struggled to his feet, his eyes narrow. “Why would you help me?”

“Because I don’t want to see any more people die over misunderstandings.”

He smiled. “You’d make an amazing leader one day.”

Maybe. Only time would tell.




























Chapter 10









Despite only getting a few hours of sleep I was up early the next day. I showered, dressed and stepped out into the morning sun. “Good morning, Officer Wilson,” the first guard said to me as I closed the door behind me. 

“Morning!” I smiled. “No need to follow me. I’m going to see my father.”

The second guard nodded. “We’ll call the front desk and let them know you’re coming.”

I thanked him and made my way to the main building. Unlike the many times I’d walked the sector, I paid special attention to the people around me. The wash maid working at the Launder House. A pair of mechanics walking by in their work overalls. A group of school kids walking with tablets in hand. They didn’t look sad or miserable, but they weren’t happy either. It was as if they were going through the motions. Oliver’s people always seemed so cheery and happy. I didn’t even hear anyone humming a tune.

I walked through the main doors, checking my watch as I went down the main corridor of the Security wing. It was half past seven hundred hours.

Perfect.

Dad was still in his morning briefing meeting. I turned down the side hallway to his office door. I punched in the key code and let myself in, softly closing the door behind me. My father’s office was a reflection of his work style. Super clean desk with the chair pushed under it. The books on the shelves in the corner were arranged in alphabetical order, the spines all facing the same direction. A globe of Old Earth sat in the corner, not a speck of dust on it.

I went over to the desk, the main drawer locked with another key code. After two guesses I unlocked it and what I was looking for was where I knew it would be. His primary tablet was where he kept everything—orders, memos, digital messages, and the like. I needed another code to open it and I lucked out—my father used to the same three passcodes for everything. “Not much of a security chief, are you, Dad?” I said to myself as sat down in his chair to go through his files. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was looking for. I needed some type of clue about what the president was planning to do. If I knew that, then I could find some way to stop it. Wasn’t sure how I was going to do that either.

Then I found a video file labeled Drone A1, buried in the millions of subdirectories. The quality was grainy, there wasn’t any audio, and the video wasn’t in color. But it showed enough for me to know exactly what I was seeing. The half-moon clearing in the trees. The old stone pit. The mouth of the cavern. It was an aerial view of where we’d stayed the night before that fatal meeting. I counted three hover vehicles and a handful of people clustered around the entrance to the cavern. The video zoomed in on the people there, with clothes covered in blood and dirt. Only a couple of them were on their feet, including a slender woman with long, platinum blond hair giving orders. 

“Verona,” I muttered under my breath. 

She turned around and I jumped, her eyes looking dead into the drone camera. She pulled out a gun and shot it, the video feed going dark.

She’s in charge. This can’t be good. Oliver wasn’t there to talk her down. She was going to come back at us with everything she had and all that would do was lead to more people dying. I was so lost in thought I didn’t even hear the beeping of the door keypad. The door swung open and my father walked in, startled to see me there.

“Hey, baby girl. I didn’t realize you would be stopping by—”

His eyes went down to his tablet, which was still in my hand. His smile faded. “What are you doing with my tablet?”

I put it down on the table. “What are you going to do to those people, Dad?”

“Those people?”

“Those people in Oliver’s community.”

“Since when were you on a first name basis with Mr. Adams?”

I leaned forward on his desk. “I need to know what’s going to happen to them.”

“The same thing that happens to everyone else who breaks the law.” He took his tablet off the desk and motioned me to get up out of his chair. 

I got up and sat on the desk next to him.

“Dad, it’s not that simple.”

“Oh, it seems pretty simple to me.” He unlocked his desk drawer and put his tablet back. “The only person who has the power to create a new sector is the president. Any other form of habitation without his expressed consent is illegal.”‘

“Says who?”

He slammed the drawer shut. “The legal document created and signed by our forefathers on Old Earth that guides everything we do.”

“Have you ever thought that maybe it needs a second look? I mean, it was written way before you were even born by people who’ve never set foot on this planet.”

“India, as much as I would love to have a civics debate with you, now is really not the time.” He pulled out his mini tablet from the inside of his uniform jacket.

“Dad, those people you’re talking about were suffering here.”

He put on his reading glasses that were sitting on his desk. “Is that what Oliver told you?”

I huffed, my hands gripping the edge of the desk hard in frustration. “I know what I saw. Those people aren’t the hardcore criminals you lock away in the brig or sentence to years of hard labor. They are happy. They are productive. They found a way of life that works for them.”

He turned in his chair to look at me. “If I didn’t know any better I would think you were defending the people who kidnapped you, held you captive, and then held a gun to your head.”

I brushed my braids away from my face. “And if it was the other way around? If someone you didn’t know was a friend or foe showed up outside of Sector A they would be taken into custody. Then if their people came looking for that person you would do whatever it took to protect yourself.”

He snatched his glasses off his face. “Are you justifying what these people did to you?”

“All I’m saying is before everyone starts jumping to killing the enemy or locking them away, make some sort of attempt to empathize. See their side of things.”

My father sat back in his chair, swiveling it from side to side.

“They could’ve done a million horrible things to me and the others while we were there. Instead, they gave us a decent place to stay, the best food, and a tour of their camp.”

He stopped swiveling. “You saw their camp?”

I nodded.

“All of it?”

“Most of it, yes.”

“What did you see?”

“Their Launder House, how they harvest these red crystals and Oranium that basically powers everything and their farm. It was the most remarkable thing I’ve ever seen. They have better food than we do—”

“What about their security? Guard houses, perimeter gate?”

I knew where this line of questioning was going. “You’re going to raid their commune, aren’t you?”

I took his silence and refusal to look into my face as my answer. “Dad, you can’t do that!”

He stood up from his chair, putting his hand on my shoulder. “It’s protocol.”

I snatched my arm away, jumping down from the desk. “They are farmers and mechanics, for goodness’ sake. We ate with them. They showed us nothing but kindness.”

“You call that woman putting a gun to your head kindness?”

I crossed my arms. “No, but since Oliver is locked up here she’s in charge. Unlike him, she’s out for blood now.”

“They both should’ve thought about that before starting a firefight with us.”

“Had the president shown up, there wouldn’t have been one in the first place.”

Dad pointed his finger at me. “We don’t negotiate with traitors.”

I threw my hands up. “No, we just shoot them, right?”

His nostrils started to flare.

“One of your men shot first. I saw it.”

My father took a deep breath and sat back down in his chair. “I have a lot of work to do, India.”

He put on his glasses and swiped open his pocket tablet. Lying to me was something he sucked at. So he stayed silent.

I knew what I saw. We were the real tyrants in that situation. I didn’t even say goodbye to him, walking out of his office and shutting the door behind me.

I knew what I had to do.

I didn’t have much time to do it.

***






Dressed in a security uniform, braids pulled back into a neat bun, and my boots freshly shined, I was back in the main building late that afternoon. I wasn’t there to visit my dad. I took a right to the executive wing, which had even more security than my father’s side of the building. Luckily I knew most of the men and women on shift, so getting through to the President Michael Reynold’s office wasn’t hard. Nested circles of blue, red, and green were emblazoned on the frosted glass doors, the letters NE blending in one another in the center. The doors slid open and I stepped into the executive lobby. I’d only been there twice before and on both occasions, it was with my father. The secretary sitting behind the desk peered over her curved glasses.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“I’m here to see President Reynolds, ma’am.”

She looked down at her desk tablet, her bushy black hair the only think I could see behind that high desk. “Do you have an appointment?”

“Um, no, but it’s important that I speak to him as soon as he’s available.”

She looked up, sucking her teeth.”You cannot speak with the president unless you have an appointment.”

I walked up to the desk, putting my crossed arms on the counter. “Can you tell him that Officer India Wilson, Chief Security Officer Wilson’s daughter is here? I’m sure he’ll make an exception.”

It took her a moment to register my name. When it did, her wrinkled face immediately softened. “Oh, you’re the girl they rescued.”

I nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I am.”

“When I heard what happened I was quite relieved you were safe and sound.”

I managed a smile. “Thank you.”

“The president has been in a meeting with his advisor for the past hour, but I will message him and let him know you’re here. I’m positive he would welcome a visit from you.” She pointed over to the row of cushy, red chairs on the other side of the room. I walked over there and sat down, back straight, feet firmly planted on the ground. That was fine for the first hour. By the second hour, I was leaning back in the chair, more anxious than nervous and my stomach rumbling. I knew in my gut that the meeting had to be about Oliver’s New City and how they were going to destroy them. As tedious as it was sitting out there waiting for him for that long, I had to stick it out. Going into their commune with guns blazing was a big mistake.

Finally, at half past nineteen hundred hours, the president finally appeared out of the side hallway behind the secretary’s desk. He was an average-sized man in his fifties, his shiny salt and pepper hair slicked back. He only had a few wrinkles in his pale skin, his nose sharp and lips thin. The suit he wore was the fanciest thing I’d ever seen—a crisp navy blue two-piece with a dark red tie.

I jumped up to my feet, smoothing the wrinkles out of my uniform.

“India!” he said, walking over to me, his hand out. His face lit up as he smiled.

“Mr. President,” I said, shaking it. “Thank you for taking the time to see me.”

“Thank you for waiting. As you can imagine things are pretty busy around here.”

“Yes, and it’s the reason why I’m here.”

“I have a few minutes before my next meeting. Please follow me to my office.”

His office was at the end of the short corridor. There were remnants of the old bridge of the Resurgence ship still left in the renovated office. The wide window that looked out to the mountains. The elevated console turned executive digital desk. The ship’s name over the door. The floors and walls smoothed and painted light gray. Couches and end tables filled with Old Earth knick-knacks occupied the big space. He showed me to one of those red couches and he took a seat opposite me.

“So,” he said, clasping his hands together. “What can I do for you?”

I’d rehearsed this speech a million times before coming there, but I was finding the words I needed to say hard to find. “Sir, I’m here to give you information on Mr. Adams and his commune outside of the sectors.”

He leaned back, putting one foot on the opposite knee. “Your father is a very thorough and organized man as are the rest of my chiefs of staff. I have all the information I needed for this...sensitive matter.”

“I know, but with all due respect, Mr. President, none of them were actually there.”

“And it was a travesty that you even had to experience that.”

“Sir, it wasn’t as bad as you think.”

He sat up a bit in his seat, his eyes narrowing. “Tell me then. What is it that you think I don’t know?”

“While I wholeheartedly agree that what they did was illegal according to our laws, I think it would be beneficial to at least hear what they have to say.”

“And what is it that they have to say that I should even entertain?” The friendliness in his tone was giving way to that of slight annoyance.

“That there’s more than one way to live. They’ve created quite a community. Advanced farming. Communal sharing. They even have their own school.”

“They can have all the amazing things they want. What matters is they broke the law, killed some of your fellow officers, risked your life. The time to talk sensibly has long passed.”

It did because you let it pass. He got up from his chair, and I followed suit. 

“Sir, I don’t want to see any more people get hurt because of misunderstandings.”

He crossed his arms, his face getting tight. “Officer Wilson, I appreciate your input. However, as the leader of this new nation, I must do what is right for all our citizens. Not entertain the whims of a few.”

He pointed to the digital screen on the far wall that displayed a green three-dimensional rendering of the continent the explorers had mapped out so far. I could make out the mountains, the rivers, and rolling hills that seemed to stretch out for thousands of miles before giving way to flat land that trailed off the picture. “You see that image on there, Miss Wilson?”

I nodded.

“That is our future. Our mission has always been clear: create a better version of the world we left behind. The founding fathers of Old Earth tasked us with creating a nation where we will thrive while respecting the soil we stand on. A place where people gain power through real elections and not dictatorships. A world where your children and your children’s children won’t have to worry about getting nuked while they sleep in their beds. That was and always will be our mission. That is why I must uphold the rule of law that we all agreed to abide by. I cannot tolerate the slightest insurgency. Otherwise, it would put us on the slippery slope that will tragically undo all the work and sacrifice that we and the scores of others who lived and died on that spaceship made.”

This conversation was not how I pictured it in my head. “Sir—”

“Look, Miss Wilson, you’re young and impressionable. I admire that in your generation. However, we older generations have been through many of a crisis both here and on Resurgence. To ensure our survival on this new planet, we must abide by the rule of law. That rule of law is the New Earth Charter, not some made up one from a disgruntled colonist.”

He held out his hand again, that smile back on his face. “It was a pleasure to see you, India. I hope you aren’t offended if I don’t show you out.”

I shook his hand, and he turned his back to me, making his way to his desk.

I had to say something, anything that wouldn’t let him dismiss me.

“Mr. President, I have one more question.”

He kept walking. I couldn’t wait for him to respond.

“Is it true about the people in Sector C? Were those colonists getting the same amount of rations that we were getting?”

He stopped but didn’t turn around to face me. “Have a good evening, Miss Wilson.”




























Chapter 11









I was too wound up to go back to my quarters that night, so I went to visit Flo instead. Her small apartment was on the south side of the sector, the slated window looking out at the perimeter wall. Unlike my living space, hers was quite colorful, hand-painted fabrics covering up the gray walls. Glass jars filled with shiny, colorful rocks sat on her desk. There was a rug she hand-knitted when we were on the ship by the door.

We sat cross-legged on her bed, classical music playing from the digital player. We munched on bland oatmeal cookies. She looked at me wide-eyed. “I cannot believe you spoke with the president.”

“Yeah, and he dismissed everything I said.” 

“India...you went to see the president...behind your father’s back.” She stuffed a piece of the pale brown cookie.

“He would’ve never let me step foot out of my room if he knew I was going to do that.”

“Uh, yeah! And when he finds out, we’ll be talking through your crate window for the rest of your natural life.”

I took a bite of the cookie in my hand. “This is all so much bigger than my father and me. Innocent people are going to die, Flo.”

“I agree that violence isn’t the answer, but we’re not the president and we’re not the chiefs. You’re the chief of security’s daughter, and I’m way down on the totem pole as an explorer. We’re not in a position of power to do anything about it.”

I couldn’t accept that answer anymore. “Then what was the point of even coming to this planet, Flo? We’re becoming no different than the people who destroyed Old Earth. We’re basically killing each other over an outdated document.”

She brushed the crumbs off her hands on the floor. “Then run for president when you turn thirty in a few years.”

“This isn’t funny, Flo.”

“And I’m not trying to be. Look, I halfway admired what those people did out there. They have some awesome ideas. But if you keep banging your head against this brick wall not only are you going to drive yourself crazy, you’re going to give the president a reason to lock you up, too.”

I put my head in my hands. “He saved my life, Flo. He didn’t have to, but he did. Shouldn’t that count for something?”

“It should and it would if you were running things.”

I’d never felt so helpless, sad, and angry all at the same time. Oliver was going to die. His people were either going to get killed or captured. Their little happy life was going to come to an end, like those dead guys rotting in the woods. I couldn’t trust them to handle this matter in a peaceful way.

“It’s getting late,” Flo said, looking at her watch. 

I checked mine and it was almost twenty-four hundred hours. I got up to go, but she stopped me.

“Just crash here. Who knows when we’ll be able to do this again.”

As I settled into the sleeping bag on the floor all I could think about was those dead people and Oliver sitting in that underground cell. I even thought about those starving people he showed me back at his commune. Who knows how many more colonists were starving in the other sectors while I lay there with a full stomach?

I’m going to find out.

I may not be able to help Oliver or his people, but I could make a difference for ours. There was no reason any one of us should be more well-off than the others. Flo could hook me up with a transport ride to Sector B in the morning. I would be gone before my dad even realized it.

Comforted by the fact I had a game plan, I closed my eyes and started to drift off into sleep. I wasn’t sure how long we were both asleep, but it had to be awhile. The loud sound of an explosion jolted me awake so hard I forgot where I was.

A minute later a second one went off and Flo jumped up. “What the hell was that?”

A third explosion. Screams. Gunfire.

I threw back the sleeping bag, stumbling in the dark. Flo peered out her window. “Crap, I can’t see a thing!”

I didn’t have to look outside to know what was going on. Deep in my gut I already knew. “Get your clothes on!” I said, finding one of my boots. I jammed my foot into it, Flo jumping down from the bed and grabbing her shoes from under it.

“Shouldn’t we stay put?” she asked, her voice shaking. “Isn’t it safer that way?”

If it was what I thought it was, nowhere in Sector A was safe. “Come with me.”

“And go where?” She turned on the light, but I cut it off. We didn’t need anyone to know we were in there. “Shit, India, you’re scaring me!”

Another explosion. More screams. More gunfire. It sounded closer than the last time.

I grabbed her hand, pulled the door open, and stuck my head out. There were people in their sleeping clothes running toward us. Behind them, I could see smoke and fire at the northeast section of our sector. That was where I lived. That was where my father lived. Flo’s eyes were wide, her lips trembling.

I grabbed her shoulders. “You need to run to the Transport Station.” It was about a hundred yards behind her quarters. “Get on the first transport and haul ass to Sector B.”

“You’re coming too, right? Because this is a really shitty time to play hero, India!”

“My dad is back there. I have to make sure he’s okay.”

We both ducked as another explosion rocked the night. I hugged her. “I’ll be fine. Please go!”

I left her there and ran, ducking and dodging the people fleeing in the opposite direction. I couldn’t think about what was happening. All I could think about was getting to Dad.

***






I made it as far as the Launder House before I had to duck inside through the back door to avoid getting shot. I peered over the machine and bit my lip to keep from crying. Dozens of people lay dead, bleeding out into the grass. Energy blasts whizzed through the air.

Then I saw them.

Our attackers were dressed in black from head to toe. Their skin was covered in black mud, only revealing the whites of their eyes.

I crawled from behind the machine toward the shattered front window. Careful not get pierced by the shards of glass, I watched those dark monsters move. They cleared the street of anything living before taking up strategic positions at each corner.

Something’s burning.

Smoke and fire swallowed the Headquarters, turning it into a large inferno. Tears burned my eyes.

Dad is fine. He’s not working this late.

That meant he was out fighting whoever these people were. He wasn’t safer out there either. I couldn’t keep hiding there. I had to find him. I crawled through the Launder House and out the back door. It was clear, but I kept low to the ground, traveling south to the end. Out of the corner of my eye I saw movement and I froze. I was relieved when I saw three men in sector uniforms coming toward me.

“I’ve never been happier to see you, Nunez,” I said when they approached.

He handed me his sidearm. “Same here, Wilson,” he said, sweat pouring down his face.

“My dad, have you seen him?”

“The last I heard he was leading a team to the northeast perimeter,” the shorter guy replied. Everybody called him Clarke. “That was the point of entry. But that was after the second bomb. We lost all communications after that.”

“Who are these people?” the third one asked. His name was Vincent Callaway but went by VC. He was tall and chubby, his shirt wet with sweat.

There was only one logical answer to that question. I didn’t want to believe it. I couldn’t picture those men humming tunes while they fixed cars to be the same black camouflaged monsters. Maybe I was a fool to think they were anything more than criminals.

One of those intruders rounded the corner. He didn’t get a chance to draw his gun. I stood up and shot him in the head. When his body hit the ground the wind was knocked out of me. I’d never killed anyone before.

“Damn, that was a good shot!” Nunez said. “I couldn’t do that from this far away.”

“You can’t do much of anything, Nunez,” Clarke muttered under his breath.

“We can’t stay here,” I said finally. “We need to regroup with my dad’s team.”

“Lead the way,” VC said. 

We hit the corner, and I took out another intruder posted there. The shots forced the other two from their positions farther up the street. Nunez managed to shoot one in the leg, but it was me and VC who doled out the kill shots. By the time we made it to the Quad, my emotions were numb. All that mattered was getting to that perimeter wall. Even if it meant shooting anything that got in my way.

There were a lot more of them this time, flooding out of every building, overwhelming us with firepower. 

“What now?” Nunez asked as we took cover behind a wall.

I pointed to Nunez and Clarke. “You draw them toward the smoke. Use it as cover to pick them off.” We were closer to the main building now and the smoke farther up the walkway was getting thicker by the minute.

I looked at VC. “You and I will take positions on the roof.” He looked up, shaking his head. I patted him on the shoulder. “You got this.”

Nunez and Clarke helped us get to the roof of the building where we lay down flat so we wouldn’t be seen. Then they let off a few shots and headed toward the smoke. Just like I knew the attackers would, they followed and from where we were, we had the perfect view to take them out. 

“We only have a few shots before we have to haul ass,” I said to him, and he nodded.

Then we let them have it. A few shots then we lay down so we couldn’t be seen. Together we took out ten of them in total before they realized where we were and we had to jump down. I sailed down to the ground, landing in a little roll. VC took a little longer to jump. The shot to his side sent him to the ground—hard. I shielded him as three of those blacked out men came around, shooting them dead one by one. I looked behind me, the air suddenly very quiet. Then Nunez and Clarke emerged from the smoke. I motioned them over to help with VC. He was going pale, blood gushing out of his side. His leg was twisted in a freakish and unnatural way.

I kicked open the door in front of us, and we dragged him inside. “Nunez, you stay with him and shoot anybody who comes through that door,” I said to him. “We’ll be back for you both as soon as we can.” 

Nunez gulped and nodded.

I signaled Clarke to follow me and save for a few stragglers we had to take down, we made it across the Quad safely. We were getting closer. I kept telling myself that I would find my father and he would be fine. I looked at Clarke and it looked like he was getting a little less nervous.

That would all end.

A voice came over the sector speaker system. More importantly was the voice. It was the same voice that threatened me the entire time I was at the commune. It was Verona.

“Attention, Officer India Wilson. I have your precious president. If you want to see this bastard live another day, come to the brig and release Oliver Adams. You have fifteen minutes.”




























Chapter 12









On the day I became the night shift leader my dad told me that the mark of a true leader was to make the tough call. The call that would feel wrong no matter how you sliced it. The call that could rip your heart apart but you would follow through anyway. That night I understood what he’d meant. I turned to Clarke, who had been staring at me, waiting for an answer to his question about what we were going to do.

I wiped the tears from my eyes. “You need to go find my father.”

“We can go together,” he said. “Then when we find him he’ll figure out what to do.”

I shook my head. “There’s no time. I know the codes to unlock the cell.”

“They will kill you as soon as you let him out.”

“She will kill the president if I don’t.”

Clarke ran his fingers through his dark hair and finally nodded. “Good luck,” he said and took off toward the gate. I headed to the main building. The flames were still going strong, wrapping around the metal frames. I came around the burning building and five soldiers were there, all pointing their guns at me.

“Drop it,” one of them said, a woman by the sound of her voice.

I slowly lowered my gun and put in on the floor. “I have the codes to the cells. I’m here to release Oliver.” 

Two of them broke their line and took me by each arm, leading me to the guard house. We walked right through the blasted security door and headed down the stairs. Verona and the president stood in the middle of the narrow corridor under one of the fluorescent lights. Her gun was at the back of his head as he kneeled on the cold, hard floor. His sleeping shirt was torn open, his hands tied behind his back. She looked up, not realizing who I was until I was only a few feet away from her. The president screamed through the tape over his mouth, and Verona’s black muddy face soured even more. My two escorts went back upstairs.

“Hello, India.” She seethed.

“I’m here to release Oliver.”

She pulled another gun from her side holster and pointed it at me. The glass from the cell behind her shook and I saw Oliver’s face pressed against it. 

“Verona!” he cried. “Stop this.”

“I should kill you where you stand,” she said.

“Then Oliver will stay in that cell,” I countered. “I’m giving you what you want.”

“You have no idea what I want.”

I swallowed hard, keeping my hands where she could see them. “I know you really don’t want to hurt anyone.”

She laughed an evil, bone-chilling laugh. “You’re so naive. No wonder Oliver took a liking to you.”

I glanced over at him. 

“Don’t do what she says,” he said. “Get out of here. It’s not safe.”

“Truth is, India,” she continued. “I want to kill all of them, the same way they killed my parents.”

Oh no. We were in the same place where her parents died during their prison sentence. Everything about this was so bad.

“Did Oliver tell you the story?” she asked but didn’t wait for me to answer. “Did he tell you how my parents were both locked up here for stealing food so I could eat? While you were here sitting pretty, your daddy wiping your ass in Sector A riches, we in Sector C were starving.”

“I know. Oliver told me—”

“Good. That means you understand my frustration, my anger, and my anxiousness to see all of you die. Only then can we have the society Oliver and I dreamed of. A world where no one starves and people aren’t treated like second-class citizens.” She kicked the president in his ribs, and he let out a muffled cry.

“This is not the way, Verona,” Oliver pleaded. “We cannot resort to the same violence that our forefathers did. There’s enough room for all of us to coexist.”

“If they wanted to coexist with us they wouldn’t have sent a third of their army to the cavern to slaughter us.” She kneeled down by the president’s ear. “Too bad for you that we were already gone by then. You underestimated us, Mr. President. What we lack in numbers we make up in passion.”

She stood up, tossing her hair back. “Enough of that. Give me the code.”

I took a step, getting ready to tell her I would enter it myself, but she hit the president over the head and jammed the barrel back into his head. “You move again, he dies.”

I recited the twelve-digit alphanumeric code, and she remembered it all, her gun on me the entire time she punched it in. The glass door slid open and she met Oliver with the barrel of her second gun. “Walk over to her.” 

Oliver looked at her, sympathy and pity in his eyes. 

“Move!” she yelled. “Now!”

He shuffled over to me, clutching his injury. 

I went to help him, but he shooed me away. 

“Verona, please. This was not how I wanted—”

“Of course it wasn’t and it wouldn’t have you not listened to me. I told you they would try to slaughter us the minute we gave them an inch.”

“Because you put a gun to her head!” Oliver shot back.

“And I would’ve finished the job had you not jumped in the way,” Verona said.

“I couldn’t let you kill her.”

“Why not? You think she’s different? You think she understands us? She doesn’t. She’s a privileged little Fourth Gen who doesn’t know her ass from her elbow.”

“But I do understand,” I interjected. “I pleaded with my father and even the president to hear you guys out. I was the one who shot that tree branch so the fighting would stop.”

“Am I supposed to be grateful to you? Well, I’m not. There’s only one way to get through to your people.”

Verona looked down at the president and pulled the trigger, his head exploding all over the floor.




























Chapter 13









Verona stepped over the president’s dead body, her boots surrounded by brains and blood.

I just spoke with him.

The leader of our sectors, the one charged with bringing together a peaceful collective of colonies was lying in a pool of blood a few feet in front of me. She undid all of it. 

What will become of us? Will we become a race of savage people who won’t stop killing each other off until no one is left?

No. We won’t. Not as long as I’m still alive.

Verona wants to fight for change. I’ll fight for the right to live in a place where no one gets bombed, or shot, or starves. Oliver was right. This was not the way.

The barrel of Verona’s gun in my face brought me back to reality. Oliver was so close to me, his breath hot against the skin of my neck. 

“Put the gun down!” he said through his teeth.

“I’m done listening to you, Oliver,” she said. “I’m only letting you live because I promised your people I would free you. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have come.”

“A lot of those people are dead because of you,” I said, staring at her, not at the gun in my face.

“And you’re going to join them,” she said.

I didn’t get another word in. Oliver rushed her, and I ducked when the gun went off. They both fell backward, landing in the blood, tousling around until the gun when off again. Oliver screamed and rolled off of her, holding his arm. She jumped up and pointed the gun back at me.

She pulled the trigger.

I held my breath.

It clicked.

No more ammo.

Verona tossed the gun aside and charged at me. I held my arms to stop her from knocking me down. She grabbed them and threw me up against the glass of the cell next to me. Pain shot down my spine, but I ignored it. I had to. Her hands were around my throat. I didn’t let her squeeze. I kicked her hard in the shin, and she let go, staggering backward. It was my turn to grab her by the neck and push her hard into the glass next to her. It felt good to squeeze her flesh in between my fingers.

Too good.

Was I becoming a killer like her?

I spent too much time thinking. My grip on her relaxed enough for her to knee me in the groin. I stumbled backward a few steps, and she yanked me up by my braids. Her fist landed hard on my face. The bones in my nose cracked, warm blood flowing out of my nostrils as I tried to find my focus. I swung, trying to hit her, but missed. Another punch to my face knocked me down, the cold floor oddly refreshing. It was so much easier to lie there.

“You’re pathetic,” she spat, kicking me in the stomach.

Maybe I was. All I could do was curl up in a ball, pain soaring through every part of me.

“It’s high time a woman like me took charge of this place,” she continued, standing over me. “It’s spineless and greedy people like you who turned Old Earth to shit.”

No, it was cold-hearted people like you who ruined it all. I couldn’t speak and swallow the blood in my mouth at the same time. Who was I kidding anyway? I wasn’t a fighter. Hand to hand combat was not my thing. I was a shooter. That’s what I was good at.

The gun.

She tucked her second weapon in her back waistband. If only I could get to it. That meant getting off that comfortable floor and even getting hit a few more times to even try to get to it.

She’s so much stronger than me.

Those eyes. Those cold dead eyes of those colonists that lay dead in the paths I walked every day. The main building I’d spent most of my young adult life was reduced to molten metal frames.

Verona destroyed my home while I lobbied to save hers. I couldn’t let her win. I couldn’t let her destroy me.

Her ankle was right in front of my face as she called me every foul name in the book. I did the first thing I could think of. I lifted my head and sank my teeth into her dirty flesh.

“You bitch!” she cried, trying to yank her leg away. 

My hand grabbed her other foot and yanked it forward. I let go of her completely as she fell backward, landing hard on her back. I crawled on top of her, a hatred burning in my gut that almost scared me. She started clawing at me, and I grabbed her face. She bit my fingers, and I let go, punching her in the face with my other hand.

It didn’t feel hard enough.

I screamed and punched her again. My knuckles cracked her face for the third time and she let up. I got to my feet and kicked her in the stomach like she did to me.

I lost count of how many times I hit her. I finally stopped, my throat hoarse from yelling. She was coughing up blood, holding her stomach with bruised fingers. She was on her side, and I saw the gun handle. I quickly reached down and grabbed it. I stood over her, aiming right at her head.

“India, don’t!” I didn’t even look at Oliver. I was too focused on her, thinking about all the ways she’d ruined life on New Earth for everyone.

“You kill her like this you’ll be no better than she is,” Oliver said, his voice smooth and steady despite his injury.

Verona looked up at me and smiled with red stained teeth. “You don’t have the balls to kill me,” she said. “I’ll have fun coming back here to kill you and the rest of your greedy ass tribe.”

She’s not going to stop if I let her live. How much of a hypocrite am I? I’d told my father that killing people was not the answer. Yet here I was with a gun in my hand, ready to pull the trigger. Was that how the man in the forest felt when he fired the first shot? They didn’t teach me this in training. As an officer, I wasn’t prepared to make this type of decision.

I was the leader here. I had to make the tough call, the one that others wouldn’t have the balls to make.

Keeping the gun steady on her, I yanked her up to her feet by her hair. I spun her and her smiling face around and dug the barrel of the gun into the back of her neck. “Walk!” I yelled. I escorted her past Oliver, who sat up against the wall, holding his bleeding arm, to the cell he’d sat in all that time.

“Go all the way to the wall and don’t even think about turning around,” I said. 

She didn’t move, starting to laugh as if this was some type of game. In the half a minute it took me to move the gun away from her neck to a few inches away from her ear, I fired a shot into the wall. She ducked down, covering her ears. 

“Move!” I ordered again, pointing my weapon back at her. 

She walked to the wall, and I kept my gun steady on her as I punched in the key code to close the cell with my free hand.

When the cell door slammed shut she ran to the glass. “You idiot!” she yelled. “You’re both going to die!”

“Shut up!” I banged on the glass, making her flinch.

“If I don’t come up those stairs my men will shoot you on sight. Neither one of you is making it out of here alive.”




























Chapter 14









I helped Oliver to his feet and away from Verona laughing hysterically in her cell. It was unnerving, but I couldn’t let that get to me. This fight wasn’t over. She had a gang of people up there with no desire to see me breathing. My only saving grace was Oliver, who would bleed out if he didn’t get medical attention.

“You have to go up there and talk those people down,” I said to him, and he nodded.

“My thoughts exactly. I can get them to leave this place without harming anyone else.”

I let go of him, and he leaned back on the wall behind him. “You can’t leave!”

He cocked his head to the side. “Did you think this would end any other way?”

I wanted to pull my braids out. “They killed dozens of innocent people! They bombed our home.”

“It’s unfortunate. But we will not subject ourselves to a jurisdiction that would’ve done the same to us had we not attacked first.”

I took a few steps back from him. “You planned this, didn’t you?”

He shook his head. “No! I would never resort to this type of violence. Yet here we are. For better or worse, you nor anyone else here are in a position to make any of us stay and face your punishment.”

I ran my fingers through my braids, pacing in front of him, trying to find the words to describe what I was feeling. Disbelief. Betrayal. Embarrassment. Anger. The only word that tumbled out of my mouth was, “Bullshit!”

“I don’t want to see anyone else die here. I will get my people to go home and leave you in peace.”

“For how long? Who’s to say that you won’t come back here to get her and finish the job?”

He looked down at her cell and then back at me. “Give me the code. I’ll have my armed men take her with us.”

I pointed the gun at him. I didn’t care how many times he’d saved my life, I was not letting that animal out of her cage. “Over my dead body.”

“That may well be the case if we don’t give my people up there something in return for leaving.”

How did this happen? How did I go from being the bigger person to being the biggest fool all at the same time?

“I know this isn’t the ideal situation—”

“You people will stop at nothing to screw us! I advocated for you—to my father and even to the man that mad woman of yours killed! I made the case that you were peaceful people who deserved a chance to be heard.”

Oliver looked at his feet and then up at me. “In a perfect world that would be more than I could ever ask for. I asked for the chance to settle this amicably. My people were shot to death. I saved your life. I ended up in a cell. I saved your life again and here you are pointing a gun at me.”

I gritted my teeth and put the gun down. This wasn’t about my ego. This was about saving the lives of the people left both in my sector and in Sector B. It was about the mission to make New Earth a much better place. We had to live to fight another day. I didn’t want everyone to die out before we even got a chance to do better. I had to lock my emotions away again.

I had to be hard. Not feel a thing. I didn’t say a word as I helped Oliver up those steps into the tower house. None of my facial muscles twitched as I listened to him explain to them the terms of their departure. I didn’t hesitate as I gave them the code to unlock Verona’s cell. My mouth was silent as I stood outside and listened to them send a message on their comm ear pieces calling their people to the guardhouse. Oliver stayed at my side the whole time. They came out of the black smoke like insects, scurrying away toward the eastern wall into the forest. Verona was the last to emerge from the guardhouse, her hands not even restrained. She stopped, a few yards of grass between her and me. A man stood beside her, his sidearm holstered.

My fingers went to the trigger of the gun I still held at my side.

She never took her eyes off me. My focus was on her reaching for his sidearm.

It never made it out of the holster.

I raised my gun and shot her where I’d intended to in the first place.

Right between her eyes.

She crumpled to the ground. Those around her raised their guns and pointed them at me. Oliver jumped in front of me, putting his hands up. “She was going to shoot me!” Oliver said. “India was just protecting me.”

No, I wasn’t. I was protecting myself. I didn’t say a word.

“Why would she do that?” the man who was standing beside her cried.

“Because she doesn’t believe in our true cause,” Oliver said. “She doesn’t believe we can achieve what we want without further bloodshed.”

No one seemed to be buying it.

“If we all die here we all lose,” Oliver continued. “Let us go to fight another day. Please.”

I turned around and saw at least twenty uniformed officers running toward us, guns in hands. I jumped in front of them, waving my hands at them to stop. “Stop! Don’t shoot!”

The one leading them was Clarke. “Get out of the way, Wilson,” he said, his gun trained on Oliver standing behind me.

“No. The only way we can put an end to this is to let them go.” The words pierced my throat as I said it.

“What?”

“We won’t be doing anyone any favors by all dying here,” I explained. “I know this goes against everything we stand for, but we’re in no position for another firefight.”

I turned to Oliver. “Leave now.”

“Thank you for keeping your word,” he said.

“After today I won’t have a say in what happens, so if you make plans to come back, I can’t guarantee anything.”

He nodded, and I walked back to my fellow officers.

Everyone slowly lowered their guns.

The sun began to rise as Oliver and his people left our sector, taking Verona’s lifeless body with them.




























Chapter 15









Gray skies loomed over the Memorial Service held a week later. Everyone gathered in front of what remained of the main building—a blackened shell of what used to be the main lobby. Wreaths of purple and pink flowers lay across the ground in front of it. Just a few months ago there were close to eight hundred people living in Sector A. Now we were down to six hundred. Despite the cooler air and low humidity, I felt like I was suffocating in my blue dress uniform, standing in the front row, waiting for my father to speak at the podium. Clarke found him in time, injured near the perimeter wall. While he was alive he wasn’t up for this. He wasn’t ready to speak to the citizens of Sector A and B, who were pale with fear being there. Flo was one of them, squeezing my hand so tight it almost hurt.

I wasn’t afraid. Nor was I sad.

I was determined, like my father.

He emerged from the right side of the crowd, his uniform impeccable. He barely limped, though still used a cane to walk up to the podium. We locked eyes, neither one of us giving in to the gravity of what had happened a few days ago. He needed to be strong. I was going to help him do that. He nodded at me and turned to the crowd.

“We gather here today to remember the lives of the beautiful souls we lost. There’s nothing I can do or say that can take away the pain we all feel this day. I can never replace President Michael Reynolds, who gave his life to protect us and the future our forefathers envisioned for us. What I can say to all of you here is it’s up to us to continue his legacy. To protect the dream he and every president before us had done. We are a strong and resilient people. We’ve endured decades in space. We braved an unknown planet and created a life here. When our children and their children look back on this sad and tumultuous time, they’ll see how much we’ve overcome. Because we will rebuild. We will restore the life we’ve come to know and love while leaving room to make it that much better. That will be my mission as your acting president from this day and long after I’m replaced in the Score Elections.”

My dad made his closing remarks and when he left the podium the crowd dispersed. Flo and I followed, walking in front of the memorial, past the security officers guarding it, and away from judging eyes. When we were alone Flo stopped me.

“You gotta talk about it, India.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.” I turned to walk away, but she jumped in front of me.

“You are falling apart.”

“I’m fine—”

“Bullshit. You don’t sleep. You barely eat. You won’t even see your dad.”

I looked up at the sky, the clouds getting darker. It was going to rain soon. “We should get back to transports before it rains.”

“India.”

“Florence!” 

She jumped. I’d never called her by her full first name before. 

“Drop it,” I said in a softer tone. “Please.”

By the time we made it to the Quad, large droplets of rain fell from the sky. It was a matter of time before the sky opened up into a full-on rainfall. Dozens of ground vehicles, from trucks to canvas covered two-seaters lined up around the old Fourth Gen hangout place. They were waiting to take everyone back to Sector B. That was our home now.

Other mourners had the same idea, piling into the vehicles. I started to climb into the back of a truck already occupied with a few civilians when someone tapped me on my shoulder. It was Clarke, one of the few security officers who didn’t hate my guts. 

“The president sent me to get you.”

“Tell him I’ll see him when we get back,” I said.

Clarke gave me a slight smile. “He told me not to take no for an answer.”

I left Flo there and followed Clarke to the second vehicle in the line. It was an armored security vehicle used to transport criminals to the brig. Two officers sat in the passenger seat while my father sat alone in the back. I climbed in and sat down on the hard bench across from him, keeping my eyes on the floor.

“I’m worried about you,” he said softly.

“Why? I’m fine.”

He got up and sat down next to me. “You forget I’m your father. I know better.”

“Look, if you’re getting ready to tell me how stupid I was for not leaving the sector with everyone else or how I had no business even going down to the brig in the first place you don’t have to. I already know how much I screwed everything up.” I heard it in the whispers around the temporary housing camps in Sector B. I was the one who let Oliver and his people get away. I was the screwup who let the president die down there. I was the one who put everyone in danger every day those traitors ran free. There was no need to add my father’s disappointment on top of that. It would be the straw that broke me.

He put his arm around me, and I looked up at him. “I could’ve never been more proud of you than I am right now.”

“Wait...what?”

“You made a call that saved lives.”

“But everyone hates me! They said I let them get away.”

“Everyone doesn’t know what it means to be a leader. You remembered what I’d taught you about making those tough decisions under pressure.”

I nodded. “Yes...I did.”

“So you know better than to doubt your decision. Had you not let them go, many more people would’ve died and they would’ve gotten away regardless. They caught us with our pants down. That won’t happen again.”

I wiped my tears with the back of my hand and laid my head on my dad’s shoulder. “I couldn’t save the president, Dad.”

He hugged me tighter. “No one could have.”

The vehicle started to move slow at first but picked up the pace. “You were right.”

“About what?”

“About them. I shouldn’t have trusted them and I shouldn’t have doubted you.”

He rested his chin on my head. “Don’t apologize for trying to see the good in people. Truth is, you made a lot of sense when it came to the New Earth Charter. Nothing should be taken as gospel for legacy’s sake.”

“So what do we do?”

“What we’ve always done. Adapt.”




























Two Years Later









No one could’ve picked a better day. The sun was a bright, white jewel, shining down on the freshly cut grass. It was a little warm for a spring day, but the gentle breezes made it comfortable to be outdoors. Little blue songbirds tweeted from the trees outside the perimeter walls and there wasn’t a rain cloud in the sky. It was the perfect day for the official reopening of Sector A. The delicious smell of roasting meats was in the air as I stepped down from the ground vehicle at the new Transport Station by the north gate. It was more like a one-room cube than a station. The manager greeted us before scanning our traveling bracelets. The old man turned red when he realized who I was, but I gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. 

“I hope to see you at the festivities,” I said to him, and he smiled. 

Flo was the next to get scanned, and we walked with the others to get a look at our new Capital Center.

Unlike the old Sector A, governing officials were the only ones who lived there. Their housing units were located way at the farther end of the compound, closest to the mountains where it was impossible to get to from the outside. The old rock sculpture in the Quad was now an artistic center, with murals painted on slabs of stone. Instead of Fourth Gen kids hanging out at the rocks, little kids were trying their hand at creating something cool and creative. The old Launder House, Mess Hall—even the Ration House—were all gone. Instead, there were new buildings of white and gray stone. Along the northern border of the sector was a fenced-off campus of buildings. That was to serve as the new training academy for soldiers.

As for the main building? It looked less like the Resurgence spaceship and more like the Old Earth buildings my father used to show me images of as a kid. Two floors of solid white rock hauled in from the mountains behind it. In front of it was a pretty garden of purple and pink flowers from the rolling hills on the other side of the river. These bright-colored plants surrounded small plaques with the names of the people we’d lost two years prior.

“I hardly recognize this place,” Flo said. “It feels more...what’s the word?”

“Official,” I said. “It feels like we’ve officially gotten back on our feet.”

“Yeah...I guess that’s it. I can’t help but still feel uneasy sometimes.”

I felt on edge in those first few months since it happened. But as days turned into weeks, months, and now years, there was no sign of Oliver or his people. The commune was torched to the ground by the time my dad and his team found it. They’d combed several miles in every direction. Nothing.

A cheery voice over the intercom called for everyone to congregate on the main lawn for the president’s speech. Flo and I jogged over there to get as close as possible to the podium. Though I felt my father would’ve given a much better speech had he still been president, I was anxious to hear what our new leader, Richard Almonte, would have to say. I would finally find out if the rumors were true.

We could only make it to the second row, noticing my dad was already there. I playfully tapped him on the shoulder.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “I thought a chief advisor’s place was up there for important speeches.”

He smiled, showing the new wrinkles in his face. “I wanted to hear his speech with you.”

“But don’t you know what he’s going to say, though?” Flo asked.

He grinned and turned back to the podium. People started to clap and cheer as President Almonte took the stage. He was younger than most leaders we’d had—in his early forties—with short, auburn hair and tanned skin. He looked the part in his navy blue suit and red tie. When he opened his mouth to speak, he had the confidence of someone who had been doing this for years.

As with every speech of his, he spent the first ten minutes with pleasantries, comments on the weather, and how grateful he was to be serving as president. Then, he finally got to the part I, along with everyone else, was waiting to hear.

“It is only fitting that on the two-year anniversary of the fateful day that took the lives of so many of our loved ones, that I present to you the Federation Amendment to our New Earth Charter. A fresh start calls for a fresh look at our governing body of laws and how we can make life here on this glorious planet a much better one for everyone. There’s no better way to honor their memory than by carrying on the mission our Old Earth forefathers tasked us with. While I won’t get into the nitty-gritty details, I will say that this new amendment will allow for the creation of a federation of colonies, governed by representatives you elect. No one knows the colony better than the people who live there. It will put the fate and future of your home and our federation as a whole in your hands. A central government will no longer decide who does and does not deserve to eat or have the resources needed to live a prosperous life. You will be the pioneers of this great nation. You will help decide how our race of people will thrive on this planet. You will help discover all its wonders and innovate ways to put it to use.”

The crowd cheered and I was speechless. My father put his arm around me and hugged me tight. “It’s all because of you. I told you, you were right.”

I was right. I actually got one thing right out of that whole tragic event. Our way of life needed to change. Part of what had happened with Oliver and his people was due to the old ways not working. We were finally going to give change a try and we, the people living there, the people who’d survived, were going to have a crucial part in making that happen.

Once the speech was over the party kicked into high gear. People picked every open space they could to cook food, serve beer, and play music. Flo dragged me to a group of musicians—a violinist and a couple of guys with small guitars—who were playing a joyous and addictive melody. Before I knew it, I was twirling and dancing with the onlookers there. I got way into the music, twirling around so fast I lost my footing and crashed into Clarke, of all people. The beer in his hand spilled over on both of us, showing up more on his white shirt than my dark blue blouse.

“Crap!” I said. “I’m so sorry, Clarke.”

“Dammit, India!” He looked down at his brown stained shirt. “Now you owe me another beer.” He lifted his gaze at me, and we both started laughing.

“You’re lucky I want one, too.”

I left Flo dancing with one of the Todd brothers and walked with Clarke to the beer stand not far from the Quad. I dug into my pocket to get a service voucher to pay for it, but the man wouldn’t hear of it. “You are Wilson’s daughter,” the toothless man said. “The beer is on me!” He handed us two wooden mugs.

“Bottoms up, Wilson,” Clarke said, smirking. 

We clanged our mugs and chugged down the bitter brew. It burned as it went down my throat and I swore I was already feeling dizzy. I glanced upward and saw a black dot darting around in the sky. I put my mug down, shielding my eyes to get a better look. It was flying too sporadically to be a bird. First right, zigging left, then dropping down low enough to see its skinny little mechanical arms.

“You guys flying drones today?” I asked.

“Why does the former security shift leader want to know?” he said before wiping his mouth with the back of his sleeve. Just because I was working as an explorer now didn’t mean I gave up my security officer hunches.

I pointed upward, and he saw it too. “That’s strange. All drones are grounded today for repairs.”

The drone shot upward and then started flying east. “You got your gun on you?” I asked him.

He lifted up his shirt, his weapon tucked in the front of his pants. “Let me guess, we’re going to chase after that thing.”

I didn’t answer. I took his mug and sat it down next to mine, then started jogging after it. It was high in the sky, the sunlight making it difficult to see, but we still kept going in the general direction. We reached the gate and it dipped down, flying under the canopy of green leaves. Clarke got us through with his security card, and we picked up the pace, running through the same path I’d taken two years earlier. My uneasiness turned to pure dread and I couldn’t understand why.

The drone slowed down, starting to zig and zag again. The sound of rushing water was only a few feet in front of us.

“Give me your gun,” I whispered to him, just in case that thing had audio.

Clarke handed it to me, the weapon feeling weird in my hands. I hadn’t carried one since I’d quit the security force a year and a half ago. I hoped I hadn’t lost my touch.

I aimed my gun at it, following its erratic patterns for almost minute.

Then it started to fly straight. I inhaled, pulling the trigger on the exhale.

I hit the drone dead-on, the machine smoking and sparking before crashing to the ground. 

“If that was one of ours, your dad is going to be pissed,” Clarke commented as I handed the gun back to him.

“It wasn’t,” I said, unsure why I was so certain. When we went over to retrieve it I wished I wasn’t right.

I waited for the thing to stop sparking so I could get close to it. Instead of a black and gray metal machine, it was an all white one. The energy blast shot into the body of the drone exposed its blue energy cell starting to fade.

“That’s definitely not one of ours,” Clarke said, kneeling next to me.

The four little mechanical arms were still intact. I could even see the words painted on one of them.

New City.

Clarke saw it, too. We slowly stood up, scanning the trees around us.

We were wrong.

Oliver and his rebel friends were out there somewhere. Our conflict wasn’t over.




***









With colony after colony falling to the death and destruction of a murderous rebellion, Lt. Cairo Wilson, a descendant of India Wilson, must do what she was trained to do – protect The Federation. But with the betrayals and conspiracies she learns along the way, was the Federation doomed to fall from the start?
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