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I leave the Child Depository an hour after it’s wise to be out on the streets, but someone dumped three little kids at the back door, and my supervisor freaked out—I couldn’t desert her. She knew I wanted to get home to find out if I’d been accepted into the Vessel Trials, so after I cleaned up and fed the first kid, she said, “Go, Paul, I’ve got this.” Seeing that it was one o’clock in the afternoon, she added, “Be careful.”  
As the door to the depository closes behind me, I step into the muggy day. A hot wind blows trash across the street, empty except for one city guard. He watches me from the corner. An AK-47 is slung over his shoulder, and he’s fingering the Bowie knife in his belt. I try to make my movements as nonthreatening as possible. I slowly pull out my phone and text my dad and brother to let them know I’m coming home. Then I keep my head down and walk in the crumbling gutter away from the shadows of the abandoned buildings and the watching guard.  
“Hey, you. Kid with the backpack,” the guard says. 
I nod as I pass him. 
“Best you stay inside, little boy,” he says. “You shouldn’t be wandering around all by your lonesome.”
Little boy? I’m 17, only a year or so younger than he is, and at 5' 10" and 160 pounds, I’m not much smaller. Would he be so tough without the city guard insignia on his T-shirt and the AK-47 slung over his shoulder? Plus, I’m not wandering around. Didn’t he see me leaving the Child Depository? 
The guard steps closer. “You hear me, boy?”  
My fists clench. I stop walking and face him. He slides the rifle off his shoulder. I take a deep breath and relax my hands, but not just because of the AK-47 pointed at my chest. This Friday, four days from now, our country is holding the world’s first-ever Vessel Trials. If I’m accepted into the Trials and win, I will become the Devil Particle Vessel. I’ll be the one who saves humanity. I need to stay in control if I want to compete, so I turn away. 
“That’s right,” the guard says, shifting his gun back onto his shoulder. “You head on home to your mama.”
I wince. My mother’s been dead for two years. 
There are shouts from an alley half a block down. “Don’t! Please!” someone pleads. The city guard pushes past me and disappears around the corner.   
I reach the alleyway and see two other city guards. One is squat and beer-bellied, and the other is huge, at least a foot taller than me. They’re shoving a creeper—a homeless man—back and forth. My city guard joins them in abusing the poor old guy. Had this creeper attacked someone, or were they picking on him just for fun? City guards tend to be army rejects, bullies who can’t follow orders. It makes me wonder who at city hall had the bright idea of hiring them to protect the public. 
The old creeper tries to keep his footing. He trips on the filthy cuffs of his sagging jeans and runs headlong into an overflowing metal dumpster. He bounces off it, dazed, and sprawls on the cracked concrete. Soiled diapers, rotting potatoes, and empty soup cans tumble out of the dumpster, half-burying him. The guards laugh.
Should I play it safe and walk away? Or should I step in and help the guy out? There’re three of them against me. Asher, my older brother, would talk them down. If that didn’t work, he’d fight them. Me, I’m not much of a fighter. Still, the Vessel Selection Committee might give me points for coming to the creeper’s rescue. Plus, these guys are pissing me off. 
“What’s going on?” I ask, walking into the alley.
“Guy’s a waste of space,” the biggest guard shouts over his shoulder. 
“Leave the man alone,” I say. 
Big Guard ignores me. He reaches down, grabs the creeper by his ratty T-shirt, and punches him. Blood spurts from the guy’s split lip.  
“Stop it!” I shout, but Big Guard continues pounding. I swing at his red and sweaty face, totally forgetting he has an AK-47 slung across his back. My fist falls short and bounces off his beefy shoulder. He grins, drops the old man, then shoves me hard. I fall on top of the whimpering creeper. The poor guy smells worse than the garbage. I scramble off him and then offer a hand to help him up. He looks at me in surprise. I suppose it’s been a long time since someone treated him like a human being. 
“Hero’s got a girlfriend,” my guard says. His buddies laugh and then circle me. Their breath reeks of stale alcohol. I close my eyes and pray they don’t beat me so badly that I won’t be able to compete in the Trials.
“Back off!” someone yells. Asher? I hear footsteps running toward us, and then Asher launches himself at my guard. His fist bashes the guy’s nose. There’s a sickening crack and a spray of blood as the bridge of his nose snaps. Ash ignores the blood and the screaming as he turns to the squat guard and socks him in the gut, doubling him over. 
Big Guard jumps out of the way of Asher’s kick and throws my brother to the ground. The other guards join in, punching him, kicking him. I yank Broken Nose off Asher.
Asher rolls over, seizes Big Guard by the ankles, and tackles him. Squat Guard tries to pull Asher off, but I grab him from behind and struggle to put him in a chokehold. Broken Nose, his chin dripping with blood, kicks me in the ass, and I let go. He grabs his AK-47 and aims the barrel at Ash’s head. He places his finger on the trigger. 
“They’re Reverend Salvage’s sons!” the creeper yells. 
Broken Nose takes his finger off the trigger and studies Asher’s bruised and swelling face. His eyes widen. “You’re the guy who saved the president?” 
Asher smiles. Blood leaks out from the gap between his two front teeth.
“Come to rescue your little brother?” Squat Guard sneers. 
I try to think of some great comeback, but I got nothing. Coming to my rescue is exactly what Asher did.
Asher pushes the gun barrel away from his face and climbs off Big Guard. “Run along, boys.” 
Broken Nose nods, then says, “Let’s go.” He and his buddies take off down the alley. The creeper scurries away in the opposite direction. 
I help Asher up. He holds his side and groans. His left eye is swelling shut, and his lip is split and bleeding. Me, I have a bruised ego and smell of creeper sweat. 
“I had it under control,” I say, sounding like a spoiled child. 
“Oh, sure,” Ash agrees. “I just wanted to join in the fun.”
“Why are you here?” I ask as we walk out of the alley.
“Got your text. Thought I’d meet up with you.”
“Dad send you?” 
“Nah,” he says. “My idea.”
I don’t know what bugs me more, him thinking I need a protector or me actually needing one—some savior of the world. 
We head down the sidewalk without another word. The only sound is the clang of an empty soup can as a gust of wind slams it against the curb. We pass by The Corner Diner, closed for the rest of the day, and then cross the road.
I hear a familiar buzz. 
“Sounds like a drone,” Asher says. 
“Yeah.” I’m excited and scared. It could be the mail delivery drone with news about the Vessel Trials. It could also be a government surveillance drone or one armed by a terrorist. Sometimes I can tell by the sound whether a drone is armed. Armed ones make a high-pitched shrill, but so do older models, like those the post office uses. 
The buzzing grows louder. It’s shrill, like a giant screaming bee.
We take off for a burned-out pickup truck abandoned on the other side of the street, but the drone’s right behind us. We won’t get to the truck in time. We drop to the ground and cover our heads with our arms. I smell the road’s hot tar and my sweat as the buzz screams overhead.
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Asher and I don’t move. I don’t breathe. My red T-shirt sticks to my sweaty back. I pray the drone either doesn’t see us or sees how harmless we are. I wait for an explosion or the blast of bullets. The drone buzzes by without stopping.  
I breathe again and peer over my shoulder. The drone’s a red, white, and blue mail carrier. It sails over the beat-up truck and down the street past vacant and dilapidated houses. There’s a good chance it’s headed for our house.  
Asher and I push off the pavement and jog those last two blocks. My legs are wobbly; whether from fear or excitement, I’m not sure. Maybe both? We slow when we reach our yard, but the drone is long gone. Asher checks the underside of our mailbox for pipe bombs and trigger wires. No EX-210 explosives, thank God. EX-210s are super sensitive.
“Open it,” Ash says. 
The hinges of the mailbox’s rusting door creak. A thick spider scurries out, runs across my hand, and shimmies down the post where it sits and stares at me. I give it the finger, then examine the box for more spiders and see what the drone dropped in the top slot—a government envelope with a red-white-and-blue border addressed to me, Paul James Salvage. 
I pull it out and run my fingers over the bumps of the official, gold-embossed stamp that labels it High Priority. The envelope is large, double the size of a business envelope, and it’s thick, which has to mean I’m a Vessel Candidate. Everyone knows rejections come in small envelopes. 
“Way to go!” Asher grins, then grimaces as his cut lip starts bleeding again.
“Hang on. I haven’t even opened it.” I stick my shaky finger underneath the flap and gently tear it. I take a deep breath before peering inside. 

CONGRATULATIONS, Paul James Salvage!

I’m in! I can’t believe it. I smile at Asher, my eyes wide. He holds up his hand, and I slap him a high-five. 
I read those words over again and again until it sinks in. I’ve made it. The hundreds of hours I volunteered and the thousands of good deeds and random acts of kindness I’ve done have all paid off.  
Then I notice our next-door neighbor, Mrs. Jenkins, watching from behind the bars of her house’s window. I don’t blame her for watching us. A drone delivery is rare; I’d be curious, too. 
I wave the envelope at her, and then I can’t help myself—I dance in the grit around the mailbox. Distant sirens add the beat. Asher laughs. 
I trip on a chunk of concrete block, a souvenir from last month’s bank bombing. The dynamite-loaded van speeding toward the capitol took a wrong turn and ended up in the bank’s lobby only a few blocks from here. It was lucky for the country the suicidal driver couldn’t work his GPS, unlucky for the 10 people inside the bank looking to cash their paychecks and the 15 others in the path of the flying debris. 
I grab the mailbox to stop from wiping out and look inside to see if I’ve missed anything. It’s empty. There’s no envelope for Asher, though I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s already been accepted, and he didn’t even have to apply. The Vessel Selection Committee admitted him into the Trials outright without any application, testing, interviewing, poking, prodding—nothing. Apparently, Asher saving President Cicero’s life was enough.
I glance at him. He pulls a folded piece of paper out of his back jeans pocket. “Mine came this morning, special delivery, making it official. I wanted to wait until after you got your acceptance to tell you.” Unlike me, Asher never doubted I’d get in. 
That’s it then; we’re going to compete against each other. I’ll get the chance to beat him and prove to everyone, including myself, that I’m the best candidate. 
“Congratulations.” I give him a second high-five, and before I can think, I blurt out, “Are you going through with it?” Afraid that, for some reason, he’ll say no.
Asher looks at me like I’ve turned into a creeper. “Heck, yeah.” Then he considers. “You?”
“‘Course,” I answer. “I gotta call Jaelyn.” 
“See you inside.”
I dig my cell phone out of my jeans pocket and key in my favorite connection. After a long 30 seconds, I hear Jaelyn Bellamy’s musical voice through the phone. “Did you—” 
“Jae Bird, I’m in.”
She whoops and then sighs. 
“You?” I ask.
“A puny envelope came early this morning. But I’m not out. I’m an alternate.”
“I didn’t know there’d be alternates.” I’m relieved she’s not a candidate and hope to God she doesn’t become one, but I don’t tell her that.
“There’s some bullshit about my candidacy possibly being a conflict of interest.”
“Because of your parents?” I ask. Jaelyn’s parents, Luc and Kathryn Bellamy, were the scientists who discovered that evil is contained in agonistons—“devil particles”—and figured out how to extract them from people. But your parents are dead, I almost say, until I realize how stupidly cruel it would be to point that out to the one person who knows that better than anyone.
“The officials don’t want any . . . hang on”—there’s a rustling of paper—”‘appearance of impropriety.’”
“That’s crazy.”
“Right? They admit I’m an ‘ideal candidate.’ Whole lotta good that does me. They say they’ll take everything into consideration, but I think the only way I’d get in is if someone drops out. We both know that’ll never happen.”
“It’s possible,” I say.
“It’s doubtful,” she replies. “Not letting me compete isn’t fair. I’ve worked hard for this. If anything, I deserve it more than anyone else. I mean, there wouldn’t even be a Vessel Project if it weren’t for my parents.” 
“That’s true.” I want to comfort her more, but I’m so relieved I can’t find the right words. 
“I shouldn’t even have to compete. The whole thing’s bullshit,” she repeats and sighs again. “What about Ash?” 
“He got his letter this morning.”
“Good,” she says. “Except for me, no one deserves it more.” 
I cringe. Then I say, “Ash told me Gaige got his letter yesterday.” Immediately I feel bad for pointing out that three of us from the same neighborhood have been selected, which means the odds are even more stacked against her. 
“Uh-huh,” she says. “I’ll be right over.” She lives with her aunt four houses down and is home from her morning job at the Conservatory. I worry about her walking even that short distance, but city guards and creepers don’t generally hang out on our street.  
Besides Broken Nose, his buddies, and the occasional chunk of flying bomb debris or planted pipe bombs, our neighborhood is relatively crime-free. I know that sounds like a lot of violence, but it’s much worse in the inner city. There the afternoons are prime time for body snatchers, shooters, and suicide bombers. And nighttime makes the afternoons look like a picnic. 
My dad is the reason for our more peaceful neighborhood. He’s the chaplain of the Central Government, President Cicero’s spiritual adviser and good friend, and is famous for creating the People of Peace Initiative. Sure, he’s got connections, but his ability to reach through to the crazies and creepers, to give them a sense of purpose, has helped. He’s gained their respect. Dad’s trying to expand his initiative to the rest of the city, but volunteers are scarce because of the foreign wars.
As I bound up the cracked sidewalk to our townhouse, I wave the letter again to Mrs. Jenkins, who’s still glued to her window. She rests her hand on her heart and does not smile. 
I punch in our front door code and step inside. “I’m home!” Pulling the steel-grated door behind me, I lock it into place with a hollow clang. I hang my backpack on the hook next to Ash’s hooded sweatshirt. It kilters to the right, so I straighten it. The sleeves of Ash’s sweatshirt are bunched up. I smooth them out. 
The hall smells of stale cigarettes, but the smell’s strongest in the kitchen, which was my mom’s former domain. She smoked for over 20 years and has been dead for two. No big surprise that it was lung cancer. The odor lingers as if her ghost were hovering. If I could show her the letter, would she finally be proud of me? 
As I walk into the kitchen, the dented light fixture over the table flickers, making the shadows dance. The window above the kitchen sink is caked on the outside with grit. Only a little light gets through, even at midday. Dad’s at the sink rinsing out a bloodied washcloth. Asher stands next to him, holding an ice pack to his bruised eye. An open box of bandages sits on the table next to a bowl of Dad’s backyard cherries and an unlit kerosene lamp. 
“You’re not hurt, are you?” Dad asks me.
“No.”
“I called City Hall.” He hands the damp washcloth to Asher, who holds it to his lip. “They’re tracking down those damned city guards and will let me know when they find them.” 
“One of them should be easy to spot,” I say. “Ash broke the shit out of his nose.”
Asher winks at me.
“He happened to mention that . . .” Dad starts, then stops when he sees the envelope in my hand.  
“You got in, too?” he asks. “Both my sons? President Cicero didn’t say a word.” 
I hand him my envelope. He pulls out the letter and squints at it through his thick glasses, his lips forming the words, but the only sound he makes is a cross between a sigh and a groan. “Just like Asher’s, it doesn’t give any details about what’s involved.” He tosses it next to the bowl of cherries, then rubs the medallion hanging on a chain around his neck as he slumps onto the hard, wooden chair.
I pick up the letter, feeling the linen, admiring the thickness of it, the whiteness of it.

CONGRATULATIONS, Paul James Salvage! On behalf of the government, we are pleased to announce that you have been selected for the Vessel Trials. Your documented daily altruistic acts, remarkable in their scope and number, testify to the fact that goodness is ingrained in you and appears to come naturally. Ingrained goodness is a quality that is rare in the best of people and one we are actively seeking. When added to your impeccable background checks, stellar psychological assessments, and high intellectual scores, we found you to be an ideal Vessel Candidate.
My hands tremble, shaking the letter. I smooth it out on the table and read on:
In our studies, we have determined that the Devil Particle Vessel must have the following:
	A solid core of goodness that withstands the instinctual human tendencies toward evil actions and showcases a commitment to selfless acts. 
	The ability to control emotions, particularly anger, impulsivity, and malice.
	The ability to detect and avoid manipulation and to adapt.
	The ability to resist evil temptations. Ideally, the Vessel would have no desire for such temptations, rendering them ineffectual.

The Vessel Trials are uniquely designed to test the strength of your traits and abilities.
I wonder how they’ll do that.
Asher hands me his letter. Despite the cut on his lip, he’s got a wide-ass smile, exposing that gap between his teeth. A dimple creases his right cheek—the only facial feature we share. 
I sit and place the documents side by side. I see they’ve praised Ash on his physical abilities instead of daily altruistic acts and are impressed with his “inherent” rather than “ingrained” goodness. 
Is being born good better than doing everything possible to be good?
Dad takes off his glasses and rubs the red indents on the bridge of his nose, obviously grouping his thoughts, trying to make his argument as powerful as possible.  
“I’d hoped neither of you would be accepted.”
“It’s your fault,” Ash says. “You raised us.” He tosses the cloth in the sink, holds the ice pack to his face, and sits. His leg bounces under the table, causing the wood to vibrate. The back of his hand and arm are scratched but not from the fight. Instead of working with me at the Depository, Ash spent the morning picking through the bank vault rubble. He and his best friend Gaige Devlin volunteered to collect people’s valuables before the bulldozers scooped up the bricks. The bricks will be used to repair the city wall. 
Dad waves Asher’s compliment away. “You’ve worked hard. I’m proud of you.” His large hands engulf his coffee mug. “These Trials. They’re classified, of course, but I’ve heard some well-founded rumors. They’ll challenge your goodness and test your resistance to evil. They’ll put you into intense situations to see how you react under extreme pressure. Play on your emotions. Your fears. There’s even talk they’ll put you in life-or-death situations.” 
“I can handle it,” I say, more to convince myself than my dad. And, in any case, Asher will be there, too. We can help each other out, though I’ll try not to rely on him too much. 
“I admire your confidence,” Dad replies, “but you don’t know that. Your life has been pretty easy until now.”
“Right,” I say. “Life is a piece of cake—fallout from the foreign wars blocking sunlight for years. Suicide bombers blowing up the bank. Not to mention having to dodge creepers, body snatchers, and city guards.”
“Mom’s death,” Asher adds quietly.
Dad watches Asher fingering the cut on his lip. “Okay, I’ll admit it hasn’t been easy for you two.” 
“Ya think?” I say.
Dad studies his coffee and then looks at me. “Paul, you’re barely of age.”
I turned 17 three weeks ago. Asher’s 10 months older than me. For the next five weeks, we’re the same age. Every year, we joke around, telling people we’re twins. 
“And 17 is too young in any case,” Dad adds.
“You know they’ve disproved that,” I say. Research has shown that 17 is the perfect age for becoming the Vessel. Seventeen-year-olds are done with puberty and are almost completely developed physically. We’re better at coping with new problems and situations and take fewer unnecessary risks than younger kids. But we do take more risks than adults; we don’t have that fear of dying—or living. The biggest bonus is that a 17-year-old could live 60 years or more once evil’s eliminated and there are no more wars. We won’t need another Vessel Trials for decades. 
“Plus,” I add, “there aren’t that many adults to choose from.”
“Amazing they still have people to fight in the wars,” Ash adds. “The Vessel Trials can’t come soon enough.”
Dad slaps the tabletop. “Neither one of you is entering.”
At 17, Ash and I are legal adults. The Vessel Selection Committee lowered the age of majority from 18 to 17 just so parents couldn’t interfere. Instead of pointing this out, I give Dad time to fume. Asher’s quiet, too, so he’s probably thinking the same thing. 
But Dad surprises us by not yelling. Instead, he stands and fumbles in the cabinets. 
I raise an eyebrow at Ash. My brother shrugs.
Dad pulls out a whiskey bottle, breaks the seal, and pours a shot into his coffee. “How can they even consider doing this? Play God? It’s criminal. And after the Disaster of 2054? What are they thinking?”
“That’s why they need a human vessel,” I say. “They’ve figured it out.” 
“I don’t give a damn,” Dad says. “Let them continue with their misguided experiments, but they aren’t messing with my sons. Both of my sons. How could they?” His voice cracks. He’s not crying, but he’s having a hard time keeping it together. 
Dad’s indignation is interrupted by our steel front door opening, then clanging shut.   
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Jaelyn darts into our kitchen, her frizzy, red braid bouncing on her back. She’s wearing tattered jean shorts and the sky-blue T-shirt Asher gave her for her thirteenth birthday. When she tried it on for the first time, I called her Jae Bird because of its blue color.  
“What the hell happened to you?” she asks Asher when she sees his face.
“Paul and I had a little fun with some city guards.” He grins and then winces.
She turns to me. “You got in a fight?”
“They were picking on a harmless creeper,” I say. “Beating the crap out of the guy. I couldn’t let it go.”
“Are you okay?” Jaelyn asks both of us.
“We’ll heal,” Asher replies.   
She gives me a strawberry-flavored kiss and holds out her hand. “Let me see it.” There’s dirt under her nails from working with plants at the Conservatory. She smells of roses. 
I hand her my letter and gesture to Asher’s spread out on the table. 
“Hey, Ash, you’re official.” Jaelyn fist-bumps him. As she reads my letter, she knows I’m waiting for her reaction, so she attempts a smile. Usually, when Jaelyn’s smile breaks through, freckles sprinkling her ivory face, everyone smiles. It’s unavoidable. She has one crooked canine tooth that doesn’t fit in the otherwise perfect row. But now, her face remains grim, not many freckles move, and the crooked tooth isn’t exposed. “Wow, this is really happening,” she says.
Dad reaches for the whiskey bottle. Before he can pour more into his coffee, I cover the cup with my hand. “This is something I want to do,” I say. “I have to do.”
He slams the bottle on the table. 
“Dad,” Asher says. “Tell Paul what you did today.”
Dad shakes his head.
“Tell him.”
Dad sighs. “I counseled a few families.”
“Twenty families,” Ash corrects. “He walked to their homes. Five miles, one way.”
“Why?” I ask. Dad counsels people all the time, but they usually come to his office. If something horrific happens, he’ll make a home visit, but then he’ll borrow a government vehicle. I know it’s got to be something pretty awful to make him walk miles through dangerous streets.
“An asshole drove a stolen car into the entrance of a health clinic,” Asher says. “He gunned people down as they stumbled out.” 
“Oh, God,” Jaelyn says. I push away from the table and pull her to me, wanting to hold her. She sits on my lap and wraps her arms around my shoulders. I put my arms around her slim waist, comforted by her warmth.
“Dad wanted to visit the victims’ families but didn’t want to freak them out by driving into their neighborhoods, so—“
“You walked,” I say to Dad.
“It was an isolated incident,” Dad mumbles. “And nobody bothered me.” He stares into his mug. I’m sure no city guard or creeper messed with him, but I wonder if there were things he saw that he’s not telling us. He sighs. “Things will get better.” When he lifts his coffee mug to his lips, his hand shakes. He puts the mug down.
“Get better?” I ask. “I don’t think so. We’ve got bars on our front windows—“
“We can’t leave our houses after dark,” Asher adds. “Even in our neighborhood—the safest one in the city.”
“So many people have died,” Jaelyn says, probably thinking of her parents. She shudders. I hug her.
“The world is on the brink of annihilation,” Asher says. “Eighteen wars—“
“Twenty,” I interrupt, reminding him of the two new conflicts in the desert regions.
“And how many of those warring countries have nuclear bombs?” Jaelyn asks.
“Think about it, Dad,” I say. “We can collect all that evil and control it indefinitely. We’ll save humanity.”
“By sacrificing someone?” Dad asks. “It’s unconscionable.”
“If I remember right, Reverend Salvage,” Asher says with a sly grin, “God sacrificed his only son.”
“Well, I’m not God,” Dad says. “And I have no desire to sacrifice my sons.”
“It’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make,” I tell him.
“So am I,” Asher says. 
“I hate to say it,” Jaelyn says, “believe me, I wish it wasn’t true. But Paul and Ash, they’re perfect vessels.”
She’s right. To be accepted into the Trials, candidates had to pass a hell of a lot of tests—physical, intellectual, and psychological, including testing for any dark personality traits like narcissism, psychopathy, and sadism. I received the results last week. I kicked ass. 
As far as we know, Asher was the only one who didn’t have to jump through those hoops. Lucky bastard.
Okay, I admit it. I was pissed when they accepted Asher sight unseen. For years, I’ve worked hard to prove I’m good enough to control evil. When I was nine, I learned they’d need a human vessel and wanted to be that person. I started carrying out my random acts of kindness right away. Picking up litter, scrubbing graffiti off The Corner Diner’s bricks, running errands for Mrs. Jenkins, stuff like that. By the end of that first year, I was up to 10 acts every day. 
Somehow, word got to Capitol City’s mayor. I suspect Dad had something to do with that. Anyway, the mayor made a big deal out of my year of kindness. He gave me a medal and a commendation and introduced me as ‘Paul Salvage, the Kindness Kid.’ I was on TV and in all the papers. Asher teased me about it. Dad told me he was proud of me. Mom didn’t even bother to watch the news. 
I’ve volunteered and worked with the Child Depository, the Conservatory, the library, the clinic, my dad’s People of Peace Initiative, and even at the local retiree residence when that was still around—anywhere they’ve needed me. This year, I’m up to over 50 acts of kindness every day. Now it’s a habit, which isn’t surprising. On the off chance I don’t win the Vessel Trials, I’ll still help people every day. I discovered I like doing it. 
“I hope I will be the perfect vessel,” I say in response to Jaelyn’s claim that that’s what Asher and I are. “And I hate to admit it, Jae Bird, but you’d be a perfect vessel, too.”
Jaelyn’s smile now reveals that crooked tooth. “Thanks.” She kisses my cheek, then turns to my dad. “James, becoming the Vessel is our calling, just like the church is yours.”
“It’s not,” Dad says. “Containing evil—it goes against the laws of God.”
“How?” Jaelyn’s genuinely curious, but then she always is. “Wouldn’t God want us to conquer evil? Hasn’t He given us that choice and the ability to do it?” She waves her left hand for emphasis but keeps her right arm draped across my shoulders. It’s hard for Jaelyn to talk without using her hands, which is one of the things I like about her—she’s passionate. 
“Why would God let the world become the way it is?” Jaelyn asks. “Maybe so we’d discover agonistons and how to contain them? Maybe He wanted us to be like Him and decide whether evil should exist in the world.”
Dad shakes his head. “You sound just like your parents.” He fingers the silver medallion Jaelyn’s parents gave him right before they died. The medallion is about the size of a half dollar, though about three times thicker. It’s engraved with the world’s religious symbols formed into a tree.
“After the first extraction,” Jaelyn says, “for that whole month, there was perfect peace. Do you remember? I do, and I was only eight.”
“I’ll never forget it,” Dad says. “I felt calm, stress-free. Life seemed so much easier without the constant worry of violence. But we used a bunker to house the particles, not a person. I don’t think God wants one of his creations, a young man or woman, to be the vessel of all the world’s evil. That’s monstrous.”
“My parents didn’t think so.” Jaelyn crosses her arms.
“Okay,” Ash cuts in. He’s often the peacemaker between Dad and Jaelyn. Me, I like to see them go at it. “Let’s not go down that road. Again,” Asher says.
“What I don’t understand, James,” Jaelyn says, ignoring Asher, “is why you think getting rid of devil particles is a bad thing.”
“Devil particles serve a purpose,” he says. “They test people. They incite us to commit evil acts, certainly, but we have the choice not to commit those acts. Ultimately, evil is a matter of personal choice. But if we have no devil particles to incite us, there is no choice. We lose our freedom to choose. And what would be the meaning of good acts if they are no longer chosen? You kids have devil particles, yet you choose to do good time and again. That means something. What would the world be like if the choice was taken away?”
“It’d be heaven.” I picture a crime-free, war-free world. “All of the time and money we put into fighting evil could be used to mitigate natural disasters like earthquakes and hurricanes.”
“And cure cancer,” Jaelyn adds, using both hands now. “All diseases.”
“Or maybe we’ll become mindless automatons,” Dad says, “with no free will or ambition. And what of the person who becomes the Vessel? Putting all that evil into one person is cruelty of the highest level. To put it in one of my sons is unimaginable.” 
Dad studies Asher and then me. “What would that much evil do to you? Drive you insane? Kill you?”
I study my letter, running my fingers over the word Congratulations. How cool would it be to be the one who saves the world? Isn’t that the ultimate superpower? I want to be that superhero. But will it kill me?
“The purpose of the Vessel Trials,” I say, “is to see if we’ll be able to handle it.”
Ash’s leg stops bouncing. He adds, “They wouldn’t spend all this time and money if they thought we’d just die.” 
“You’re assuming they know what they’re doing,” Dad replies darkly. 
“Wait,” I say. “You don’t trust President Cicero? You told me you’d never met anyone so devoted to the people she’s been elected to protect.”
“I have a great deal of respect for Stark Cicero,” Dad admits. “She’s a clever businesswoman and a savvy politician, but she’s human like everyone else. She can make mistakes. And I know little to nothing about the people on the Vessel Selection Committee or what they’re up to.” He gestures at the acceptance letters. “But even assuming they know what they’re doing, and you survive the Trials and the implantation of the devil particles, what kind of life would you lead as the Vessel? Do you honestly think they’ll let you have a normal life? No. They’ll lock you up and throw away the key.”
“I’m willing to take that chance,” Asher says. “I’d be like your friend, Father Canard. The monk. He rarely leaves his cell.”
“That’s different,” Dad says. “He’s serving God.”
“I don’t see any difference.” Ash crosses his arms. 
Dad’s quiet, studying Asher’s face. It’s as if he’s searching for a crack in Asher’s arguments, in all our arguments. Finally, he says to Asher, “I don’t want to lose you.” He turns to me. “Either of you.” His words quiver and I know he’s trying hard not to cry.
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I was so obsessed with getting into the Trials I didn’t even consider Dad’s feelings. When Asher and I compete, what will that do to him? I’ve lived every day of the last nine years as an ideal Vessel Candidate. Now that I’ve been accepted into the Trials, I’m so close. But am I being selfish? What about Dad? I’m surprised by these sudden doubts. What if I don’t compete? Can I give up everything I worked for?  
Dad pushes away from the table with his mug in his hand. He turns his back on us, leans over the sink, and switches on the water. His shoulders shake. At first, I think he is washing the mug, but then I realize he’s crying.
Can I put him through two sons competing in the Trials? They only need one vessel. 
Wait. Am I actually considering withdrawing? No. I can’t. I just can’t. But I can try to reassure him, tell him everything will be okay.
I push Jaelyn gently aside, go over to Dad, and turn off the faucet. He takes off his glasses and wipes his face with the sleeve of his T-shirt. He replaces them and looks at me; the thick lenses magnify his watery eyes. 
Before I can say anything, Asher says, “I’ll withdraw.” 
I’m shocked. And relieved. Now I won’t have to feel guilty for not withdrawing. But hang on. This means Asher won’t be with me at the Trials.  
Dad turns to Asher. A faint smile forms on his lips. “Really?” 
“Paul should go.” Asher’s voice is firm. “He’s a better candidate. Smarter definitely. And he wants it more.”
“Are you serious?” I ask. 
“Sure,” Ash says. “I’ll keep my volunteer jobs, and there’s the community outreach work we’re doing together, Dad. I’ll stay and look after you.” The irony is that sacrificing his goals for Dad’s sake is the ultimate test of goodness. This one act makes him the perfect vessel. 
Dad straightens up. “You make me sound like an invalid.”  
“Well, since Mom died, you’ve had your moments,” Asher says.
“And Ash snaps you out of them,” Jaelyn says. “He gets you to laugh.”
“Asher, you’re their number-one choice,” I point out. “How can you back out now? Don’t you want to prove them right?”
“Paul!” Dad barks at me. “He said he’s not going to do it. Don’t try to change his mind.”  
Asher laughs. “Don’t get mad at Paul. He’s just disappointed he won’t get the chance to whip my ass.”
“Damn right,” I say.  
“Tough,” Asher says. “I’m withdrawing.” He reaches for the wall phone. “I’ll call the committee right now.”
It hits me—if Ash withdraws, will Jaelyn be selected to replace him? 
“What’s the rush?” I ask him. “It’s such a big decision, and the Trials aren’t until Friday. Sleep on it, and then, if you still don’t want to compete, you can call them tomorrow afternoon when you get home from the clinic.”
Asher hesitates.
“Please,” I say.
Something in my tone or the pleading look in my eyes makes him hang up the receiver. “Okay,” he says. “I’ll wait until tomorrow. But I don’t think I’ll change my mind.”
“Thank goodness,” Dad says. He turns to me. “Paul, please reconsider.” 
I hug Dad. He’s stiff in my arms at first, then relaxes. “I love you, Dad,” I say. “I’d never do anything to hurt you. But I gotta do this. It’s what I was put on this Earth to do.”
Asher shoots me a look. He said those very words to me the day he got accepted. I’m letting him know he’s not the only one who feels that way.
Dad sags and pulls away. “I’ve got four days to convince you otherwise.” He pats me on the back and shuffles out of the room. 
“He’ll never convince me,” I mutter as I sit at the table again. Jaelyn resumes her spot on my lap. 
“So, what now?” she asks, nodding at the papers on the table.
I reach for my letter. “I’m to report to 100 State Avenue.” 
“Isn’t that the abandoned Stoneville Executive Tower?” Jaelyn asks, glancing at the letter. “What for?”
“It doesn’t say. I have to get there by 12:10 p.m. Friday. Sharp. If I’m a minute late, I’m disqualified.”
“Is there anything you have to do to prepare for it?” Jaelyn asks. 
I read on. “I can’t eat anything 24 hours before arrival and no liquids after 8:00 a.m. Friday. Geez, I’m going to be hungry.”
“They mentioned that in my alternate letter, too,” Jaelyn says. “Told me to avoid eating in case I’m accepted.” She takes a handful of cherries from the bowl. She eats more than I do even though she’s only 5'2"—eight inches shorter than me—and about 50 pounds lighter. 
“I wonder how they’ll prove I haven’t eaten anything or had something to drink.” I skim the page.
“I think it says something about drawing blood,” Asher says. 
“Yes, ‘blood samples.’ Maybe they’ll feed us when we get there? I hope it’s real food instead of government-issued rations.” 
“Can you bring food?” Jaelyn asks.
“No.” I read more. “I’m encouraged to wear comfortable clothes.” Which is ironic since all anyone has is T-shirts, sweatshirts, and jeans. “I’m also supposed to wear sturdy shoes. Athletic ones if I have them.” This makes my insides twist. “Do you think we’ll have to compete athletically? Run sprints?”   
“Don’t worry about it,” Asher says. “They’ve already tested your physical agility. Your marks were almost as high as mine.”
Jaelyn spits cherry pits into a napkin. The loose hairs in her braid tickle my neck. “Asher,” she says, “if you do withdraw, I’ll be glad you and I won’t be competing against each other when I’m finally accepted.” She scoops up more cherries.
“Not when, if you’re accepted,” I say, hoping that won’t be the case. “And that’s a big if,” I kid her.
She frowns, but with her cheeks full of fruit, she looks more like an annoyed chipmunk than a pissed-off girlfriend.
“Jae’s got a good chance of getting in,” Ash says. “For a girl.”
She spits a cherry pit at him. He tries to dodge the projectile, tilting his chair backward, but it pings off the top of the kerosene lamp and hits him in the middle of his forehead. It leaves a red splat right next to the thin, white scar our mom gave him when she aimed for me. He flails his arms and rights himself.
“I take it back.” He rubs the spot, laughing. “You’ll win as long as they feed you cherries.”
I laugh and then hug her tightly. “Seriously, Jae Bird, I wish you hadn’t entered.” She struggles to break free. I hold her tighter. “You should do whatever you want, of course. I just wish you didn’t want this. We don’t know what will happen during the Trials and afterward, during the implantation.”
She studies me. Her spring-green eyes flecked with blue are the most colorful things I know in our bleak world. “If they’ll just give me the chance, I know I’ll be able to handle myself during the Trials.” Her eyes are steely, determined. “And if I win and become the Vessel, it might change me, probably will at first, but once I get a handle on things—”
“On evil,” I remind her.
“Then you’ll get the same old me.”
“Do you honestly believe that?” I ask, wondering how billions of devil particles will affect me if I’m the Vessel. 
“I have to.”
[image: image-placeholder]That night in my bedroom, I sit at my desk, work through a stack of Depository paperwork, and try not to think of the Vessel Trials. One file contains the records of five siblings whose parents were killed in the foreign wars. Wait, the government sent both parents when the youngest kid was three? I scan the intake sheet again. That’s exactly what they did. I realize, not for the first time, how lucky I am that I still have Dad. I try to imagine a world without wars. I can’t wrap my head around it, but soon that will be a reality, and hopefully because of me.  
I glance at the time on my phone; not quite 10. I might as well get ready for bed. I close the file and put it on top of the others, straightening it so the corners of the stack make neat 90-degree angles. In the bathroom, I brush my teeth with baking soda and then hang my T-shirt and jeans in their proper places in the closet. I pull on the pair of cut-off sweatpants I use for pajamas, grab a copy of The King’s Wager from my bookshelf, and stretch out on the bed.
Downstairs, the front door slams. I hear Ash’s big feet taking the stairs two at a time. He pokes his head into my doorway. “Whatcha reading?” he asks, slightly out of breath. 
I show him the cover.
He nods absentmindedly and paces my room. 
I check my phone—9:58 p.m. “You cut that close. It’s almost curfew.”
“Yep,” he said. “I blame Gaige. He’s a bad influence.”
Gaige Devlin likes to joke around. At 6' 1", Gaige is three inches taller than me and would be good-looking if it weren’t for the left side of his face. It’s unnaturally taut and shiny, as if someone has stretched cellophane over his dark brown skin but didn’t smooth out all the kinks. His “melted face,” as he calls it, is a two-year-old reminder of his failure to rescue his sisters from their burning house. His face attracts attention. I think that’s why he plays the class clown. 
“Don’t tell me you snuck into a dive bar. ’Course, looking like that”—I point to his black eye and swollen lip—“you’d fit right in.”
“Ha, ha,” he says. “No. We used Dad’s chits to get us into The Corner Diner.” The government gives each head of household monthly entertainment tokens called “chits” to use at any restaurants or bars that are still open. Initially, all businesses were closed because of the Anti-Assembly Law. Then the suicide rate skyrocketed. Politicians realized that without human interaction, people go crazy. Rationing interactions with chits was a compromise.
“Ooo, The Corner Diner,” I say. “Living dangerously.”
He socks me in the arm and then sits on the edge of my bed. His leg bounces, shaking the mattress. I consider telling him to stop, but a bouncing leg means something important is on his mind, so I let it go.
“Did Gaige bring his dog?” I ask.
“Are you crazy? Why would he bring Crook to—” He stops when he sees the grin on my face.
“What?” I say, sounding innocent. “That mutt would’ve helped you pick up girls.” Crook is an incredibly smart and beautiful Border Heeler—a mix between an Australian Cattle Dog and a Border Collie. Gaige’s little sister found the dog digging up potatoes in their garden, which is how he got his name. Sometimes I think the mutt’s smarter than Gaige.
“Shows what you know,” Ash says. “Turns out we didn’t need him. We met girls all on our own. Real cute. Gaige let slip that we’re Vessel Candidates. They got excited.” His leg stops. “Why do girls have such high-pitched screams?”
I shrug. Jaelyn has never squealed. 
“They asked for our autographs.” He blushes. 
“Lame. Did you tell them you might be withdrawing?” 
“Nah.” 
“Smart.” I nod. “Did you give them your autograph?”
He just looks at me and doesn’t answer.
“Loser.”  
He flips me the bird. 
I laugh.
“I’m not you, okay?” Asher says. “Not everyone can have the perfect girlfriend.” 
“True.” I smile. “I am really lucky.” I have suspicions about Gaige and his feelings toward Asher, so I ask, “Did Gaige give those girls his autograph, too?”
“Yeah, he did. Then he told them to bug off.” He laughs. 
I raise an eyebrow.
“Look, it’s not like that,” Asher says. “Gaige likes girls. I know he does. He likes . . .  Jaelyn.”
“That’s obvious,” I say. “But I think he likes you more.”
“Nah, you’re wrong,” Asher says. “We’re best buds, that’s all. He’s never hit on me.”
“If you say so.” 
His leg starts bouncing again. “Having all the world’s evil inside you . . . I don’t know. Are you scared?”    
“Sure, but I’m trying not to think about it. I’ve got to win the Trials first. And after that, I want to save the world. Don’t you?”
Asher’s shoulders relax, his leg stops bouncing, and his whole body slumps. “More than anything,” he admits. “I honestly think God created me to be the Vessel.” 
I think he might be right about that. “Then how can you even consider backing out?” 
“I don’t know,” he says. “I go back and forth on it. And then I think of Dad.”
“Is Dad’s peace of mind more important than saving the world?” I ask. “Look, when you say God created you to be the Vessel, I know you’re not bragging, you’re just being honest, and I think you’re right. You’re naturally good.”
“Geez,” Ash says. “That’s boring.”
“You’re far from boring.” 
“We’d have to compete against each other,” he says. “What if we have to fight to the death?”
“That’s not going to be a thing. Like you said, why put us in that kind of danger? No, we’ll help each other out. We’ll make sure one of us wins.”
What will beating him mean, though? Will there be hand-to-hand combat? Could I punch my brother? God knows I’m not good at fighting, and if I did beat Asher in a fight, could I live with myself if I hurt him? Maybe? I don’t know. I’ll deal with it when the time comes. 
“You’ll win,” Asher says. “Once I drop out.” He manages a grin.
“Very funny,” I say, though I don’t smile back. “But you’re not dropping out, right?”
“I don’t know. We’ll see.” He heads to his bedroom.
I open my book, but it’s a good half hour before I can get the Trials out of my mind and focus on the words. After one chapter of kings fighting for the throne, I wonder what the world would be like if I occupied the Presidential Residence instead of President Cicero. Would I bring our troops home? Save the environment? Clean up the streets? Anything’s better than the chaos we’ve got now. 
I turn out the light and try to sleep, but the sound of Asher pacing his bedroom’s creaking floorboards keeps me awake. Finally, I drift off.
I wake the next morning in a heap at the bottom of our stairs. 
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I’m sore all over, and the back of my head aches. What the hell happened? I know I’m clumsy, but geez, did I really trip down the whole flight of stairs?  
I slowly untangle myself from the steps and sit on the floor. I pat my arms and legs. Nothing’s broken, but moving gives me one hell of a headache. I run my hands through my hair. It’s matted, and there’s a crusty bump on the back of my head. When I touch it, a bolt of pain shoots across my scalp. I cringe. I must have whacked it on the way down. Sure enough, there’s a small puddle of blood on the bottom step. 
What time is it? How long have I been out? Guessing by the faint light through the living room window and the fact that I’m wearing clothes, not my cut-off sweats, it must be mid-morning. Strange thing is, I don’t even remember getting out of bed.
“Dad? Asher?” I call, but I’m sure they’ve already left for work. If not, they would’ve heard me crashing down the stairs. They’d be right by my side, wondering if I was okay. I reach into the back pocket of my jeans for my phone, but it isn’t there.
Why don’t I remember tripping? Or even getting dressed? I must have whacked myself real good. 
Oh, shit! Today’s Tuesday—the Vessel Trials are in three days. Will they disqualify me if they discover I’ve blacked out? Suddenly, I’m really glad Dad’s not around. If he finds out I’ve cracked my head, he’ll do everything he can to make sure I don’t compete. And he’d probably be right. I mean, how crazy would I have to be to take on the Trials with a head injury? Pretty crazy, I guess. But I don’t care. Nothing’s going to stop me from competing. I’ll just keep this to myself.  
I scramble to my feet and instantly regret it. The pain in my head is so intense that it makes my legs sway and my eyes water. I grab the staircase railing with my left hand to steady myself and cradle my head with my right. After a couple of deep breaths, I feel slightly better. Wiping my eyes, I stumble into the bathroom. I turn the tap on and soak a hand towel. Back in the front hall, I wipe the blood off the stair, turning the cream-colored cloth pink. Knowing it’s my blood makes me even woozier. 
I toss the towel in the sink to soak and trudge upstairs, using the railing for support. Once in my bathroom, I swallow two acetaminophen tablets with a cup of water, then down two more even though the pills are hard to come by. 
I slump on the toilet seat cover and close my eyes. When the throbbing begins to fade, I strip off my stained shirt and wipe the dried blood from the back of my neck and shoulders with a washcloth. I use the hand-held and wall mirrors to check the back of my head. Thankfully, my dark brown hair covers any signs of the cut and the lump. 
I pull on a clean T-shirt and grab my phone from my bedside table. It’s just past 10, which means I’m late for my 10 o’clock shift at the Child Depository. I’ll give them a call, but first, I’ve got to figure out what the hell happened. I usually get up around eight, so my guess is I got up, dressed, had breakfast, and then tripped going up the stairs on my way back to my bedroom to get my phone. Which means I might have been out for over an hour. I gotta be more careful.
I shove my phone in the back pocket of my jeans, take my bloody T-shirt and the washcloth, and head downstairs. I grab the soaking hand towel, drain the bathroom sink, and then go into the basement. Just as I throw the T-shirt, washcloth, and towel in the washing machine, my phone rings. Crap, I forgot to call my boss at the Child Depository.
It’s Dad calling from his office at the capitol.
“What’s up?” I ask, trying my hardest to sound casual despite my aching head. I dump some laundry detergent in the washer and close the lid.
“Asher is missing.”
My hand stops halfway to the washing machine dial. “What do you mean, ‘missing’?”
“He left at 7:15 this morning for his shift at the clinic.” Dad’s words are rushed; he sounds as if he’s on the edge of panicking. “His supervisor called a few minutes ago. He mentioned having a hectic morning and asked why Asher hadn’t shown up. He said he really needed Asher’s help today and couldn’t reach him on his cell phone.”
Is Ash home, in his room, possibly sick in bed, and I didn’t even notice? Did he hear me fall down the stairs? He didn’t answer when I called his name. “Maybe he’s here?” 
“That’s what I’m hoping,” Dad says.
“Hang on, I’ll check.” I run up the stairs, ignoring my headache, and shout, “Ash!” I check his room. There’s a large bulge in the middle of his bed. “Asher?” I pull back his bedspread, exposing a balled-up blanket and rumpled sheets. I scan the room. His cell phone is gone. I check for him in Dad’s room. Empty. 
I run down to the kitchen and then out into the backyard, calling his name. I open the garden shed door. There’s a rake, shovel, and spade leaning against the weathered boards, but no Asher. I didn’t expect to see him here. Gardening isn’t his thing.
I go through the gate to the driveway and open the garage door. Dad’s rusty, old Honda Civic sits there just as it has ever since the government outlawed the use of private cars a few years ago. The windows are so dusty I can’t see inside. There’s no reason why my brother would be in it, but still, I open the driver’s door. It creaks. The car’s seats smell moldy, and the dashboard is cracked. Other than an ice scraper on the back seat, the car’s empty. 
“Dad,” I say into my phone, “there’s no sign of him. His phone’s gone, too.”  
“I’ll call Gaige,” Dad says. 
A few tense minutes later, he calls back. “Gaige hasn’t seen him since they left The Corner Diner last night. I’m coming home.” 
I call my boss at the Child Depository and tell her something’s come up; I won’t be coming in today. I never miss a shift, so she’s cool with it. Then I pace the front hallway and try to figure out where Asher might be. Did he stop back at The Corner Diner this morning, run into some friends and lose track of time? But then why didn’t he answer his phone when his supervisor called? Maybe he forgot to charge it? Or maybe those city guards found him, beat the crap out of him, and left him bleeding in some back alley. No, come on, I tell myself, don’t think that way. He’s okay. Asher’s got to be okay.
The minute Dad walks in the door, I say, “Those city guards are still on the loose.”
“Yes,” Dad says. “I thought of that, too. I called Sam Turner, head of the city guard. He was unavailable, so I left a—“ His cell phone rings.  
“Hello,” Dad says into the phone. “Yes. What can you tell me, Sam?” He nods. “All right.” He nods again. “What do you mean, gone?“ He closes his eyes and sighs. “Can’t you track him down? . . . They are? Well, at least that’s something . . . And his buddies? . . . When? . . . Okay. Please keep me posted. And please have your people keep an eye out for Asher . . . Thank you. I appreciate it.” He clicks off his phone.
“Well?” I ask.
“The guard whose nose Asher broke is named Colson Vy. Cole. He and his buddies have been deployed overseas.”
“When?”
“Cole was supposed to report at the air base this morning at 9:00. His buddies made it. He never showed.”
I’m suddenly queasy. “We have to find him.” 
“The army’s looking for him. As soon as they track him down, they’ll let us know.”
For the next half hour, Dad and I call everyone we can think of—people Asher knew and people who might have seen him. No one has heard from my brother. 
I stare at my phone, trying to think of someone else to call, when it hits me. “Asher’s phone.” 
“What about it?” Dad asks.
“I think I can track it with mine.” I try to locate Asher’s phone using GPS. Dad looks over my shoulder as I search. The app comes up empty. I use the Cloud and a Bluetooth tracker. Nothing. Exasperated, I toss my useless phone on the kitchen table.
[image: image-placeholder]Twenty minutes later, Dad, Gaige, Jaelyn, and I search the city. We walk through the barren streets, retracing what we think were Ash’s steps, looking for clues. 
We knock on gated front doors and ring doorbells. Neighbors answer us through the iron bars. They’re afraid to come outside but also fearful of losing their humanity if they ignore us. No one has seen Ash.
We pass another block, this one with five abandoned houses and seven others that look barely lived in. Every home in the neighborhood except ours has lost someone to war or violence, and some, like these vacant homes, have lost entire families. With so much graffiti on them, the houses look more like billboards. 
Amongst the angry swear words are sections of spray-painted art. Some drawings attempt to decorate the structures—flowers, smiling faces, balloons—but these are flashy to the point of being creepy. 
Five miles in the distance is the Stoneville Executive Tower, the 52-story skyscraper where they’re holding the Vessel Trials. A rare beam of sunlight pokes through the murky sky and hits the tower’s upper floors. The sunlight would reflect off the building’s windows if there were any. 
A block later, we come across a city guard watching a small group of construction workers combing through the bank debris. We ask the guard and the workers if they’ve seen Asher. Maybe he decided to help them out before going to the clinic? They shake their heads and murmur apologies. Dad asks them to help us search. 
“Soon as we finish going through this stuff,”—the foreman points to a pile of rubble in front of him—“we’re done for the day. We’ll head out and”—he hesitates, glancing at the guard—”search in that direction.” He motions to the other side of the rubble. “We don’t want to break that damned Anti-Assembly Law.” In our worry for Asher, we’d forgotten all about that stupid law.
The Anti-Assembly Law makes it illegal for 10 or more people to gather. It was passed three years ago when a bomb exploded in the ice cream parlor where President Cicero, her husband, their three children, 30 friends including Asher, and 10 Secret Service agents were celebrating Livvy Cicero’s sixth birthday. The president had invited Asher because she had seen how great he was with the orphans at the Child Depository the week before. In typical Asher fashion, he accepted her invitation only if she let him run the party games. He told me he was looking forward to playing with the kids, but I suspected the promise of chocolate cake convinced him to go. 
Asher never got a piece of that cake. The bomb exploded before they got to dessert. The president and Asher were the only two who survived. 
After that, the government quickly enacted the Anti-Assembly Law. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but now, as the construction workers back away from us to comply with the law, it feels like we’re being abandoned. At least they promised to look.
Dad shouts out his phone number. “Call me if you find out anything. Anything at all.”
The foreman turns and waves. 
Dad stands in the rubble, his shoulders sagging as he watches them go. Jaelyn slumps on a mound of bricks. Is it a pile Asher stacked? 
“You’d think the president would send out a search party,” Gaige says. “Seeing as Asher saved her life.”
Right before the bomb went off, President Cicero, Asher, and the second-in-command of the Secret Service left the ice cream parlor to retrieve gifts from the president’s limousine. When the bomb exploded, it instantly killed everyone inside the restaurant. 
The explosion blew the Secret Service agent into the side of the limo. He was smashed up pretty bad. The poor guy hung on for a few days and then died. Asher and the president were luckier. They were on the other side of the limo and were shielded from flying glass and debris. Still, the blast knocked them off their feet. Ash landed on the grass and got only a few cuts and bruises. The president landed on the sidewalk. Her left leg was fractured, and she was hysterical. 
Asher kept her calm and her leg stable until the ambulances arrived, which probably saved her life. She spent a month in the hospital and several months in physical therapy and now has a permanent limp. It’s a constant reminder of that horrific day.
“With the increased bombing in the Middle East,” Dad says, “I’m sure the president has more pressing problems than searching for one missing boy.” He takes his glasses off to rub the bridge of his nose. “We’ll find him.” 
“I’m calling Ray,” Jaelyn says. “Maybe he can help.” 
Detective Ray Blank was Jaelyn’s parents’ best friend. 
“Good idea.” Gaige settles next to Jaelyn, bumping his thigh against hers. She gives him a smile, probably for the compliment. I want to sit on the other side of Jaelyn or, better yet, between her and Gaige, but there’s no room. 
“Detective Blank won’t be able to do anything,” I say.
Jaelyn shrugs and calls anyway. Her frown deepens as she listens to the detective. Then she shoves the phone into the hidden pocket in the waistband of her jeans. 
“What did he say?” Dad asks.
“At first, he suggested Ash ran away. He said the idea of competing in the Trials might be too much for him.”
“That’s bullshit,” Gaige says.
“Particularly since he’s thinking about dropping out,” I add. 
“Yeah,” Gaige says. “Ash told me about that last night. Still can’t believe he’s even considering it.”
“He doesn’t think both of us should compete.” I look pointedly at Dad and then turn to Jaelyn. “Did Detective Blank mention anything about the missing guard? Cole Vy?” 
“He’s still AWOL, so Ray’s letting the army handle it,” Jaelyn says. “Ray pointed out that it’s only been 10 hours. He said the police don’t start investigating missing person cases until someone’s been gone for more than a week.”
“That’s crazy,” I say.
“His office gets more than 30 missing person calls every day. They just don’t have the workforce.” 
“We don’t need the police,” Gaige says. “We’ll find him. Come on.”
“Paul,” Jaelyn says, “when you tried to track Asher’s phone, did you use cell tower triangulation?”
“I didn’t think of that,” I say, shaking my head. It aches. Maybe the concussion scrambled my brain?
“What will triangulation do?” Dad asks.
“It’ll locate the last place Asher used his phone.” Jaelyn messes with her phone.
“Is that him?” Dad asks, pointing over Jaelyn’s shoulder to the screen. “That dot there?”
“Could be,” she replies.
“It looks like he’s in the woods by the ravine,” Dad says. 
Gaige lets out a whoop. 
“It would make sense,” I say, excited we have a lead. Asher often cut through the woods to get to the clinic. 
“Let’s go.” Dad leads us down the street in the direction of the woods.
“We shouldn’t get too excited,” Jaelyn calls after him, shoving her phone into her pocket. “This only gets us within a quarter of a mile of where he last used his phone. It’s a lot of area to cover. And he could be anywhere by now.”
“Still, it gives us something to start with,” Dad says.   
We take a side street lined with boarded-up row houses, which dead ends onto a vacant lot. Careful to avoid stepping on broken glass and litter, we cross the lot to the gravel path leading into the woods.
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Dad and I stick to the trail while Gaige and Jaelyn thrash through the brush. Every few minutes, one or all of us will call out Ash’s name. It’s another hot day. Ninety degrees or more, and that’s in the shade. Even though it’s late afternoon, the weather doesn’t show any signs of cooling. My T-shirt and jeans stick to my damp skin, and my head throbs. I can’t tell if the pain is from my injury, the heat, or my worry for Asher. Probably all three. I wish we’d brought some water. 
I kick stones aside, looking for clues—a stray piece of paper, a torn strip of cotton, drops of blood, anything. I find discarded cigarette butts. It’s incredible that these woods haven’t gone up in flames. There’s the occasional crushed beer can and even a child’s shoe, but no signs of Asher. I know it’s too much to ask to find him lounging under a tree, but even finding his phone would give me hope.
Dad walks past me. His breathing is heavy. I’m not sure if it’s from hours of walking, the thick air, or an attempt to keep from crying. I’m barely holding it together, too. If he cries, I’ll be joining him.
When Ash and I were younger, before the Evil Elimination Disaster and subsequent crime sprees and wars, we played hide-and-seek in these woods. The last time was right after my seventh birthday. Asher hid so well I couldn’t find him. 
I remember searching behind bushes and around trees much lusher than these for what seemed like an hour but was probably less than 10 minutes. I called him, but he didn’t answer. Eventually, I gave up and went home. Ash came home a half hour later and found me in front of the TV watching his favorite cartoon. He said I deserted him. He told me he’d never speak to me again. Five minutes later, he asked if he could watch, too.  
When our mother realized I’d abandoned Ash in the woods, she yanked the 10-foot electric cord out of the back of the TV and whipped me. I curled into a ball on the carpet and held out my left hand, trying to block the hits. The cord slashed a deep gash down my thumb—I still have the scar. 
When I heard the cord whip through the air again, I was sure it would peel my skin off. But this time, I felt nothing.
Mother screamed. Had she struck herself by accident? Could I be that lucky? Or would striking herself make her even madder? I peered through my bloody fingers.
Eight-year-old Asher stood in front of me, protecting me, facing our mother. Blood poured from a cut in the center of his forehead. Mother scooped him up and apologized to him over and over again. She mopped his wound with her T-shirt and rocked him in her arms. Before taking him out of the den, she leaned over and spat in my face. 
My mother had never beaten me before and never did again. It was also the only time she had ever paid any attention to me. 
And that was the last time Ash and I played hide-and-seek. 
Until now. 
We use the tracking on Jaelyn’s phone to direct us. We check under every tree and bush all the way to the rim of the ravine. The swift river’s a good 20 feet below us. The water splashes and gurgles as it runs over and around boulders. If the sides of the ravine weren’t so rocky and steep, I’d scramble down there, soak my head, take a long drink, and look for Asher.  
Thunder rumbles overhead, promising a break from the heat. We turn away from the river and trudge back through the woods. We switch—Dad and I check the underbrush, Jaelyn and Gaige check the trail—but we don’t call Asher’s name. We keep an eye out for night prowlers, gangs who prey on people foolish enough to go out after sunset, and body snatchers, ex-cons who kidnap people and sell them to warlords. There are rumors that the biggest buyer is our government. 
“You don’t think the government has him, do you?” Jaelyn whispers to Dad as if reading my mind.
“Nah, he’s a Vessel Candidate.” Gaige’s voice is hushed. “And he saved the president.”
“So?” I whisper. “The ex-cons don’t know about that or care, and it’d take weeks for them to figure it out.”
“But with your position, James,” Jaelyn says, “the body snatchers wouldn’t touch him. Right?” 
“I called the president,” Dad admits. “I couldn’t get through. Her chief of staff offered his sympathy and then emphatically denied the government’s involvement with body snatchers. I know the man. I believe he’s telling the truth.” 
The wind gusts. We pick up our pace as darkness thickens and the 10 o’clock curfew approaches. 
“It’s no use,” Dad says, defeated. “It’s getting too dark. Let’s go home.” We make our way back through the woods to the vacant lot and the dead-end street. Heading to the main road, I’m amazed at how dark it is. The streetlights would help, but most of them are busted. 
Lightning flashes, exposing creepers watching us from the shadows. A city guard appears on one of the few lighted corners with a rifle. The creepers scurry away on filthy bare feet, their ragged clothes billowing out behind them. 
I walk to the guard. He backs away. I hold out my hands in a peaceful gesture and ask him if he’s seen my brother or Colson Vy. He shakes his head and waves me along. 
I veer toward an abandoned building we skipped earlier. Could Asher have wandered inside or been lured in and attacked? I step into the hallway, brushing cobwebs away from my face. The floorboards moan and creak under my footsteps. The building smells of rotting wood and urine. “Asher?” His name echoes in the cracked stairwell. 
Two men appear in the doorway behind me. One is several inches shorter than me and stocky. The other is tall and wiry. They have city guard insignia patches on their gray T-shirts and AK-47s slung over their shoulders. 
“You’d better get home, son,” the taller of the two says. “Storm’s coming.” 
“I’m looking for my brother,” I tell them. “Asher Salvage.”
“Haven’t seen no one ’cept you all day,” Short Guard claims.
“We’re also looking for Colson Vy, a city guard,” I say. “He goes by ‘Cole.’“
“No sign of any stray guards neither,” Short Guard says.
“Move along,” Tall Guard adds.
“I’m not going home until we find Ash.” 
“That ain’t an option,” Small Guard says. “Curfew.”
I don’t move.
“It’s the law.” He shifts the rifle off his shoulder.
“Paul?” Jae Bird calls from outside the house. “Excuse me,” she says and pushes past them. 
“You both have to leave,” Tall Guard says, shoving his buddy’s gun aside. “Before you’re inadvertently shot.”
“Or worse,” Small Guard says, eyeing Jaelyn in a way I don’t like. 
“Back off.” I step between Jaelyn and Small Guard. Small Guard aims his gun at my chest.
“Leave,” Tall Guard orders.
Jaelyn takes my hand. “Come on, Paul. There’s nothing more we can do tonight.”
“Nothing more they’ll let us do, you mean,” I say, but I let her lead me outside. I look back at the two guards on either side of the front door. Neither takes their eyes off us.  
There’s a flash and then a roar of thunder. A gust of wind swirls trash around the street. The storm is almost upon us. We catch up to Dad and Gaige, and the four of us start jogging. 
We’re three blocks from my house when the clouds break loose. Cold, hard rain beats on my head and instantly soaks my clothes. 
“Aaa!” Gaige yells.
We sprint for our house, then huddle on the front porch while Dad fumbles with the combination lock. Finally, we’re in.
I close the door behind us even though I hate that Ash is out there, somewhere, in this storm, hurt or worse.
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Around eight o’clock Thursday morning, two days after Ash’s disappearance, I lift my head from the “Find Asher” posters I’d neatly stacked on the kitchen table. I must have fallen asleep. The corner of the top poster sticks to my forehead. I peel it off and massage my sore neck.  
The last couple of days, we slogged through the unceasing rain, scouring the woods for any sign of Asher and finally gave up. I spent all last night making phone calls, searching the net, and resorting to the old-fashioned method of creating missing-person posters, which I’ll plaster all over town. 
“Go lie down, Paul,” Dad tells me as he pours himself what must be his fiftieth cup of coffee. Behind smudged glasses, Dad’s eyes are bloodshot. His brown hair is matted, and his face is pale. It’s unsettling that his T-shirt is stained and wrinkled. Dad’s only 45, but he looks like he’s aged 20 years since Ash’s disappearance.
“I’m fine,” I say.
He hands me a full mug and a plate of buttered toast. I chew the top piece without tasting even the burnt edges. I wash it down with the stale coffee made from roasted chicory and dandelion roots Dad pulls from the backyard. It’s a good knock-off but missing the caffeine we’re craving.
Jaelyn shuffles in from the living room, where she’s been glued to the computer. She has a talent for bypassing perpetual viruses, scammers, and hacks. 
Her red hair, usually braided down her back, is now a mass of frizz. She’s wearing the sky-blue T-shirt Asher gave her. She’s worn it for the last two nights. “I’m going to take a shower,” she announces as she grabs the second piece of toast off my plate. She hasn’t gone home since Ash disappeared.  
“I’m after you.” I’m relieved she’ll finally take that T-shirt off. I hope setting aside that constant reminder of Ash will ease some of my hollowness. I swallow the last of the toast and then pick too aggressively at a zit under the stringy bangs on my forehead. I grab a paper napkin to blot the blood just as the doorbell rings. 
Jaelyn turns to look at me. 
Dad drops his mug on the counter. Coffee spills down the front of the cabinet, leaving what looks like brown tears. 
No one moves. 
The bell rings again, its once cheery notes now sounding metallic and harsh. 
Dad dashes into the hallway—Jaelyn and I are close behind. When he opens the front door, Detective Ray Blank stands there with a grim look. Gaige is behind him, and the scarred left half of his dark face is shiny from tears. 
“You’ve found Asher,” Dad says. But his words are hollow, not triumphant.
“Mind if we come in?” Detective Blank asks. 
Dad mutters an offer of coffee, directing the police officer into the living room. Detective Blank declines. His faded T-shirt stretches over his muscular chest, and the only thing distinguishing him as an officer is the Capital City Police emblem sewn onto his right sleeve. 
Jaelyn told me that before he became a cop, Detective Blank was a decorated pilot in the foreign wars. He had a wife and two kids, but they were murdered during the Evil Elimination Disaster. That’s when he decided to join the police force, and he’s been looking for their killer ever since. He sits on one of our easy chairs, leans over and rests his elbows on the worn patches on his knees.
Gaige hovers next to the couch. He clings to the back of it as if he’ll fall over if he doesn’t. He wipes away tears, but more come.
Dad perches on the edge of the chair opposite Detective Blank. He rubs his tree medallion. 
Jaelyn and I sit side by side on the couch and hold hands. Her palm is damp; her fingers shake as they intertwine with mine. Gaige stares at our hands and then at Jae Bird before he sees me looking at him. He drops his gaze and studies his high tops.
“Tell me it’s good news.” Dad clutches his hands as if in prayer. “You found Asher in a city hospital, injured, but he’ll be all right.” 
Detective Blank stares at Dad’s hands. “I’m so sorry, but Gaige found his body in the ravine about an hour ago.”
Not him—his body. Asher is dead? I’m lightheaded as I realize I’m not dreaming. This is real. 
Wait a minute. Gaige found him? Wasn’t he near the ravine the last time we scoured the woods for any sign of Asher? “Didn’t you look there before?” I ask Gaige. 
Gaige shakes his head. “This was farther south. And I had Crook with me this time. He’s the one who found Asher.” He wipes tears from his jaw with the heel of his hand. “I wish we’d found him sooner. It kills me he was out there so long.” 
“We should’ve taken your dog with us when we searched earlier,” I say. “Maybe we would’ve found Asher before he died.”
Gaige shakes his head. “It wouldn’t have mattered.”
“How did he die?” Dad asks, his voice strangled. 
“Asher was murdered,” Detective Blank says.  
Jaelyn’s fingers clench mine.
Dad turns white. 
My senses are slow. I’m not sure I heard the detective correctly. “Did you say ‘murdered’?” 
“I’m afraid so.” Then, probably thinking it best to rip the bandage off, he continues, “There was blunt force trauma to his left cheek. The blow might’ve caused him to stumble backward and fall into the ravine. Or somebody might have pushed him. We also found Colson Vy’s body in the river. The current had carried it 50 feet downstream.”
Jaelyn lets go of my hand and covers her face as if to shield herself from the news.
“Vy?” Dad asks. “He attacked Ash?”
“It appears so,” Detective Blank admits. “The rain has washed away any tracks, but we were able to piece some things together. It appears Vy followed Asher to the edge of the ravine, intending to attack him there. Vy then struck Asher in the face with a smooth, hard object. Probably a stone. We’re still looking for the weapon.  
“As Asher fell backward into the ravine, we think he grabbed Vy’s shirt and took Vy with him. There are a lot of rocks and boulders there along the river . . .” The detective lets his voice trail off as he studies his hands. 
My limbs are leaden. I can’t move, not even to reach out to Jaelyn.   
Gaige sits on the other side of her, and he’s the one who hugs her. She shudders against his chest. 
My stomach clenches. I run to the bathroom and open the toilet as a freight train of half-digested toast and hot liquid erupts out of me. Waiting for another surge, I stand there, but nothing comes. The stench hits me. I slap the lid down and flush the toilet. I wobble to the sink to splash water on my face, rinse my mouth, and regain my composure. My hands shake, and my head throbs. That massive headache is returning. I trudge back into the living room. 
“Are you all right?” Dad mumbles. 
“Where is Asher now?” I ask.
“We’ve taken him to the city morgue,” Detective Blank answers. He turns to Dad. “I need to ask you a few things if you’re up for it.” He launches into a litany of questions to determine Ash’s actions, wondering if my brother had varied his routine. He hadn’t. 
Ash left the house at 7:15 a.m. He was perpetually on time, something my father had drilled into both of us, but while I liked to arrive exactly on the dot, Ash liked to be five minutes early. Ten was even better, so he often took the quickest route through the woods.
“We’d like you to come to the morgue,” Detective Blank says. “Today, if possible.”
“I don’t . . .” Dad starts. 
“I’ll go with you,” I tell him. 
“We’ll all go,” Gaige says. 
“On the bus, Ray?” Jaelyn asks. City buses are punctual but only allow eight passengers, including the driver. If we take the city bus, we might have to wait hours for an empty one. “Or will the city let us take James’s car?”
The detective shakes his head. “No, but I can take you now. It’s early enough that I can get you in without an appointment. Or we can schedule you for later this afternoon, and I’ll send a car for you. Give you time to regroup.” 
Dad glances at our faces, then turns back to the officer. “Give us a few hours, will you?” 
“Of course.” Detective Blank shakes Dad’s hand, hugs Jaelyn, nods at Gaige and me, and lets himself out. 
Dad grabs the three of us in a group hug. We hold onto each other and cry. 
Jaelyn pulls away first. “Shower,” she says and heads upstairs. My guess is she’ll spend more time crying than washing. 
Dad, Gaige, and I move zombie-like into the kitchen. Dad makes fresh coffee while Gaige and I slump at the kitchen table. My elbow knocks papers off the table—Ash’s and my letters of acceptance into the Trials. They float to the floor, but I don’t care enough to pick them up. All I can think of is that Ash will never get the chance to save the world from evil. Evil found him instead.
That afternoon, while I ride in the back seat of the cop car wedged in between Jaelyn and Gaige, I tell myself the police must have made a mistake. The body they found can’t be Ash’s. It’s just someone who resembles him.
Twenty minutes later, the driver pulls up to the morgue. We get out and stand there staring at the squat building’s dark bricks and cracked mortar, lack of windows—the dead don’t need windows—and frosted glass door with City Morgue stenciled on it in black. I’m torn between wanting to charge in to prove them wrong and wanting to run away. My guess is that Jaelyn and Dad are feeling the same way. Gaige already knows what we’ll find inside. 
We push through the front door and into a lobby. The room is cold, green-tiled, and lit by overly-bright fluorescent bulbs. It smells of sweat and decay, and the floor is sticky. There are five people in the room who don’t acknowledge our entrance. A middle-aged couple huddles on a battered bench alongside one wall and murmurs to each other. An older woman with a tear-streaked face sits on a plastic chair and blows her nose into a wrinkled handkerchief. A tall man in a bloodied T-shirt stands motionless in the corner as a little boy in diapers clings to his leg and whimpers. The man’s eyes stare straight ahead, red and glazed.
A woman sits at a counter behind what I’m guessing is bulletproof glass. She’s cradling a phone between her shoulder and ear while clicking her computer keys. Other phone lines ring. 
As Dad approaches the woman, Detective Blank appears from around the corner with a paper sack. He hands it to Dad. “Asher’s personal effects,” he says. “His state-issued ID, a ring—“
“The one his mother gave him on his sixteenth birthday,” Dad says. 
“Some loose change and an entertainment chit,” the detective finishes. “Did Asher carry a wallet?” 
“Yes,” Dad says. 
“We didn’t find one,” Detective Blank says. “And there was no cell phone.” 
“He never went anywhere without his phone,” I tell him. 
“The attacker probably took it and the wallet,” the detective says. “Still, we’ll go back to the ravine and scan the area. Is there anything else he might have had with him?” 
Dad shakes his head. Detective Blank puts his hand on Dad’s shoulder. “Are you ready?”
“Yes,” Dad says. “You kids stay here.” 
“I’m coming with you,” I say, though seeing my dead brother’s body is the last thing I want to do. 
“No.” Dad’s voice is resolute. “You’re not.” And before I can argue further, Detective Blank leads him back around the corner.
I’m relieved but feel guilty for not going with him. Dad’s seen plenty of lifeless bodies as a minister in the army and in civilian life, but how can you ever prepare yourself to see your dead son? 
Jaelyn leans against the wall while Gaige and I pace, keeping a respectful distance from the others. As I wander in mindless circles, my sneakers make squelching noises every time I unstick them from the floor tiles. I examine the cracks in the tiles, a wad of blue gum in the corner, Gaige’s untied shoelaces, anything to keep the image of Ash’s body lying on a slab out of my head. 
On my fourth pass, Gaige and I bump into each other. Gaige stifles a nervous laugh, and I can’t get mad at him—Ash would have laughed.
Forty-five minutes pass before Dad reappears. The sickly-sweet smell of embalming chemicals trails behind him. His face is pasty white, tinged with green. The lenses in his glasses magnify his wide-eyed, unblinking stare. This confirms what I’d hoped all along was a mistake.
My big brother is dead.
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The driver takes us home, stopping first at Gaige’s house a couple of blocks from ours. Gaige hugs Jaelyn, shakes Dad’s hand, and pats me on the shoulder. He drags himself to the front door and opens it. Crook bounds out, jumping on him, licking his hands. Gaige ushers the dog inside, and closes the door behind him, but not before I see him kneel on the floor and bury his face in Crook’s fur.  
We arrive at our house and enter the kitchen with a vague idea that we should eat something because it’s close to dinnertime and we’ve skipped lunch. But no one moves to prepare anything. Dad opens the cabinet and pours himself a whiskey. He offers some to Jaelyn and me. She declines. 
I take the offered glass from him, but I’m too upset to drink, so I set it on the kitchen counter. Walking to the table, I step on white pieces of paper. My sneaker leaves a dirty tread mark—the acceptance letters. I pick them up and toss them on the table; the words CONGRATULATIONS, Paul James Salvage taunt me. Now I won’t have Asher by my side, competing with me. 
I can’t believe the Trials are tomorrow. Should I still compete? Dad’s lost one son; can I put him through possibly losing another? If I win, will I be able to live with him? Or even visit him? Would I ever see him again?
I should withdraw. I know that’s what Asher would do. Hell, he was considering doing just that. But if I compete and win, I’ll be the Vessel who saves other brothers from being senselessly murdered. 
Dad starts to sit but hits the edge of the chair. The chair tilts to one side, threatening to dump him and his whiskey on the floor. Jaelyn gasps, but I catch him in time. 
“Easy, Dad.”
He nods as he rights himself. He’s shaking.
How can I compete in the Trials and abandon him at a time like this? And what if I got hurt or killed—a good possibility in my current state? Dad would have no one. How could I do that to him? 
I sit at the table next to Jaelyn, who’s staring at the half-empty bowl of cherries. Is she remembering when she nailed Asher with the cherry pit? The thought makes me smile, and then I’m overwhelmed with sadness. God, I miss my brother. I want him to walk in the doorway and tell us to loosen up. I’m finding it hard to wrap my head around the fact that I’ll never see him again. 
Glancing at the letter, I read the ideal candidate. I look at Dad. He’s staring at the papers, too. 
“Dad?”
Jaelyn studies me. 
Dad doesn’t move. 
“Dad?”
He raises his head in slow motion and finally looks at me. Behind his smeared glasses, his eyes are red-rimmed and watery. 
If I don’t compete, there will still be a Vessel and an end to evil. I can take care of Dad and get him through this. We can work together for change in our community. That should be easy, without any evil. 
“I’m not competing in the Trials,” I announce.
Dad’s bleary eyes are hopeful. “What did you say?” 
“I’m going to withdraw from the Vessel Trials.”
He studies me and must see that I’m serious because his eyes brighten. Tears stream down his face. He pulls me in and hugs me. 
Over Dad’s shoulder, Jaelyn mouths, “Are you sure?” 
I’m not sure, but it doesn’t matter, I’ve decided. I nod as I sit back down. “You’ll be a Vessel Candidate for sure,” I tell Jaelyn, “now that Asher and I aren’t competing.”
“Maybe,” she says. “They didn’t tell me where I was on the alternate list.” 
“You’ll win, too.” I take her hands in mine, and she gives me a sad smile. 
Dad asks her, “Is there any way I can talk you out of it?” 
“No, James.” She studies our hands, then looks back at him. “When I win, it’ll be poetic, don’t you think? My parents spent years working to eliminate evil and came up with an awesome solution. By becoming the Vessel, I’m finishing what they started.”
Dad fingers the medallion around his neck. “I’m not convinced this is what they had in mind.” 
“What do you mean?” I ask. 
The phone rings.
Dad lets the medallion go. “I’m not up to talking to anyone.” 
Jaelyn grabs the receiver. “Hello? . . . Yes, yes, of course,” she stutters. “He’s right here.” She covers the phone. “President Cicero.” 
“Probably calling to offer her condolences,” Dad says. He sighs and reaches for the phone. “Hello? . . . Thank you, I appreciate that . . . Yes, I will . . . Paul?” Dad looks at me with an eyebrow raised. “Certainly, he’s right here.” 
“Why does she want to talk to me?” I ask. 
Dad shrugs. 
I take the phone from him and clear my throat. “Hello?’
“Paul,” the president says, “I can’t tell you how sorry I was to hear of Asher’s death.” Her southern drawl is comforting. “Please, let me offer my condolences. He was a fine young man.”
“Thank you.” I wonder if the president calls every family member of every murder victim. If so, how does she get anything else done? 
There’s an awkwardly long pause. Is she trying to think of something else to add? That’s unlikely; President Cicero is never at a loss for words. Is there someone else in the room with her, grabbing her attention? Is she expecting me to say something? 
Just as I’m about to thank her again and say goodbye, she says, “I imagine you’re thinking of withdrawing from the Vessel Trials. Am I correct?” 
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Please don’t. I know this is a difficult time for you and your father, the worst possible time, but I urge you not to withdraw.”  
“My father needs me.” 
“The country needs you, son.”
“There are other candidates.” 
“Only a few are of your caliber,” the president says, “though I would argue that you’re the cream of the crop. Don’t you see? You can stop other . . . murders.” 
I remember what Dad said on the way home from the morgue. He didn’t tell us anything about how Asher looked, probably didn’t want us to remember Ash that way, and I didn’t want to know. Instead, he talked about the stacks and stacks of bodies crowding the room. Men, women, and children. Some stacked five and six deep. He wondered why in God’s name no one could do anything about it.
The president’s right; I can do something to stop the killing. But does that mean I have to be the Vessel?
“There are other things I can do,” I say. “I can help Dad with outreach, volunteer at the—“
“I mean no disrespect,” President Cicero interrupts, her accent thick, “but the reverend’s outreach programs have been in place for years, and still, your brother died. It’s not enough.
“Paul,” she says, “think of it. You can eliminate evil in Asher’s memory.”
I don’t want the world to ever forget Asher, and winning the Vessel Trials would be the perfect way to immortalize him. How will I feel if I don’t even try? 
“Asher would want you to compete,” she says. “Wouldn’t he?”
“I guess so.” I remember Asher insisting I should compete because I was the better, smarter candidate, and I wanted it more than he did. 
“Good, then it’s settled. I’ll see you in the Winner’s Circle,” the president says, and the phone goes dead.
I stare at the receiver and slowly hang it up.
“What was that all about?” Dad asks.
“The president wants me in the Vessel Trials. She said I was one of the top candidates, and the country needs me.”
“I didn’t hear you tell her no,” Dad says.
I have a hard time looking at him. “She said it’s settled—I’m competing.”
“You can still say no.” 
I nod. 
“You’re going to do it,” Dad says. “Aren’t you?”
My head is spinning as I try to figure out the right thing to do. Withdrawing to be with Dad feels right. But so does competing in Asher’s name. The president herself told me I was a top candidate. That’s an incredible honor. If I withdraw, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life. And Asher will be just another murder victim, not the brother who inspired the Vessel. Finally, I say, “I want to—for Asher.”
Dad’s smile disappears, as does the color from his face. His mouth starts to form words, his upper lip quivers, then he takes another swig of his drink.
Jae Bird hugs me. Her body quakes. 
I don’t take my eyes off Dad as tears stream down his face. 
“You can’t be serious.” His voice is hoarse. 
“I hate putting you through this so soon after . . . The Trials are tomorrow.”
“Putting me through it,“ he croaks, then clears his throat. “What about you? How can you possibly compete when you’ve just lost your brother?”
“I’m so angry,” I say. “It’ll give me an edge.”
“Or your grief will cloud your judgment. What if I lose you, too?”
“Dad, it’s not going to be like that—life or death. You won’t lose me.” 
“You can’t promise that.” He studies the last of his drink and downs it. His desperate eyes lock with mine as if searching for doubt, something he could work on. I manage to hold his gaze. After a minute, he looks down at his empty glass. “There’s nothing I can say that will change your mind, is there?” 
“The president asked me to compete,” I say. “I can’t believe she called.”
“Quite an honor,” Jaelyn says. 
I nod. “And I’m desperate to make something good come out of Asher’s death. If I win the Trials and become the Vessel, I could be the reason no one else is murdered. Ever.”
Dad pushes away from the table. The legs of the chair screech against the floor. He picks up his empty whiskey glass and throws it in the sink. It shatters, making Jaelyn and me jump, but Dad doesn’t seem to notice. His footsteps are heavy on the kitchen tiles, up the stairs, then on the floor above. They slow as they pass Ash’s room and then drag the rest of the way to his bedroom. His door slams.
I’m so relieved I’ve told him. Suddenly, I’m very hungry. I make sandwiches for Jaelyn and me from the leftover pot roast Mrs. Jenkins brought over two nights ago. As I lift the sandwich to my mouth, I remember the fasting requirement for the Trials and drop it on my plate. 
Jaelyn plays with her sandwich, taking the top off, lifting a hunk of beef, then tossing it aside. She takes our plates to the sink. She picks up the broken glass and places the pieces in the trash. She puts the food back in the containers, places them in the fridge, and then washes the dishes and sets them on the dish rack. I watch her every move. The way soap suds sparkle on her fingers, the sway of her hips when she swivels to set a plate aside, her long braid resting between her shoulder blades. Any other night she’d hum, and I’d pull her into a slow dance.
Jae Bird turns off the water and hangs the dishcloth over the faucet. “I should probably go. Check on my aunt. It’s been days since I’ve been home.” 
I stand and drape my arms around her. She leans into me.
“Stay a little longer?” I ask. “Hang out with me in my room?” 
She nods.
We trudge upstairs, our arms supporting each other. Jaelyn grips me tighter when we stop at Ash’s bedroom. Hanging crookedly over the bed are five Good Samaritan certificates. A stack of sci-fi paperbacks is crammed in his bookcase and overflows onto the floor, and a framed photograph of Mom and Ash sits next to a balled-up T-shirt on his dresser. His white sheets and frayed, red-plaid bedspread are still bundled at the foot of the bed where I tossed them two days ago. On his bedside table is the novel I gave him for his birthday, God on Mayhem Street. A bookmark shows that he was just getting started. Now he’ll never finish it. 
“His room looks like it always does,” Jaelyn says. “It’s like he’ll burst in and dive onto his bed.”
“With his shoes on,” I add. My legs are having a hard time supporting my leaden body. I’m afraid I’ll crumple to the floor and take Jaelyn down with me. I close the door, shutting out the room. 
We shuffle into my bedroom. My bed is made—the blue bedspread is exactly one-half inch above the floorboards and tucked two inches under the pillow. The neglected pile of Child Depository paperwork is stacked neatly on the corner of my desk. 
I get the spare pillow from the closet. Jaelyn and I collapse on the bed, making it squeak, and hold each other. Jaelyn shifts, pulls her phone from the hidden pocket in her waistband, and places it on my bookcase. Then she buries her face in my shoulder, her body shaking as she cries. I’d cry, too, but my eyes are dry. Am I in shock? 
I hold Jae Bird and let her cry it out. After some time, her rhythmic breathing replaces her crying. Like me, she hasn’t slept much in the last few days. I gently shake her awake. “You should go home,” I whisper in her ear. “Get some sleep.”
She rubs her eyes. “Yeah, you’re probably right.” She rolls off the bed and grabs her phone. 
We walk downstairs arm in arm. I reach for the front doorknob, but she puts her hand over mine. “You don’t have to walk me home. I’ll be fine.” 
“No, I want to—“
Jaelyn kisses me. “You look as exhausted as I feel. Get to bed. Tomorrow’s a big day. The biggest day of your life.” 
“Are you mad at me for entering?”
“Mad? No. Worried, yes. I know you can handle yourself, but . . . Asher just died.” She touches my face. Her soft fingers are warm and soothing. “I hope I get in. We could help each other.”
She opens the door and steps out onto the front stoop. I follow. The rain has stopped, and the evening air has cooled, but it feels heavy and smells metallic.
“I’m serious,” she says. “You don’t have to walk me home.”
“Fine,” I say, “but I’m watching you until you’re safe.”
Jae Bird kisses me again. “I’ll see you in the morning before you go.” 
She walks through our damp and muddy yard to the cracked sidewalk, then turns left. She passes Mrs. Jenkins’s house and two more houses, both boarded up, and then goes into her yard. I step off our porch and watch as she unlocks her front door, turns to me, and waves. 
I drag myself back inside, up the stairs, and climb into bed, too tired to undress. I switch off the light and shove Jaelyn’s pillow under my head, breathing in her strawberry scent. I am exhausted beyond anything I’ve ever felt before, but as I guessed, I can’t sleep. 
I have to put my father, Asher, and even Jae Bird out of my mind and get some rest, so I’m ready to compete tomorrow. I try hard to clear my mind, relax, and drift off. But I fixate on the Vessel Trials. I imagine myself dressed as a gladiator with a sword in one hand and a shield in the other, battling other 17-year-old gladiators to the death. 
I flick on the light and go to the bathroom for a glass of water. Then I check out my closet. With no canvas loin clothes, metal breastplates, or helmets to pick from, I select my most comfortable jeans, the ones with the torn back pocket, a white T-shirt, and my favorite black hoodie faded to a steel gray. 
I fold the clothes and put them on my dresser. Then I climb back into bed and grab The King’s Wager. The words blur. I read the same sentence over and over. I turn out the light and count sheep. Take deep breaths. Adjust myself into perfect sleep positions. Pound the pillows. Nothing works. 
I wish I’d pass out, but images of Ash’s lifeless body keep me awake. 
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My alarm startles me out of a fitful sleep at 10:45 Friday morning. I’d set it when I started drifting off at 5:30 a.m. and wanted to make sure I didn’t oversleep. Even though I only got five hours of sleep, I feel good, rested. Until I remember the morgue.  
Is it true? Is Asher really dead? Or was it just a horrible nightmare? I listen for any sign of my brother—a creaking floorboard, the shower running, Dad’s laughter as Ash cracks one of his lame jokes. The house is spookily silent. The silence presses down on me. What am I going to do without Asher? How will I get through the day, let alone the Trials?
A dull ache throbs in the back of my head. I don’t want to take anything, even an aspirin, and risk being eliminated, so I try to ignore the pain and hope it goes away. 
As I slowly roll off the bed, I smell Jaelyn’s strawberry lip balm on the pillow. Will she take Asher’s place in the Trials? I grab my phone off the bookcase. No messages. I push her number, but it goes right to voicemail. 
“Hey, Jae Bird—“ My phone dies. Shit, I didn’t charge it last night.  
Will I have time to stop at Jaelyn’s house before the Trials? I head for the bathroom. Then I stop. If she’s been accepted into the Trials, what will I do? Beg her not to do it? How could I? Jaelyn wants this as badly as I do. I want to prove my worth and honor Asher. She wants to honor her parents. 
Luc and Kathryn Bellamy claimed that only a biological vessel, a human vessel, could keep agonistons contained. They were ridiculed. People called them monsters for even considering it. But the Bellamys claimed they had scientific proof.
They were ignored. The government dumped all the world’s devil particles in a secret bunker in an undisclosed location in the Qais Desert. Originally, Fort Ironside had been selected as the Vessel, but nobody in this country wanted that. Who wants all those agonistons in their backyard? So, during the second of her four terms, President Cicero made a deal with the countries surrounding the Qais. She paid them off, basically. The particles were dumped in the supposedly impenetrable bunker, which, according to everyone but the Bellamys, would contain them forever.
The bunker worked, and Jaelyn’s parents were discredited. And then those damned agonistons blew through the bunker and shot a mile into the air. They re-infected everyone, but those closest to the site were hit the hardest. The number of wars in that region doubled, and they were brutal. It was as if evil was particularly pissed off. And it appeared the Bellamys were right. Now Jaelyn wants to become the Vessel and prove they were. 
But I hope to God she’s still just an alternate. If she competes, how can I possibly go up against her? What would I have to do to beat her? And, if she wins, she’ll become the Vessel that contains the world’s evil. What would that do to her? 
I shower, pull on my jeans, white T-shirt, and steel-gray hoodie, collect my phone and charger, and go downstairs. Dad’s sitting at the kitchen table, looking like a terminal cancer patient. A large bouquet of condolence lilies from the president sits in the center of the table, making the room smell like a funeral parlor. Surrounding Dad’s mug is a puddle of coffee that runs off the table and drips onto his jeans. His wrist is lying in the puddle. He doesn’t register that I’ve entered the room or the coffee seeping into his pants. 
I plug in my phone and set it on the shelf above the table next to a dried red rose. Dad had given Mom the flower for their twentieth anniversary two years ago—right before she died. 
I grab the towel balled up next to the sink, pull Dad’s arm out of the coffee, and sop up the brown liquid. I’m relieved the coffee is lukewarm until I see red skin and a large blister on his forearm. I fill a fresh towel with ice and hold it to his wrist. 
Dad flinches. “Thanks,” he manages.
I glance at the acceptance letter to double-check the time I need to be there. 12:10 p.m. It’s almost 11:15. I don’t have time to see Jaelyn before heading downtown. I try calling her. No answer. If she hasn’t been accepted into the Trials, she’s at the Child Depository. She turns her phone off when she’s with the kids, which is probably why I can’t reach her. But then why didn’t she stop by on her way there or call or text me?
More than anything, I want to say goodbye to her. I don’t know when or if I’ll see her again. Not being able to talk to her gives me a bad feeling. It’s a terrible way to start this day. I send her a quick text and tell her I love her. Then I try to put her out of my mind. 
I glance at Dad. He hasn’t moved.  
“Did you get any sleep, Dad? Did you even go to bed?”
“I’m fine.”
“You need sleep. You have to take care of yourself. I’ll call Mrs. Jenkins. Maybe she can stay with you.”
“You’ll be here.”
“No. Today’s the Vessel Trials.”
He goes back to staring into space. Has he forgotten, or was he hoping I’d changed my mind? 
I unplug my cell phone and take it into the den to call Mrs. Jenkins. I tell her about Ash. It’s so hard to say the words; they come out in a whisper. But she hears me and starts crying. Once she stops, she agrees to stay with Dad and help him with the funeral arrangements. We decide to hold the memorial service after the Trials. And if I win the Trials and become the Vessel? We’ll deal with that when it happens. 
I click off my phone and walk back into the kitchen. “Mrs. Jenkins is throwing some things in a suitcase and heading right over.” 
No response.
I read through my acceptance letter again. Weapons aren’t allowed. It’s stupid that they even mention this; the government claims they’ve confiscated everyone’s weapons. Cell phones aren’t allowed either, which is a bummer. And we can’t bring food or water. But they don’t list anything else. Should I bring my backpack? If I do, what would I put in it? I decide not to bother.  
According to the rules, I can’t drink anything after 8:00 a.m. or have anything to eat 24 hours before my arrival time. I should’ve gotten up earlier to drink some water—nothing I can do about that now. 
“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” Dad mutters.
“I know. I’m sorry.” I sit across from him. He doesn’t look at me. “The timing’s lousy.” 
He doesn’t respond, not even a nod. Water from the melting ice leaks out of the towel and drips onto the table. 
“I’ll let you know how I am as soon as I can.”
I kiss him on the thinning spot on top of his head.
“I love you, son,” he says. 
I reach down to hug him. “I love you, too, Dad.” We hold each other, and then I say, “I’m really sorry. I have to go.” Is this the last time I’ll ever see him? I can’t believe that. I won’t let myself believe that. I hate not knowing what the next 24 hours will bring.
Reluctantly, I leave my phone on the shelf. Tears well in my eyes as I head for the front door. I wipe them away and leave the house just as Mrs. Jenkins arrives, battered suitcase in one hand, her mangy black-and-white cat in the other. I thank her for coming and tell her I’m glad she could come so quickly. 
“I only packed a change of clothes and some incidentals,” she says. “I didn’t want to keep you. I’ll go home for more things if need be.”  
I reach out for her suitcase. 
“I’ve got my bag,” she says. “You take Flufferkins.”
She shoves Flufferkins into my arms, and immediately the cat grabs me in a cat bearhug and rubs his head under my chin. He makes that weird knocking sound in his throat, and his whole body vibrates with purrs. I hate cats, but for some strange reason, they love me. I try to pry Flufferkins loose, but the more I try, the more he snuggles in. 
Mrs. Jenkins ignores our struggle and pushes through the front door. She deposits her suitcase in the hall and then tries to take the cat. “Oh, how Flufferkins loves you, Paul.” Together, we peel the animal off me. He droops over Mrs. Jenkins’s outstretched arm and looks like I’ve drowned him. We both smile at the ridiculous animal and then Mrs. Jenkins reaches up on tiptoes to kiss me on the cheek, her large body jiggling. When she wishes me good luck, there’s a catch in her voice. 
I close the door and step out onto the front stoop into the damp, unseasonably chilly morning. Police sirens shriek nearby, but that’s nothing new. I glance at Jaelyn’s house, no signs of activity there, then turn around and walk through the mist to the end of the block. As I stand on the corner and wait for the late-morning bus, I avoid eye contact with the three city guards studying me from across the street, even though I know the shortest one. 
“Hey, Paul,” he calls to me and nods. 
I nod back, glad he recognizes me. During one of my Emergency Med Tech shifts, I did the Heimlich maneuver on his father. I saved the guy’s life. 
“Sorry to hear about Asher,” he adds.
“Thanks.”
The mist turns to drizzle. Water collects in my hair and drips on my face. I pull my hood over my head. Ten minutes pass, and then a graffiti-laden bus pulls up alongside me, kicking up a gritty stench. The doors open with a loud hiss. I climb the four metal steps and nod to the elderly driver. A young mother with her child sits two rows behind him. An enormous guy my age takes up two of the seats in the back. 
The guy has broad shoulders and white-blond hair. I’m at least six inches shorter and probably weigh 80 pounds less. I’ve got a typical teenager build—strong but not particularly well-defined like this guy. Is he one of the Vessel Candidates? Looking at his bulging biceps, I pray hand-to-hand combat isn’t part of the Trials. 
As I start down the bus’s central aisle, the mother pulls her daughter into a death grip. Apparently, she’s scared of being on a bus with two young men and only an old driver for protection. I push the hood off my head and smile, but my nerves pull my lips taut, and I feel myself grimacing. The little girl buries her head in her mother’s lap. I turn away and take a seat further back. I glance out the window as we pass litter-strewn sidewalks and boarded-up storefronts. 
Four stops later, there’s a break in the rain as the bus pulls up to the corner of the Stoneville Executive Tower with five minutes to spare. The tower is the largest building in the city, taking up a whole block. But like all the other skyscrapers, it’s been abandoned for years. Skyscrapers were easy targets for terrorists, but once the buildings were vacant, there was no point in targeting them. Terrorists look for body counts, not empty rooms.
I get off the bus. Blondie is right behind me. Great. How will I be able to deal with him? I glance around, expecting to see other arrivals, Gaige in particular. Five people, three boys and two girls, stand by the metal-grated front doors, but I don’t recognize them. One of the boys is as tall as Blondie, but he’s much wider. He must have superior goodness, a squeaky-clean psychological record, or a rich daddy who paid someone off. No way he passed the physical test. 
The two other guys are about my size. One bites his fingernails, and the other rocks back and forth. The girls are identical twins, except one has black hair gelled in tall spikes all over her head, and the other is bald, exposing pearly white skin. The sleeves of their T-shirts are ripped off and show thin forearms covered in flower tattoos with more thorns than petals. They wear cool green camouflage high-top sneakers with black laces. Where did they get their hands on those? 
The sisters share a cigarette and smirk at the large kid. I wonder what qualities got them into the Trials. Obviously, they aren’t innately good like Asher was. 
Asher. He should be here. He’d be nervous, even a little twitchy, but he’d notice my failure to smile at that little girl on the bus. He’d put his arm around me and crack some joke about my great rapport with children. 
When Ash and I volunteered at the Child Depository together, Ash taught the kids to play ball. I helped with the record-keeping and the Parent Replacement Applications. When an aide needed a break, Ash and I took turns babysitting—playing a board game with a kid and letting her win or reading a book to a toddler as they munched on cereal. The kids tolerated me because they knew Asher was my brother. When I read a book, the kids were respectful and quiet. When Ash read a book, they’d crawl into his lap. 
My eyes sting, and I wipe at them quickly, not wanting anyone to see and assume I’m scared. Which I am.  
Shit. Blondie’s looking at me. I turn the wipe into a scratch. He quickly glances down at his smartwatch. I wish I’d had one to bring. Still, will they let him keep his watch if they aren’t allowing cell phones?
“We’ve got two minutes.” His deep voice is exactly what I expected. “You ready?” he asks me, smiling. Or is that a smirk on his face?
“As I’ll ever be,” I reply. “You?”
“Not sure.” His smile fades. “I guess I’ll find out soon enough.”
“You from the west side of town?” I ask.
“Far west. My grandparents live downtown. I stayed with them last night.”
I consider introducing myself and then decide against it. It’ll be easier to defeat people I don’t know. Instead, I look through the only first-floor window that isn’t boarded up or riddled with bullet holes. I see guards at every exit, 25 at least. Two of them with full SWAT gear stand beside a bank of closed doors that lead into the large auditorium. One guard’s holding his rifle as if he’s expecting a frontal assault. The other stands at a small computer terminal with his gun strapped across his back. That’s a lot of firepower for a group of unarmed teenagers. 
“Now,” Blondie says, and we follow Large Kid, Nail Biter, Rocker, and the Tattoo Twins through the front doors into the massive lobby of the Stoneville Tower.
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A guard sits behind a circular desk in the middle of the lobby, drinking coffee as if this is just another day at the office. It reminds me eerily of the only other time I was in this building. 
A week before the Evil Elimination Disaster, when this place had busy offices on every floor and a penthouse suite at the top, Dad brought me here. He often had meetings in the building, but not on that day because it was a Saturday. Asher had been invited to a birthday party, but I hadn’t, and I felt insignificant and unwanted. So, when Asher went to the party, Dad spent the day with me. Best deal ever. We went downtown and had burgers, fries, and chocolate malts for lunch, and then he brought me here to show me the view. 
I remember how grand the lobby was and how it gleamed. Dad opened one of the auditorium doors, and I couldn’t believe the size of the room. It was ginormous. It had four gigantic, gleaming-white columns that held up the 40-foot-high ceiling. Hundreds of cushiony, red-velvet seats faced the stage that spanned the back wall. A large, red-velvet curtain was drawn across it. More than anything, I wanted to see what was behind that curtain.
Dad closed the auditorium door and led me across the lobby. My sneakers squeaked on the marble tiles as we passed a wall of elevators. Their polished gold doors reflected my image. I remember counting them—10 on the left, 10 on the right. We stopped in front of an express elevator. I got to push the UP button and made faces in the door’s reflective surface while we waited. I glanced down the corridor and was surprised by another larger elevator with plain steel doors. Twenty-one elevators total. 
“Why’s that elevator so big, Daddy?” I asked, wondering why it was separated from the others.
“It carries freight, Paul, not people. Heavy things, like furniture and boxes.”
The elevator doors in front of us opened, revealing polished copper walls and a multi-colored, geometric carpet. A small crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. 
“Wow,” I said. “Are all the elevators this pretty?”
“All except the freight one,” Dad said. “Furniture and boxes don’t care about beauty.” 
We took the express all the way and got out at the top. I remember peering down through the windows at the tiny cars and people below. I spotted a bride and groom stepping out of a cathedral, a happy crowd swallowing them up. Five years later, weddings with more than 10 people were outlawed.  
But that day with Dad was one of my happiest. On the way back down in the elevator, Dad said something, but his words were muffled. When I said I couldn’t hear him, he told me to yawn. I did, and my ears popped. I thought that was so cool. Before we left the building, we stopped at the shiny granite desk in the lobby and told the pretty lady sipping her coffee to have a nice day. 
Now bullet holes pockmark that same desk, a guard’s desk. One hole dots the “i” in the Have a Nice Day sign across the front. The once elegant marble floor, now cracked, crunches under my feet. 
Large Kid reaches the desk first. He’s puffing even though we’ve walked only 20 yards. I decide to blame the heavy breathing on nerves. It looks like I’m right; his hands shake as he gives the guard his identification and turns over his cell phone. With his belly hanging over the tops of his jeans, his T-shirt barely covering it, I wonder if he’s fasted for 24 hours. The guard, a pasty-white guy with a grim look, takes Large Kid’s finger and pricks it. Large Kid passes the blood test. 
Pasty-white guard types on his computer. After a minute, the computer spits out a wristband. He examines it, rechecks Large Kid’s ID, then attaches the band to Large Kid’s wrist. 
“Next,” Pasty-white says. 
He processes Nail Biter, Rocker, and the Twins, collecting cell phones and tablets. Will they be docked points for not following directions? 
Blondie steps up and gives his name as Alexander “Xan” Schmidt. He’s asked to hand over his smartwatch, and then he’s processed quickly. He turns to me and gives me a thumbs-up, but I can’t smile. I’m so nervous they’ll out me as an imposter. 
“Name?” Pasty-white asks. 
“Paul Salvage. I didn’t bring my cell phone.” At least I’ve got that going for me. I hand him my state ID.
He takes it and says, “Finger.” 
I stick out my finger, and he grabs it. His fingers are cold. He squeezes my skin until it’s taut and turns red. He pricks it with a gadget that looks like a fancy thermometer. He checks the reading and frowns. He pushes a button on the device. He waits a minute. Pushes another button. “Let’s try that again,” Pasty-white says.
Have I blown my chance? Are they going to send me home based on a dot of blood? 
I give him my second finger and am again surprised at how cold his hands are. Poor circulation? He pricks my skin and then looks at the reading. His expression doesn’t change, which could be either good or bad. Finally, he nods and types the result into his computer.
I’m so relieved; I feel weak as if I’ve already competed. I wipe the blood bubbles from my fingers as Pasty-white studies my picture, my face, and the computer screen. After clicking a few keys, there’s a sound like a copy machine printing. He reaches under his desk and pulls out a wristband. He double-checks the information on the band, matching it to the information on the computer, then says, “Wrist.” 
I hold out my arm. He fastens a band around my wrist. “Now I can get into the party?” 
“Exactly,” Pasty-white says without reacting to my attempt at a joke. He hands me back my ID and says, “Next.” 
I join the others waiting by the auditorium doors and examine the white plastic band around my left wrist. It’s thicker in the middle like the self-monitoring fitness band my dad said he had as a kid. I’m guessing it’ll be used as a tracker. 
On the band is a small bar code, and above it is “Paul James Salvage,” written in tiny letters. The word “Effort” is written to the right of this, though it’s spelled weird, like two words—Ef  Fort. Are they trying to tell me to give it my best effort? Lame. 
We hold our wrists out to the guard by the door one at a time. He scans them with a small, hand-held device, checks the image on his computer screen, and examines our faces. Then he steps back from the console and waves a metal-detecting wand over our bodies and outstretched arms.
Once the seven of us are cleared, he pushes a button, and the doors open.
The auditorium is as large as I remember, but the four massive columns are now a dingy gray. The red velvet chairs have been removed, revealing a cracked tile floor. The elevated stage remains, but the red curtain is gone. My younger self would be disappointed to see that the curtain hid only a cinder-block wall, which now displays a large digital clock ticking off the seconds, and one red steel door.   
Thirty-five to forty people occupy the vast room. I guess they’ve stayed the Anti-Assembly Law for the Vessel Trials. What other laws might not apply?
Even though they’re spread out, the sheer number of people is unsettling. It’s been three years since this many people were allowed to gather in one place. Some talk in conspiratorial tones, and others pace in front of the stage. Many are quiet and motionless, leaning against the walls or pillars. The constantly moving bodies make it seem like the room has come alive. It feels like we’re set up for target practice, but there aren’t any gun-toting guards in this room, just teenagers. 
The day after Dad gave me the tour of this building, he took Ash and me to our first and only professional baseball game. We couldn’t get over the size of the crowd. All the fans were talking about their teams’ chances, handing tickets to the gatekeepers, and buying food from vendors. The stadium smelled of onions and beer. 
To get to our seats, we maneuvered past two men holding foaming cups of beer and mustard-smothered hot dogs and then settled in for the game. Tens of thousands of people all together cheering, including us. 
The atmosphere in this auditorium is the opposite—tense, a fearful excitement, like bees buzzing around a disturbed hive. Some people wear black dress jeans and have pressed their T-shirts as if going to a job interview. Others took the wear comfortable clothing instruction a little too far. Their jeans are torn, and their T-shirts and hoodies are holey. 
Taking all this in, Xan, Large Kid, Nail Biter, Rocker, the Twins, and I don’t budge. My guess is they’re as afraid as I am. 
“Move along, kids,” the guard orders. 
We shuffle forward. The people in the back of the room study us. 
I shove my ID into my back pocket and follow Xan as he makes his way to the stage. The fewer people I see in front of me, the easier it is to ignore the fact that there are so many. 
Xan sees a group of people he knows, all as blond as he is, though not quite as big, and veers toward them. I stay put but watch as the three guys and one girl welcome Xan into their circle. I’m a little envious. It would help my nerves if I saw one friendly face. I look around the room, checking out the competition, keenly aware that Ash isn’t here. 
It doesn’t take me long to spot Gaige, who’s about 20 feet away. In a room full of 17-year-olds selected primarily for their superior characteristics, his height of 6'1" doesn’t make him stand out. But his bald, brown head, half of which is scarred, does. There’s also a circle of empty space around him, as if people are afraid they might catch whatever caused his deformity. I can’t imagine what it’d be like to be gaped at all the time. 
Gaige doesn’t see me; he’s facing the other way, talking to someone. My line of sight is blocked, so I can’t make out who it is. I walk over to him, pausing to help a freckled girl with curly, brown hair struggling to shove a wool blanket into an already full backpack. The main zipper on the pack busts open, and stuff spills everywhere. Several people laugh as they step out of the way of rolling pens and pencils, but their laughter is nervous rather than cruel. They join me in helping her gather notepads, paper, coins, and entertainment chits. 
I pick up a photograph of the freckled girl with her arm around a six- or seven-year-old girl. The child has the same curly brown hair but wears a purple polka-dotted headband. I hand Freckled Girl the photo. She places it in the front pocket of her pack and thanks me with a sheepish grin as if she knows she brought too much stuff but couldn’t help herself. 
Finally, I reach Gaige, and he fist-bumps me. I turn to see who he’s been talking to.
“Hey, Paul,” Jaelyn says and then kisses me on the cheek.
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I smell Jaelyn’s strawberry lip balm and shampoo. It’s a hundred percent better than the sweaty smell of the room. My first reaction is that she’s here to wish us good luck, to send us off. Then reality hits—she’s a Vessel Candidate. Dread punches me in the stomach. We don’t know what will happen in these Trials. Could she die?  
Instead of telling her I’m glad to see her or even that I’m worried, I sound all pissed off when I demand, “Why didn’t you tell me you got in?”
She takes a step back. “I just got the call this morning.” 
“Why didn’t you call me?” I ask. “Or text? Didn’t you get my text?”
“I’m sorry; I meant to text you back.” Jaelyn takes my hand. “But I had to make sure Aunt Addy wouldn’t die without me and then race to the bus. I barely made it here in time, and then I figured I’d see you.” 
I hug her. “I’m not mad. I’m . . . well . . . we don’t know what’s gonna happen.”
“I’m worried about you, too.” My shoulder muffles her words. “I’m sorry we have to compete against each other.”
I hold her at arm’s length. She’s wearing her favorite faded jeans and the sky-blue T-shirt Ash gave her, freshly cleaned. She gnaws on her bottom lip but doesn’t take her eyes off mine. We’ve both made the decision to be here; it’s no use dwelling on whether this was the best choice. “Well,” I say, “the good news is one of us will be the Vessel.” 
“Hey!” Gaige says. “I’m going to be the Vessel.” 
I wait for more. Usually, Gaige says something like, “You two losers will have to bask in my glory,” but he doesn’t. He’s attempting a grin, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. It’s not nerves; I’ve never seen Gaige nervous. It’s grief. 
“Asher would want us to be here,” I say. 
Gaige swallows, probably swallowing back tears, and nods.
“And as far as winning, I’ve got ya both beat,” I say, trying to lighten the moment. I know Gaige doesn’t have a chance. He’s smart, easy-going, and extroverted but also impulsive. More impulsive than anyone I know. If the Vessel can’t control himself, how on Earth will he control evil? Jae told me Gaige knows some pretty impressive wilderness survival skills. She thought those would give him an edge until I reminded her that the Trials take place in an abandoned skyscraper. 
“You’re not beating me, Salvage,” Jaelyn says.
“We’ll see. How long have you been here?” 
“My time was 11:20,” Gaige says. “Jaelyn came in at 11:40.” 
He knows when she came in, down to the minute? 
“For a second,” I say. “I was afraid they weren’t going to let me in. That guard had to prick two of my fingers to get a reading.”
“Geez,” Jaelyn says.
“Yeah,” I respond. “And the guy had really icy hands.”
“I think he might have been a synthetic person,” Jaelyn says. 
“A robot?” Gaige laughs. 
“No way,” I say. “Guy was too real.”
“You’d be surprised at how realistic synthetic people can be,” Jaelyn says. “My parents had a friend who was a specialist in robotics. They invited her and her colleague over for dinner. Mom told me later that the colleague was a robot. I couldn’t believe it.”
“The colleague was that lifelike?” Gaige asks. 
“He was,” she replies. “He was almost as tall as you, Gaige, and had wavy brown hair and brown stubble. He even had dimples when he smiled. I thought he was quiet, but his conversation was natural, and I was completely fooled.”
“That’s amazing,” Gaige says.
“That’s pretty cool,” I admit. “You never told me that story.”
“My parents died soon after. I’d forgotten all about it until now.”  
“I wonder if all the guards are robots,” I say.
“Maybe?” Jaelyn says. “Like I said, it’s tough to tell.”
Gaige tugs at his wristband. “What do your bands say?” 
“My name and then the word ‘Effort,’” I say. 
“Yeah, effort,” Jae agrees. “With a gap between the fs.”
“Same,” Gaige says. “Is that supposed to encourage us?”
Jaelyn shrugs. “Maybe.”
“Okay, then,”—Gaige attempts a goofy grin—“I’ll give it my best effort.”
Jaelyn shoves him playfully. “Who’s watching Crook?” she asks him. Jae loves Gaige’s mutt.
“My neighbor, Mrs. Shelton. Crook likes her kids cuz they sneak him scraps from the table and let him sleep in their beds.”
“What if you win?” Jaelyn asks. “Do you think you’ll have to give Crook up? I get first dibs.” 
“When I win,” Gaige says, “I think they’ll let me keep him. But you can have him while I go through the implantation. Once I’ve got the whole devil particle thing under control, he’ll live with me, and it’ll be life as usual.”
I have my doubts, but I sure hope he’s right. 
“You didn’t bring Pirate?” Gaige gives Jaelyn an evil grin. 
She shoves him again.
When Gaige’s family adopted Crook, Jaelyn begged her parents to let her have a dog. Her dad said they were too busy working on the Vessel Project to take care of one. Jaelyn wouldn’t stop talking about it. So, Jae’s mom bought her a stuffed animal, a dog, of course. Jaelyn named the brown-and-white dog “Pirate” because of its brown patch over one eye and because a pirate was a crook. It’s now mangy and missing an eye, but it still sits on her bed. 
There’s shuffling in the back of the room as more people are ushered in. At 12:35, the auditorium doors close. Everyone moves closer to the foot of the stage, anticipating a welcome and some kind of presentation. Jaelyn clasps my hand as the red stage door opens. 
One man in a business suit marches up to the podium. Shouldn’t there be more people? Government officials? Scientists? Guards even? I glance at the stage door. Shouldn’t the president be here? This is a huge event, not just for our town and country but for the whole world. 
“Ladies and gentlemen.” The man grins. He’s about 30, tall, slim, with dark skin and a close-cropped Afro. 
“I am Dr. Dalair Huginn, a particle physicist and an honored member of the Vessel Selection Committee. The committee and I welcome you to the Vessel Trials. We have chosen 50 ideal 17-year-old candidates from the capital region. Fifty young men and women—the best our nation has to offer.”
“Ain’t that right,” Gaige says.
The candidates around him chuckle.
“World leaders advocated for candidates from their homelands,” Dr. Huginn says. “Other regions in our country also wanted representation. But we wanted the world’s finest in our capital, which can only be found here.”
Candidates cheer, applaud, and raise their fists in solidarity. But I know that’s not why this isn’t an international or even countrywide effort. Dad told me President Cicero didn’t want to share the extraction technology with foreign nations and wanted complete control over the Vessel Project. She refused to deal with the governors from the other regions. She knew they’d waste time debating who to send, and she thought that would needlessly delay the project. But looking around, I have some doubts about whether this is the best the region has to offer.
“Congratulations on making it this far,” Dr. Huginn says. “Years before you were born, our nation, like every civilization before it, attempted to control evil. We banned guns. We ordered therapy and various treatments for sex offenders, domestic abusers, and drug dealers and locked away the worst offenders. Government officials enacted the Anti-Assembly Law and banned a wide variety of weapons. Despite our best efforts, our prisons and jails are overcrowded and understaffed, and our streets are dangerous. We’ve implemented every solution we could devise with limited—some even say non-existent—results.”
“We know this,” Gaige mutters.
“Shh,” Jaelyn says. 
“President Cicero looked at the problem from a different angle,” Dr. Huginn continues. “She asked if evil is a known quantity, something that could be extracted from human beings, and put our scientists to work on it. That led to the discovery of agonistons. We then questioned whether agonistons could be contained. It took years to determine that they could and then develop the technology, but at last, our nation was successful.”
“Thanks to your parents,” I whisper in Jae Bird’s ear. 
“I wish they were here,” she whispers back. 
“They’d be so proud of you.” I kiss her cheek. I consider putting my arm around her waist and pulling her close. But that might be a bad idea. The other candidates might think Jaelyn is weak and needs protecting, making her an easy target. Nothing could be farther from the truth.  
“Now,” the scientist says, “we simply need that container, that vessel. That’s why we’re here today. We’ve hand-selected each and every one of you. Based on your physical, psychological, and intellectual test scores, you are the most qualified in our nation to take on this challenge. Congratulations. It is an honor to be selected, and it will be the greatest honor to win. 
“We want to make it clear what your reward will be if you win.” A large screen drops behind the scientist. Violin music plays from a hidden speaker system. The room darkens as the violin strikes slow, sensual notes. “Your family will live comfortably for the rest of their lives in whatever manner you desire.” Images of mansions by the seashore, log cabins at the foot of mountain ranges, and yachts sailing on the ocean appear on the screen. The violin picks up the tempo; the notes are light and happy. 
“That log cabin has my name on it,” Gaige says. 
And I’d like a larger house, but the scientist said, ‘your family.’ Does that include the Vessel? 
“You, of course, will be given the same consideration,” Dr. Huginn says. “Your every need will be met.” Images flash on the screen of tables overflowing with more food than I’ve ever seen. My stomach rumbles. Someone nearby groans. Images of computers and electronic gadgets wrapped in red bows and sports cars racing around bends appear. “But more importantly, you will become the world’s savior.” 
The music switches from joyous celebration to moaning dread, a dirge. A video of the President’s husband, Anton Ames, and her young son and daughters licking ice cream cones at a bright, pastel ice cream parlor turns into photographs of their bodies strewn across the black-and-white tile floor. Blood has turned the cream-colored tiles and the girls’ white dresses red. Several people turn their faces away from the screen. It’s hard to see, but I keep watching. This might be some sort of test.
There are images of more people gunned down in movie theaters, churches, schools, offices, and concert halls; dead bodies in places they have no right to be—school playgrounds, church pews, and concert hall lobbies. There’s a gasping sob behind me. Next to me, Jaelyn wipes tears off her cheeks. Gaige stands very straight, very still. We’re both trying to hold it together.
Then a video begins. Tanks crush barren lands. Armed soldiers walk in formation on the muddy tire tracks made by the vehicles. Missiles launch and city blocks explode. Towns and villages are blown to rubble as starving people crouch in crumbling doorways. These are the images of the 20 wars raging around the world. 
If any candidates in this auditorium weren’t afraid or upset when they got here, they are now. We’ve seen these images hundreds, maybe thousands of times before, but being reminded opens old wounds, anger seeping out of them.  
And then, the music morphs into an orchestra playing a slow, marching rhythm. On the screen are gleaming streets with no litter, graffiti, soldiers, or rubble. The music builds. 
The movie shows cities crowded with happy, smiling people shopping, eating at outdoor cafes, and riding double-decker site-seeing buses. Little kids play in parks while parents push them on swings. Young couples share picnic lunches as college students play flag football on campuses teeming with students. An audience gives a standing ovation to a symphony orchestra, and fans cheer in a full-to-capacity stadium as a wide receiver scores a touchdown. 
The video is way over the top, but it’s still got me jacked up. 
The music hits a crescendo as weapons and tanks are destroyed, and ruined cities are rebuilt. The final computer-generated image is of people hugging, kissing, crying, and celebrating in the streets as the last soldier puts down his weapon. 
Jaelyn, Gaige, and everyone in the room cheer, drowning out the last notes of music. I cheer, too; I can’t help it. But I am surprised this blatant propaganda has affected me so much. 
Dr. Huginn raises his hands for quiet as the video fades.
“Let me be crystal-clear,” the scientist says. “You must be fully aware of what awaits you should you be selected.
“As the Vessel, you’ll do something no one else has done before—contain all the world’s evil. The agonistons will put a great deal of stress on your body and mind. We predict you won’t be harmed in the long run. However, we can’t be one hundred percent certain of this. There is a slim chance the implantation might cause injuries, some of them permanent. And it may even”—his voice catches, he clears his throat— “prove fatal.”
Several people in the crowd shuffle their feet. I spy Nail Biter a few rows behind me, gnawing on his fingers. Further back, Rocker slams into the kid in front of him, who shoves him back. 
I take Jae Bird’s hand and squeeze it. She gives me a weak smile. 
“Bring it!” Gaige shouts, his fist in the air. People around us murmur in agreement.
The scientist glares and waits. The room quiets. Gaige shrugs and gives Jaelyn and me a sheepish grin. 
“Based upon our research with test subjects, we know that once evil has been implanted in you, the first week, perhaps the first two weeks, will be physically and emotionally difficult as your body adjusts. But once that initial period of discomfort is over, you will be as good as you have ever been, even—” He stops, then shakes his head as if he’s said too much. Was he going to say even better? Now that’s interesting. 
And who were the test subjects? How many devil particles were implanted in them? It’d have to have been a tiny fraction of what the Vessel will get. Once all the world’s devil particles are implanted in the Vessel, I’m guessing the discomfort level will be a hell of a lot higher. 
“We want to be explicit,” the young scientist continues. “You may never be able to return to your families, to resume a normal life. Our hope is that you will be reintegrated into your old life, but this may never happen.”
What would reintegrating the Vessel look like? There’d have to be some kind of protection for the family in case something went wrong, right? Maybe that’s why reintegration might never happen because protection is impossible?
“Make no mistake,’ the scientist says, “this is a dangerous proposition. Because of this,”—the auditorium doors behind us open—“we are giving you the opportunity to withdraw from the Trials. There is no shame in withdrawing. You are free to go if you feel your family cannot do without you.“ He gestures to the doors. “Those doors will remain open for 10 minutes. After that time, they will close, and you will have no choice but to continue with the Trials.” He stands back from the podium and scans the room. 
People glance at each other. Discussions break out. At first, no one leaves. Then one brave soul, or a cowardly one, turns and walks out the door. Soon, others follow.
Jaelyn, Gaige, and I don’t move, don’t even flinch. This is what we want more than anything. Nothing anyone says could convince us to quit. 
After 10 minutes, 13 people have walked out. The doors clang shut. We’re down to 37. My odds of winning have increased. 
“That’s it then,” Jaelyn says.
“Yes,” I say, “I guess it is.”
Dr. Huginn returns. “Good,” he says from behind the podium. “They’ve reduced our workload.” His mouth breaks into a boyish grin.
A lot of the remaining people laugh. 
“Now, to begin the Trials.”
Gaige lets out a whoop. Others follow his lead and cheer.
Dr. Huginn raises his hands. “Your goal is simple,” he says once it’s quiet. “Make it to the penthouse on the 52nd floor of this building with the highest score. In the event of a tie, the first one to reach the 52nd floor will be declared the winner.” 
“Cinch,” Gaige murmurs. Despite his disfigured, burnt face, he’s in great shape. He built a treadmill in the middle of his basement bedroom to prepare for the Trials. Asher told me Gaige runs on it so much he’s had to replace the tread . . . twice. 
“But there’ll be obstacles,” Jaelyn says.
“I hope so.” Gaige grins. “Otherwise, it’d just be boring.”
“We will monitor your progress here and on every floor of this skyscraper.” Dr. Huginn points to cameras mounted on the auditorium’s ceiling. “Points will be awarded for selfless acts, adaptation abilities, resistance to temptation, and demonstrations of control over anger, impulsivity, and malice.” 
“What about lunch?” Gaige calls.
“The Trials begin when that door opens.” The scientist points to the red, metal stage door. “Good luck.” He turns and walks out that door. 
The display on the large digital clock is exactly 1:00:00 p.m. It’s so quiet in the auditorium I hear the door’s bolt slide into place. 
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Jaelyn, Gaige, I, and 34 other people stare like idiots at that red door as we wait for the official start of the Vessel Trials. My body is tense—I’m ready to spring into action. The seconds drag into minutes. An awkwardness fills the room, as if the people running the show have missed their cue, and we’re all embarrassed for them.   
“Someone’s screwed up,” Gaige says.
But I wonder.
The clock turns 1:30. It’s been half an hour, and still nothing. 
“Do you think there’s a problem?” Jaelyn asks.
“Maybe.” But I don’t think so. I release some of the tension in my body. 
Another 10 minutes go by.
“Nice of them to require us to be on time,” Gaige says, “when they can’t even get their shit together.” He’s echoing what others around us are saying. “I’m starving.”
“Me, too,” I say. “I could go for a donut.” I imagine warm, sugary glaze and fried dough. My stomach grumbles.
“I wish you hadn’t said that,” Jae says. “Now that’s all I can think of.”
Gaige sighs. “We should do something.”
“We are,” I tell him. “We’re waiting. Nothing else to do.”
After we’ve been waiting for almost an hour, people complain—several demand to know what’s going on. A few moan that they’re hungry, but we’re all hungry. It’s been over a day since we’ve eaten.  
“Maybe we should talk to someone in charge,” the Tattoo Twin with the spiky hair calls from the right side of the room. People around her agree. 
Encouraged by her words, several people climb up on the stage and try the metal door. It doesn’t budge. Others rattle the bar handles on the auditorium doors in the back of the room,  but the doors don’t open. 
“Does anyone else have to pee?” a small girl asks in a surprisingly loud voice. People laugh, breaking the tension, at least for the moment. 
“There’s a bathroom over here,” Bald Twin shouts. She opens the bathroom door. “Weird. It’s a latrine. No running water.”
Several people groan. 
“That’s just great,” Gaige says. 
“I call it!” the small girl shouts, pushing her way through the crowd. More laughter. 
“How long do you think they’ll make us wait?” Jaelyn asks.
“It might be a long time,” I say.
“Hang on,” Gaige says. “You think they’re doing this on purpose?” 
“Definitely,” I reply.
Jaelyn looks around the room. “Are you sure we’re not supposed to find a way out of here?”
“Pretty sure,” I say. “Dr. Huginn specifically said the Trials start when they open that stage door.”
“If making us wait is the first trial,” she says, “then the Trials have actually started, so he lied? And if he lied about that, what else did he lie about?”
“Good question.” I remember the scientist’s words; your goal is simple. How simple is it going to be?
“So, they’re testing our patience?” Jaelyn asks.
“Looks like it,” I admit.
“For how long?” Gaige asks.
“Who knows.” I shrug. “But they haven’t offered us food or water, so I don’t think it’ll be more than a few hours.”
“Damn,” Gaige says. “I wish I’d snuck in my cell phone.”
Jae Bird fishes in the inner pocket of her jeans and holds up her phone. “Never leave home without it.” The phone’s a knock-off of the most recent version, which came out over five years ago. It’s entirely made of glass and plastic—no metal to detect—and has a long battery life.
“How’d you get it past the guards?” I ask. “They took all the electronics from everyone in my group.” 
“They checked my group for weapons,” Jaelyn says, “not electronics. One kid turned in a sharpened butter knife, and they kicked him out.” 
Thirty-six candidates.
“Weren’t you worried they’d kick you out, too?” Gaige asks.
“No. If they found my phone, I was going to tell them I carry it with me all the time and just forgot I had it.”
“Good story,” I say. “Since you even sleep with it.”
Gaige’s eyes widen. Is he wondering how I know that? Does he think we’ve had sex? Fine with me if he does. He studies Jaelyn, but she’s typing something on her phone and doesn’t notice.
“But they’ll see you with it now,” I tell her.
Jaelyn looks around the room at the mass of people. “They’re no guards in here.” 
“What about the cameras?” I ask.
Jaelyn shrugs. 
“You’re not going to post anything, are you?” I ask.
“Couldn’t if I wanted to. There’s no connection.” She grins at us, then puts her arm around my waist and holds the camera out in front of her at arm’s length. “Selfie!” she says. “Come on, Gaige, get in here.”
Gaige stands on the other side of Jaelyn and drapes his arm over her shoulders. I kiss her cheek just as she snaps the photo. 
The picture is awesome. Jae Bird beams as I kiss her. Her smile lights up the whole photo.  
The clock shows 2:15 p.m. Still nothing. The complaints come fast and loud. They’re more annoying than the waiting. 
“Let’s sit down,” I suggest.
We sit on the floor and lean against the stage’s platform. I rest my head back on the wood, forgetting about my injury. Pain sears through my head, making me cringe. Luckily, Gaige and Jaelyn are too preoccupied with Jae’s phone to notice. 
Through all the saying goodbye to Dad, getting here on time, and finding out Jaelyn’s competing, I totally forgot about my fall down the stairs and concussion. I breathe deeply, and the pain disappears after a minute or two. I’ve got to be more careful. At least my massive headache hasn’t returned. 
“Wanna play a game?” Jaelyn shakes her phone. “I’ve got Street Clean-Up, your favorite, Paul, or Creepers v. Prowlers, Drone Warfare . . .”
“I don’t think it’s a good idea.” I glance up at the cameras.
“Ah, come on,” Gaige says. “It’s not like we’re using her phone to cheat. Jaelyn kicked my ass the last time we played Creepers. I’ve got to redeem myself.”
“I’m going to check out the latrine.” I don’t have to use the bathroom; I just don’t want to be tempted. Playing on her phone is probably not a big deal, but I’ve worked so hard for this chance to become the Vessel. A game of Clean-Up isn’t worth it.
I make my way around the nearest pillar and walk past people on their phones. Others who, like me, stuck to the rules and left theirs at home look longingly at the phones, wishing for a break from the boredom. 
There’s a line at the door to the latrine, but they’re mostly guys, so the line moves quickly. I notice there isn’t a drinking fountain next to the bathroom, making me think they’ll only keep us a little longer. They wouldn’t want us dying of thirst, would they? 
I wander around the rest of the room and then back to Jaelyn and Gaige.
“I put my phone away,” Jaelyn tells me when I sit beside her. 
We’re silent for a while, watching the other people. It’s interesting how they handle stress. Some talk continuously, some are so quiet they doze off, and some pace the room. One guy walks the perimeter, sticking to the wall and the stage, stepping over our six outstretched legs as he passes. 
“What do you think it’ll be like?” Jae Bird asks. “Being the Devil Particle Vessel, I mean.”
“We have devil particles already,” I say. “It’s no big deal.” I’m not sure I believe this, but I don’t want to worry Jaelyn. 
“For you,” Gaige tells me. “You always keep your cool and stay out of trouble. Me, not so much.” He rubs his burnt cheekbone. 
“But we only have a small number of agonistons,” Jaelyn points out. “And I doubt whether you have any at all, Paul.” She kisses my cheek.
“Yep,” I say. “That’s me, squeaky clean.”
Gaige snorts. Jaelyn socks him in the arm. 
“Ow.” Gaige makes a show of rubbing his bicep. “Nah, you’re right. Paul repels agonistons.” He laughs.
“I’d better not,” I say, “or I’d make a lousy vessel.”
Jaelyn’s quiet a moment, then she says, “The number of particles we have is tiny compared to all the agonistons in the world. It’s gotta mess us up.” 
“Might hurt like hell,” I admit.
Again, Gaige touches the left side of his face. “Nothing could hurt more than what I’ve been through.”
I shudder. What would it feel like to have the skin on my face burn? The pain must have been intense. Will being implanted with devil particles be as painful? It doesn’t matter. “I don’t care how painful the implantation will be,” I say. “I want to be the Vessel.”
“Me too. Evil killed almost everyone I love. I want to stop the killings.” Gaige fingers the braided orange-and-blue bracelet on his wrist. His little sister Lyrik had made it for him a few months before she and his older sister Valkyrie were killed in the house fire. Gaige’s mom was an army doctor who cared for soldiers on the front lines overseas. She disappeared a year after she left. Gaige’s father, a war veteran and firefighter, searched for her. He never returned. 
“And I want to finish what my parents started,” Jaelyn says. “Be that perfect vessel they envisioned.”
“I want to do it for Asher,” I tell them. 
Gaige squints his good eye at me. “You signed up for this before Ash was killed.”
“Right, but when we found out Asher was . . . dead,”—it’s hard for me to think about it, let alone say it—“I was going to withdraw. Then the president called and told me Asher would want me to compete. That I could do it in his memory.” 
“The president?” Gaige says. “Wow, aren’t you special?”
“Apparently, the president thinks so.” I wiggle my feet back and forth, feeling a little smug.
“I miss Ash.” Jae Bird bends her knees and leans her elbows on them. “I can’t believe we’ll never see him again.”
“It’s going to be hard adjusting to life without him,” I say. “So hard my head doesn’t even want to go there. I keep thinking he’s at home with Dad.”
“A big part of me died when Asher did,” Gaige blurts out. Jaelyn and I look at him. He glances away. 
No one says anything for a few minutes, then Gaige chuckles. “If Ash were here,” he says, his right foot tapping his left, “he’d organize people into teams and start some sort of competition.” 
“Definitely,” I agree, smiling. 
“We could do that,” Gaige says. 
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I reply.
“Because it was my idea?” Gaige asks.
I don’t admit that might be part of it. “No. I don’t want to become friends with people I’ll have to defeat.”
“We’re friends,” Gaige says.
Gaige was Ash’s best friend, not mine. Plus, he flirts with Jaelyn. Not cool. “But that doesn’t mean we should be friendly with the other competitors.” 
“That’s harsh,” Gaige says.
“I want to win.”
“So do I,” Gaige says. “But sometimes you can be kinda cold, you know.” 
“Not cold.” I kiss the back of Jaelyn’s hand to prove this. “Practical.”
“If you say so. It just amazes me how different you are from Asher.”
“I’m not,” I snap, pissed off.
“Right.”
“Ash would’ve kicked your ass in the Trials,” I say. “And so will I.”
“That’s a laugh.”
“We’ll see, won’t we?”
“You don’t think something happened to them, do you?” Jaelyn asks, obviously trying to change the subject.
“To who?” Gaige asks.
“The Vessel Selection Committee.” 
“Like a bomb or terrorist attack?” I suggest. “Nah, we would’ve felt something. Or heard it. The building shaking, sirens, shouting. No, I’m pretty sure making us wait is the first trial. To take away our sense of control and see how we handle stress. Pretty clever.”
“Not much of a challenge,” Gaige says. “Eventually, we’ll all just doze off.” His stomach grumbles. “Or die of hunger.”
“Or thirst,” I add. “I didn’t see any drinking fountains.” 
“Really?” Jaelyn looks around the room. “Well, then they won’t keep us much longer, right?” 
“That’s my guess,” I say.
People, apparently thinking along the same lines as Gaige, start organizing games of Creeper Tag and Bodysnatcher in the Graveyard. They ask us if we’d like to join them. Jaelyn and I pass; Gaige decides to play. Jaelyn cheers him on when he’s the Creeper and claps for him when he wins. After two games, Gaige rejoins us.
“I’m so thirsty.” He pants. “I’d give my left kidney for water. I’m heading to the can.”
Jae Bird leans into me. Warmth radiates off her body. If she becomes the Vessel, will she turn cold? 
There’s angry shouting over by the latrine. Someone yells, “You can’t cut!” 
“Uh oh,” Jaelyn kids. “Sounds like Gaige might be in trouble.”
I laugh, though we both know it’s probably not Gaige who’s causing trouble. He generally acts before he thinks, but he’s never selfish. 
“What will the world be like?” She lays her head on my shoulder. “Once evil is contained, I mean. I don’t remember much about the first containment except how excited and worried my parents were.” 
I take her hand. “A world without evil will be paradise.”
She looks at me. “That’s very poetic. Do you really think so?”
“It has to be better than what we’ve got now.” I lean my cheek against the top of her head and breathe in the smell of her strawberry shampoo.
“How’s your dad doing?” she asks.
“Not great. I feel crappy leaving him. But, honestly, I don’t think he’ll even notice I’m gone. He was pretty out of it this morning. Mrs. Jenkins came over. She’ll stay with him for a while.”
“Good.”
“What about your aunt?”
“Did I tell you she screamed at me?” Jaelyn says.
“Whoa, why?” 
“When I got the letter this morning telling me I wasn’t an alternate, that I was the real deal, she tried to talk me out of competing. But when she didn’t get anywhere, she started screaming. First time she’s ever raised her voice to me. Honestly, I didn’t think she gave a crap about what I did. But then, looking back, I remember when I submitted my application, she went on a bender for a week. I thought she was celebrating because I’d be leaving. Guess I was wrong.”
“Seems like an extreme reaction, though,” I say. “Was she drunk?”
“At first, I thought so. But, no, it was too early for even Addy’s Bloody Marys.” Jaelyn’s silent for a few minutes, and then she says, “I wish I’d had time to prepare some meals for her. Luckily, there’s food in the freezer, and the house is picked up. I’m hoping with me gone, she might sober up.” 
Gaige makes it back from the bathroom. “That was intense. People are impatient, edgy. Hangry. One kid pushed to the front of the line. People shoved him back, but then he bent over and started to retch like he was going to puke. Guys rushed him to the door and pounded on it until a girl came out. They got him in before he lost it. Made me wonder if he was sick or just had to pee.”
“Smart. We should watch out for him.” I glance around the room. “Which one is he?”
“Large, overweight dude.” Gaige sits on the floor on the other side of Jaelyn. “Guy’s a giant.”
“He was in my group,” I say.
“Is his name Kael Roriak?” Jaelyn asks.
“I didn’t hear what name he gave the guard.” 
“Who’s Kael Roriak?” Gaige asks.
“Don’t you remember?” Jaelyn says. “When the bank was bombed, a wall collapsed on that mom and her two kids.”
“Was Roriak the guy who lifted the wall off them?” I ask.
“Yep,” Jaelyn replies.
“So frickin’ strong,” Gaige says.
“Saved their lives,” Jae adds.
“You think it’s the same guy?” Gaige asks. 
“Makes sense,” I say. “Explains why they’d accept someone who looks so out of shape. I guess looks are deceiving.”
We talk about people we know who would have made good candidates but didn’t enter. And discuss people who entered that weren’t accepted, guessing why.
“I’ve got a question,” Gaige says.
“Shoot,” Jaelyn says.
“That Dr. Huginn”—he waves his hand behind him toward the stage—“said they’ll try to reintegrate us into our families. How are they going to do that? I mean, what if something happens to the Vessel while he’s home? An accident or something. If he died, wouldn’t the devil particles escape and infect everyone around him?”
“I wondered about that, too,” I admit.
“That’s exactly what my parents discovered,” Jaelyn says. “Agonistons will seek out the closest hosts.”
“Which would be our families, friends, and coworkers,” I say.
“But that didn’t happen during the Evil Elimination Disaster,” Gaige points out. “We were all infected with devil particles.”
“During the disaster,” Jaelyn says, “the particles exploded out of the bunker, which killed the soldiers guarding it. With no one else around for a hundred miles, the agonistons shot up into the atmosphere. Eventually, they infected everyone.”
“And those in the Qais Desert who were only a hundred miles away were the hardest hit,” I say. “Which explains all those wars.”
“It also explains why places on the opposite side of the globe from the bunker are much more peaceful,” Jaelyn adds.
“You still haven’t answered how they’ll protect people if something goes wrong,” Gaige says impatiently.
“Hang on. I’m getting to that,” Jaelyn says. “In that supposedly impenetrable bunker, there was a force field. My parents insisted on it. If it weren’t for that field, the devil particles would have escaped sooner. Probably in just a few days.”
“But that force field only worked for a month,” Gaige says.
“Which would be enough time to implant the agonistons in someone else,” I point out. “If something happens to the Vessel.”
“Exactly.”
“So, the Vessel will have a force field around him?” Gaige asks.
“Or her,” Jaelyn adds. “That’s what I think.”
“How?” Gaige asks. “Will it be like a giant bubble?”
“No idea.” Jae rubs her arms as if suddenly chilled. Gaige bends his knees and hugs them to his chest. I think that when I become the Vessel, I’ll be so busy getting a handle on the devil particles that a force field will be the least of my problems. 
“Another question,” Jaelyn says. “If you win and they let you go home, what will you do? I’m not talking about the first few weeks or months, you know, when your body is getting used to the changes. I mean after that.”
“Well,”—Gaige lets go of his legs—“I’d hike in the mountains and camp with Crook for a few weeks, then I’d like to help rebuild the city. Repair homes, help construct a new bank, even fix this place.” He points to the cracked floor.
“I’d like to rebuild our society,” I say.
Jaelyn drapes an arm around my shoulders. “What do you mean?” 
“Life will be totally different without evil,” I say. “No wars or crime. We won’t need the armed forces or the criminal justice system. I’d like to use those funds and resources to end poverty and homelessness. And I’d like to fix our educational system. People should learn from each other, not from computer simulations. And that’s just in our country. The war-torn countries will need help restructuring their governments.”
“Sounds like you’ll have your hands full,” Jae teases.
“What about you?” I ask her. “If you’re the Vessel, what will you do?”
“Oh, that’s easy,” she says. “I want to study my ass off and become a medicinal botanist. I’ll travel the world and propagate and harvest plants for medicinal purposes. Who knows—maybe I’ll find a cure for cancer.”
“Traveling the world sounds great,” Gaige says. 
“The whole thing sounds pretty cool,” I admit.
“And I’ll ask our country’s new president, Paul Salvage,” Jae Bird says, “to fund medical research with some of that war chest money.” 
“Deal,” I say. 
“First, you have to win,” Gaige points out. “If they ever get this party started.”
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When the giant digital clock on the wall flips to 6:30 p.m., someone in the back of the auditorium shouts, “How much longer?” 
“Yeah,” Gaige shouts back, “it’s dinner time.”
“Screw that,” the Spiky Twin says, looking up at a camera in the ceiling. “We’re dying of thirst!”
There’s no answer. 
I’ve been hungry many times, and I’ve been thirsty before, especially when the weather is as hot as it was earlier in the week. We’ve run low on food and had to ration our meals, but we’ve always had water. Sure, it might have been rusty or smelled like rotten eggs, but we drank it anyway, and nobody got sick. When the water was really gross, Asher made exaggerated gagging sounds, drank it while holding his nose, and then collapsed dramatically on the floor. Dad and I got so tired of this routine, we’d just step over him. 
This is the longest I’ve ever been without water. If Asher were with us, would he joke about not having any water? I doubt it. My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth; my throat is sore, and my head is pounding. The last thing I want to do is make a joke. I can’t imagine he’d feel differently. 
The pain in my head started as a dull throb where I cracked it on the stairs. Now the throbbing has spread to the rest of my skull. I close my eyes. Blocking out the bright lights helps a little. 
Jaelyn dozes. Gaige walks the perimeter of the room. I keep my mind off the pain by listing the projects Dad and I’ve been working on and what needs to be done for each. I wonder when he’ll be able to get back to them. 
After Gaige’s third pass, he sits beside Jaelyn, accidentally bumping her shoulder and waking her. 
“Sorry,” he says. 
“It’s okay.” Her voice sounds brittle. “I wasn’t really sleeping. What time is it?” 
I slowly turn around and look at the clock. “7:17.” My head’s still aching, but at least the pain hasn’t gotten worse. My butt’s sore and my legs are restless from sitting so long. “Go for a walk?” I manage to ask Jaelyn.
We stroll past people who are also leaning against the stage. Nail Biter is one of these. His head has fallen to his chest, and he’s snoring. I glance down at his hands lying in his lap. His fingernails are bloody stubs. I’m so hungry that I wonder if fingernails have any nutritional value. 
Other people cluster together in the center of the large room, sprawled out on their backs or sitting cross-legged. When we walk by Xan Schmidt and his three equally muscular and blond male friends and one average-sized blond girl, I nod at them. Xan checks out Jaelyn and whispers something to one of his buddies. The buddy whistles at her. 
I stop and glare at the whistler. He smirks. I consider kicking him in the face. Jaelyn grabs my arm. “Ignore him,” she tells me. “Come on. Let’s try the doors.” 
She leads me to the back of the auditorium. Guys are always checking Jaelyn out, whistling at her, and making lewd comments. She claims it doesn’t bother her. She says most of the time she doesn’t even notice. It bugs the hell out of me. And I thought Xan and I had made a connection. Now he and his smirking friend pull this crap? 
By the time we reach the first double doors, I’ve cooled down. I touch the heavy steel and wiggle the bar. It’s solidly locked. I study the hinges.
“Can we pop it out of its frame?” Jaelyn asks.
“Not without tools.”
“Maybe someone snuck in a pocketknife?”
“If it had a screwdriver, that would help, but we’d need a hammer and a nail, too. Maybe even a wedge.”
During our second time around the room, we avoid the blond gang and scan the ceiling for cameras. There are four large cameras in each corner and smaller, recessed ones every 10 feet across the ceiling. They have tiny lights that blink green, indicating someone’s watching. I’m tempted to wave. Asher would have waved. We count 104 cameras. How many people does it take to watch all of them? 
On our third time around, we knock randomly on walls, listening for a hollow sound that might indicate a hidden door. The walls are solid. 
When we pass the latrine, I consider using it. I might as well, though I don’t have the urge to go. I open the latrine door, and I’m hit with such a strong smell of pee my eyes water. 
“Oh God,”—Jae Bird waves a hand in front of her face—“Close the door.” 
As we start back, I say, “Wanna go around again?” 
“No, I’m feeling a little woozy.”
Sure that no one is paying us any attention, I hold out my arm, and she takes it. 
“How are you feeling?” she asks.
“My head aches,” I admit. “Throat’s really dry.”
We reach Gaige, who’s seated in a cross-legged position, his elbows resting on his knees, his head in his hands, and his eyes closed. He jerks awake when we sit next to him.
“I wish they’d turn down the lights,” he says. “I’ve got a terrible headache.”
“Me too,” I say. “We’re dehydrated.” I hope that’s all it is and not some after-effect of my concussion.
“I’ll go crazy if I don’t get some water,” Gaige admits.
“Think of something else,” Jaelyn says. “Let’s assess the competition.” 
“Good idea,” I say. “What do we know?”
“We’re down to 34 people,” Gaige says.
“Thirty-six, including us,” Jae corrects. “Thirteen left when the auditorium doors opened, plus don’t forget that guy who got kicked out of my group for that sharpened butter knife.”
“Right,” I say. “And it looks like we’re pretty evenly split between boys and girls. All different sizes, shapes, and ethnicities. So, that doesn’t tell us anything.”
“But now we can see how they act under pressure,” Jaelyn says. She glances at the clock. “It’s getting close to 9:00 p.m. We’ve been locked in for almost eight and a half hours and haven’t eaten for more than 32. None of us have had anything to drink since 8:00 this morning.”
“I was an idiot and didn’t get up early enough to get a glass of water,” I admit, mad at myself. “I don’t want to even think about how long it’s been since I’ve had anything to drink.”
“Oh, Paul,” Jaelyn says, and by the look of concern and love in her eyes, I know if she were offered a glass of water right now, she’d ignore her thirst and give it to me. And I’d give it right back to her without taking a sip. 
“Despite the lack of food and water,” Gaige says, “people have been pretty passive so far.” 
“I wonder how long that will last.” I think of Jaelyn pulling me away from Xan and Smirker.
At that exact moment, a fistfight breaks out in the back of the room between two scrawny guys. There’s shouting, struggling. One of the guys trips over someone’s outstretched legs. There’s a cry of pain, and more people join the fight. 
“Quit it!” Kael Roriak yells. “Save it for the Trials.” 
At the word “Trials,” the fighting stops. The two scrawny guys, a little mussed and bruised, retreat to opposite corners of the room.
“Those guys won’t last long,” I say. “If you can’t keep your temper, forget it.”
“But we should watch out for Kael,” Jaelyn says. 
“And for those people who organized the games,” I add. “Born leaders.”
“Right,” Gaige agrees. “And those two badass girls over there.” He points to the Tattoo Twins lying on their backs with their legs propped up against the wall. The black laces of their camouflage high-tops dangle. “They’re so relaxed; they look like they just got here.”
“They might be tough competition,” Jaelyn agrees. “Cool shoes.” 
“They arrived the same time I did,” I say. “Smoked outside. Not sure how they’ll manage the climb. But you might be right.”
[image: image-placeholder]It’s now almost midnight. No one’s lined up at the latrine—there’s nothing left for anyone to pee. Almost everyone has passed out from the stress and lack of food and water, including Jaelyn and Gaige next to me. 
I’m fighting sleep even though it would help my aching head. I wonder if they might spring something on us at midnight. I push away from the stage and turn around to watch the clock tick off the seconds. 11:58:47. 11:58:48. Those still awake around me also stare at the numbers. Their eyes are glassy. Mine are dry and, I’m sure, bloodshot. 
The Tattoo Twins stand, causing a ripple effect as other people get to their feet. 11:59:32. Should I wake Jaelyn? I reach out to touch her ankle just as midnight hits. My hand hovers over her leg. A minute passes. Nothing. Two minutes, and the Tattoo Twins moan. After five minutes, they and those standing around them sit back down.
I pull my knees up, lay my arms on them, and rest my head on my arms. I’m surprised at how demoralized, how defeated I feel. I’m so frickin’ hungry and thirsty and really, really exhausted. My head pounds so hard it feels like my skull will crack open. 
I think about Asher, wishing he was here. My dry eyes fill with tears. I lie on my stomach, pull the hood of my sweatshirt over my head, and hide my face in my arms. I cry silently and drift off to sleep. 
[image: image-placeholder]Why does my head feel like it’s about to split in two? Why am I lying on this cracked floor? I push my hood off and look around. There are bodies everywhere. What is this place? Who’s this lying next to me? Jaelyn? I slowly push myself into a seated position. Then I notice the stage, the lectern, and the clock on the wall that reads 7:48 a.m. It’s Saturday. I close my eyes and remember a scientist at the podium. A Dr. Hugo, Huggy, Huggins? Oh, yeah, this is the Vessel Trials, and we’re dying of thirst.
“God.” Jaelyn slowly sits up. She coughs. “I’m thirsty.” She sees me, but it takes her a minute to recognize me. “Paul? What are you doing here?”
“The Vessel Trials.” It hurts to speak; my throat is so dry. 
“Right,” she mutters, but I’m not entirely sure she understands. 
Gaige snores beside her.
“I’m so thirsty,” she repeats. “Is there anything to drink?”
I shake my head. Pain shoots from one temple to the other. I hold my head in my hands.
“How long can we go without water?” she asks.
“Three days. On average. Maybe we’ll get water at noon?”
Several people around the room start stirring. There are some moans as people sit up, but otherwise, the large auditorium is eerily quiet. 
A girl screams, “I don’t have any water!” I look across the room. It’s the freckled girl with the oversized backpack. Her wool blanket is draped over her shoulders, and she’s holding her pack in front of her like a shield. Xan and his four friends tower over her. 
Xan yanks the backpack out of her hands. “It’s mine!” she yells. “Give it back.”
Xan’s smirking friend yanks the wool blanket off her.
“Maybe we should leave her alone,” Blond Girl says, looking up at the cameras. 
“Whaz going on?” Gaige asks sleepily.
“They’re stealing her stuff,” I reply.  
“That’ll lose them points,” Jaelyn says.
Gaige rolls over and goes back to sleep.
Xan, his smirking friend, and the rest of his male buddies tear into Freckled Girl’s pack while his female friend looks on. Clothes, make-up, pens, and paper go flying. 
“She brought make-up?” Blond Girl laughs. “Does she think she’s going on a date?”
Freckled Girl starts crying and scrambles for a tossed-aside photograph. She holds it to her chest. 
Don’t get involved, I tell myself. Don’t make friends. Besides, I suck at fighting. I’ll just end up on my ass. But if I stand by and watch, do nothing, isn’t that evil? Asher would help her. He wouldn’t hesitate. 
I use the side of the stage to help myself up, then reach out my hand to Jaelyn. On unsteady legs, we make our way over to Freckled Girl. 
An Asian boy about my size gets to the bullies first. “Leave her alone,” he demands.
“What’s it to you?” Smirker asks. “She your girlfriend?”
“We’re not sharing,” Xan says, stepping closer to Asian Guy. Xan’s a foot taller and twice as wide. He holds up the now-empty backpack and shakes it upside down. 
The third blond guy takes the pack from Xan and digs through it. “There’s gotta be something to eat or drink.” 
“There isn’t,” Freckled Girl says. “I told you that.”  
“Worthless.” Third Blond Guy throws the pack in Freckled Girl’s face.
Xan stalks off, bumping Asian Guy’s shoulder as he passes. Smirker tosses the blanket at Freckled Girl’s feet. He and the other three follow Xan, bumping Asian Guy, too. 
Without saying a word, Jaelyn, Asian Guy, and I help Freckled Girl repack her things. 
“I’m Nyx,” she says.
“I’m Yuki,” Asian Guy says.
“Jaelyn. And this is Paul.” Jae Bird points to me. “I’m sorry about those jerks.”
Nyx shakes her head. “Honestly, I’m surprised it didn’t happen sooner. They’ve been staring at me for a long time.” She tries to zip up the now full bag. “Zipper’s broken.” She starts to cry again. “Oh, God, I can’t stop crying.” She wipes her eyes. “It’s really not that big of a deal. The only thing I care about is my sister’s photo. It’s a little crumpled, but it’s fine.” She shows us the picture of her sister wearing a purple polka dot headband in her curly brown hair. 
“She’s cute,” Jaelyn says. “What’s her name?”
“Aella. Her name was Aella.” Tears roll down Nyx’s face again. “She was six when she was killed. Soon after this picture was taken.”
“I’m so sorry,” Jae says.
“I lost my brother on Tuesday,” I say. “He was killed, too.” 
“And you’re competing?” Yuki’s eyes are wide. “Geez, I wouldn’t be able to function.”
“I’m doing it for him,” I reply. 
“Do you guys want to join us?” Jaelyn asks.
I’m glad she’s suggested this. Initially, I thought it would be better not to become friendly with my competitors, but, looking over at Xan’s gang, I’m now thinking it’d be good to have a few more allies. 
Nyx puts her photograph in her back pocket and gathers her ruined pack in her arms. She and Yuki follow us back to Gaige. 
Gaige sits up as we come over. “You okay?” he asks Nyx after Jaelyn introduces them.
“I’m thirsty, and I’m hungry,” she admits. “But, yeah, I’m okay.” She turns to Yuki. “Thanks for coming to my rescue.” 
“Fat lot of good that did,” he says.
“Still,” I say, “it probably gained you some points.”
“And those five losers have to be out of the running,” Nyx adds. 
We sit in a circle and talk about our hometowns, our friends and families, our lives, anything to get our minds off food and water. When we run out of things to talk about or the energy to speak, Jaelyn pulls out her phone. She starts up a game of Creepers v. Prowlers and passes it around. 
When the game gets to me, I glance at the ceiling cameras. They all blink green. There’s more shouting when the Blond Gang picks on Nail Biter and Rocker. Kael Roriak scares them away. I glance down at Jaelyn’s phone in my hand. My guess is that playing a game on a phone isn’t as bad as bullying people. I take my turn. 
After an hour, our scores decrease, and the game seems incredibly complicated. We also keep forgetting whose turn it is, so we quit and just rest. 
When the big clock announces noon, those not napping keep their eyes on the stage door. We’re all convinced they’ll bring us food and water and send us on our way. After 15 minutes, many people, including Nyx, break down and cry. 
As the afternoon drags on, I alternate between sleeping and staring into space, trying hard to ignore my headache that’s turning into a full-blown migraine. The fights and team games stop—no one has the energy for them. I watch as a skinny guy stumbles to the latrine. I’m amazed he has any liquid in him to pee. When he reaches the bathroom door, he trips and falls to the floor in a heap. Spiky Twin ambles over to him and nudges his belly with her foot. 
“He’s okay,” Spiky Twin announces to her sister.
An hour later, Rocker has a seizure. His body shakes so violently against the stage that I can feel the tremors through the boards. Nail Biter stands over him but just watches. I can’t tell if Nail Biter’s unaware of what’s going on or is clueless about what to do. It takes me a minute to remember that I’m trained as an EMT and can help. With great effort, or “Ef Fort” as it’s written on my wristband, I manage to get to my feet. When I take a step in Rocker’s direction, his tremors stop. 
“Are you okay?” Nail Biter asks him.
“Whadya mean?” Rocker snaps. “Stop bugging me.” He curls into a ball and falls asleep. 
“I don’t think we can take much more of this,” Gaige mutters as I sit back down. 
It’s now close to 5:00 p.m. My skin is itchy, my limbs are heavy, and my head feels like someone’s drilling holes in it. I’m with Gaige; I don’t think I can take much more. 
My back vibrates. I glance at Rocker. He hasn’t moved, so he’s not banging against the stage, making it vibrate. My skin tingles. Is that from dehydration? 
“The stage is shaking,” Jaelyn says. 
Jaelyn, Gaige, and I scoot away from it, and then help each other up. Nyx helps Yuki. We watch as wooden slats on the stage floor slide open. I count six one-foot openings. A ripple goes through the crowd as they realize something is finally happening. Everyone struggles to their feet and turns toward the stage.
“How many people are in the auditorium, including us?” I ask.
“Thirty-six,” Jae Bird reminds me. “Why?”
“Whatever’s coming up through those holes, there’ll only be enough for six of us.”
People move in slow motion and join us closer to the stage. We all stand there, zombie-like, waiting. We’ve become experts at waiting.
Six-gallon glass jugs full of water and about 50 plastic cups lift slowly out of the holes.
I can’t take my eyes off the jug directly in front of me. Dew has formed on the sides. A teardrop appears at the top and runs a jagged line down the glass, puddling on the wood. What I wouldn’t do to lick that small teardrop puddle.
“Water!” Gaige yells. He lunges for the jug, but Jaelyn grabs him with her free hand before he reaches it.  
“Hey!” he yells. 
“You don’t know what the hell that is,” Jaelyn says. 
“It’s water,” he says.
“It’s a test,” I tell him.
People fight their way to the stage, and fists fly. Xan and his four gang members shove people out of the way and take all six jugs. Xan keeps two for himself. Ignoring the crowd shouting at him, Xan lifts one jug to his mouth and drinks. Smirker and the others follow suit. Xan’s Adam’s apple bobs up and down. Water leaks out of the corners of his mouth. 
When Blond Girl has drained half of the water in her jug, she offers the rest to Rocker. Smirker yanks it from her and pours the remainder on the floor. Xan laughs and starts to dump out the water from his two jugs.
That’s when I snap. I walk up to Xan and grab his wrist, stopping him from wasting the water. “Give me the jug.” 
Xan looks at my hand clamped to his arm. “Sure.” 
I let go of his wrist and hold out my hand.
He dumps the water over my head and laughs. His buddies laugh, too.
The cold water revitalizes me. I lick my lips, thankful for even this tiny amount of moisture. But I want to pound Xan. Take all of my fears and frustrations, which have built up over the last day and a half, and pummel him. Swing away like I did when that city guard harassed the creeper, and this time, I know I’ll land a punch. It might not hurt Xan, but it’ll feel so good. If Asher were here, he’d knock Xan out.
Well, he’d try, but I wouldn’t have let him. I’d stop him so he wouldn’t get eliminated from the Trials. 
I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and will myself to remain calm. Then I shake my head, spraying water in Xan’s face, and walk back through the crowd. 
Xan grabs the hood of my sweatshirt but lets go as someone punches him in the gut. I keep walking, not bothering to turn around to watch the fight. 
As I rejoin Gaige and Jaelyn, Gaige asks, “Why didn’t you punch him? Asher would’ve.” 
“He might have tried, but I would’ve stopped him.” And I know it’s true. I showed more restraint than Asher ever could. Does this make me better suited to be the Vessel?  
The doors in the back of the auditorium open. Guards stampede into the room. They break up the fight and haul away 10 people but leave Xan and his buddies alone.
“That’s not right!” Gaige shouts at the retreating backs of the guards. “They should be kicked out, too.”
Others join in with Gaige, but the guards ignore their angry shouts. Xan and his crew smugly congratulate each other with fist bumps and high fives.
I don’t understand what’s happening. How can they still be in the Trials after everything they did?
As the back doors slam shut, the red stage door opens. Dr. Huginn enters the room and walks across the stage while Xan, Smirker, and the other two blond boys hustle up the steps to meet him, leaving Blond Girl behind. They shake the scientist’s hand. He smiles, pats them on their backs, and escorts them through the red stage door. 
I can’t believe it. 
Gaige turns to Blond Girl, who was left behind. “What the hell?” 
“I don’t know what just happened.” She stares after them.
“Right,” Gaige says.
If my math is correct, that leaves 22 candidates, including me.
The stage door opens again. We wait. No one appears. 
The Tattoo Twins race across the stage, hesitate, then disappear through the doorway. Nail Biter, Rocker, and all the others except our group and Blond Girl follow them. 
“Let’s go,” Gaige says to Yuki, Nyx, Jaelyn, and me.
We climb the steps and scramble across the stage—Blond Girl tags behind us. My damp sneakers squeak on the floorboards. 
Nyx is the first in our group to reach the doorway. She peers through. 
“Oh, wow!” she exclaims, then steps out of sight.
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Blond Girl and I are the last ones out of the auditorium. The stage door clangs shut behind us. I try the handle. It doesn’t budge. Not that I ever want to go back in that room—but the locked door is a little unsettling.  
I shrug it off and look around. I’m standing in a dimly lit corridor about 60 feet long that ends in front of the freight elevator, now covered with graffiti. THE WORLD IS COMING TO AN END is written in enormous neon-yellow lettering that covers the doors. Surrounding that are grotesque words of advice, REPENT being the most popular, but KILL YOURSELF is a close second. What bothers me the most is the flashing red neon sign above the elevator. NOTICE: MAXIMUM OCCUPANCY 11 PEOPLE. There’s room for only half of us. 
The good news is that the floor is littered with stuffed backpacks, and there are plenty to go around. I grab a strap of the nearest one. Blond Girl grabs the other strap. 
“You’re kidding me, right?” I show her my damp hoodie and T-shirt by peeling them away from my chest. She drops the strap. 
“I didn’t know they were going to dump the water,” she claims.
“That’s bullshit,” Gaige says, standing nearby. Everyone turns to watch. 
“It’s not,” Blond Girl says. “I had nothing to do with that.”
“Liar!” the Tattoo Twins yell.  
My thoughts exactly.
“I’m not lying,” she says. 
“You picked on me,” Nyx says. “Tore my backpack.” She shakes the ruined bag in the girl’s face. 
“I’m sorry.” Blond Girl trembles with shame. Or maybe she’s trembling from fear?   
“Those assholes were your friends.” Gaige steps closer.
She backs away. “I know Xan; he’s from my neighborhood. But I hadn’t met the others until today.”
“You’re a plant just like they were,” Gaige says. “How much are they paying you?”
“Nothing. I didn’t know they were plants.” Blond Girl’s words run together. “I was as surprised as you were.”
“People passed out from dehydration,” Yuki says, joining us. “They had seizures and shit. Your friend dumped the water they needed. He coulda killed someone.” 
“I tried to give water to him,” Blond Girl points at Rocker. 
“True enough,” I say, remembering Smirker taking the jug from her and pouring it out. I don’t know what I’ll do if I ever see that creep again. 
The girl’s lips tremble, and she starts to cry. “I’m sorry I picked on people; that was wrong. But I’m not a plant!” 
“If you aren’t,”—Gaige steps even closer and crosses his arms—“then why weren’t you eliminated for bullying Nyx? Why are you still here?”
“I don’t know!” She backs against the wall, tears streaming down her face.
Jaelyn walks over with an extra backpack and tries to nudge Gaige aside. He doesn’t move. 
“Gaige.” Jaelyn nudges him again. “Move.”
Gaige takes his angry stare off Blond Girl and aims it at Jaelyn. Then he realizes it’s Jae Bird. His face softens. He moves out of the way.
“What’s your name?” Jaelyn asks Blond Girl. 
Blond Girl stares at Jaelyn, her eyes wide, probably surprised by Jae’s gentle tone. My guess is that the girl was expecting accusations from Jaelyn, too. “I’m Rune,” she answers, sniffing. “Rune Sallow.”
“Here, Rune.” Jaelyn hands her the pack. “This one’s yours.” Jae Bird’s sudden act of kindness settles people down. Nyx and Yuki walk away. The Tattoo Twins slip backpacks over their shoulders. Gaige uncrosses his arms but doesn’t move.
Rune smiles and wipes her damp face. “Thanks.”
“You’re not off the hook,” Gaige says. 
“Fair enough,” Rune replies. 
A loud “DING!” echoes in the hallway. The elevator doors open, brightening the dark hall with fluorescent light. The Tattoo Twins run for the chamber. Nail Biter, Rocker, and others race after them. 
“Let’s go.” I start down the hall.
“No,” Gaige says, unzipping his backpack. “We should see what supplies we’ve got, if any.” 
“We can do that in the elevator,” I say. “Come on.”
“No,” Gaige repeats. “We’re thirsty, hungry, tired, and not thinking clearly. Look, not many people know this, but my dad was a survivalist, and he told me survival depended upon a positive mental attitude.”
Nyx bursts out laughing.  
“I know it sounds lame,” Gaige admits, smiling. “But it’s true. We need to rehydrate, eat, inventory our resources, and form a plan.”
“Our plan is to get on that elevator,” I say.
There’s shouting at the end of the hallway as people try to cram into the elevator.
“Too late,” Yuki says. “It’s full.”
The Twins yell, “There’s no more room!” 
There’s pushing, shoving, screams, and yelps of pain. 
“No room!” Spiky Twin yells.
“The elevator only holds 11!” Bald Twin shouts. 
Kael Roriak tries to wedge himself in, but Nail Biter and Rocker push him back. They shove four other people out of the elevator but struggle to budge Kael’s massive body. The Tattoo Twins join them and push the big guy with all they’ve got. The extra effort throws Kael off balance, and he back pedals into the hall. 
“Shut the doors,” Nail Biter yells. “Shut the doors!” 
Kael puts a beefy foot in the path of the closing elevator doors. Nail Biter stomps on his foot. Kael cries out and jerks it back. The doors close but aren’t thick enough to block out the cheer from inside the elevator.
Kael punches the doors in frustration. The other four exiles join him, cursing and pounding on the metal. The pounding matches the pain in my head.
“Stop!” Yuki yells, his hands to his temples.
The exiles give the doors one more punch before sitting next to the elevator and opening their backpacks. 
Kael rubs the top of his foot, defeated. He grabs a backpack and hovers over the exiles as if debating whether to join them. They argue about whose pack is the best. What a waste of energy. Apparently, Kael thinks so, too; he shakes his head and limps down the hall to us.
“Guess we’re catching the next elevator,” Kael says when he reaches us. 
“I’m Paul Salvage.” I hold out my hand. 
“Kael Roriak.” 
I shake his beefy hand. “This is Gaige, Jaelyn, Nyx, Yuki, and—” I pause as my foggy brain struggles to recall Blond Girl’s name.
“Rune Sallow,” she says.
He shakes everyone’s hand but Rune’s. 
“What happened to you, man?” Kael asks Gaige, pointing at Gaige’s melted face. Then he blushes. “Sorry, sometimes shit comes out of my mouth before I can stop it.”
Gaige grins. “It’s cool. Most people don’t ask. They just stare or back away. I was caught in a house fire.”
Actually, there’s much more to it than that, but I keep quiet. It’s Gaige’s story to tell. 
“Geez,” Kael says. “That must’ve hurt.”
“You have no idea.” Gaige rubs his scarred cheek. 
We all sit in a circle on the cold tile except Rune, who sits off to the side. No one invites her to move closer. 
We unzip our packs and find we’ve all got the same supplies—three apples, six protein bars, three one-liter bottles of water, a flashlight, a pocket knife with all the attachments, and a packet of two painkillers. There’s also a pad of paper and a pen. The flashlight and the pocketknife will probably come in handy, but paper and a pen? What are we going to do, write our way out of this? I wish there were a fresh hoodie or T-shirt, but no such luck. I’ll just have to air dry.
Nyx takes the wool blanket, clothes, coins, and entertainment chits out of her ruined bag and begins shoving them into the new one. She stops and tosses a T-shirt to me. “It’s yours.” 
I hold it up. It’s about two sizes too small. “It won’t fit, but thanks anyway.” I hand it back to her. 
Nyx crams the T-shirt into the new pack and zips it. She grabs her old, torn backpack. “I guess I won’t need this.” She sets it aside. 
“I can’t believe we’ve got only measly granola bars and apples.” Gaige twists off the top of one of his water bottles.
“My thoughts exactly,” Kael says.
I open a bottle and start chugging. The water is lukewarm, but I don’t give a crap. It soothes my dusty throat. I’ve never tasted anything so good. 
“Slow down,” Nyx tells me. “You’ll get sick if you drink too fast.”
I know she’s right, but it takes everything I have to pull the half-full bottle from my chapped lips. I stare at it, then screw the cap back on and set it aside. I grab a dark red apple from the pack and take a bite. The sweet juice revives me, and I know Gaige is right. Eating and drinking right now are more important than getting on that elevator. 
After nothing to eat for over 30 hours, it’s hard not to inhale the food, but I pace myself, and even a tiny amount helps lift the fog from my mind. Still, my head continues to pound, so I down the two painkillers. Using them early in the competition might be an issue, but the pain is so extreme that I just don’t care. Within a few minutes, the pounding becomes a dull, manageable throb. 
Ten feet away, the exiles have eaten all their food and drunk all their water. One girl stands, holding her belly. “I don’t feel so—” She pukes all over the wall. This causes a chain reaction as, one by one, the other exiles vomit, too. 
My stomach turns at the sound of their retching, but I keep the water and apple down.
“Rude,” Nyx says, holding her nose.
We gather our things and move as far away from the stench and the exiles as possible. I’m surprised the smell doesn’t make me lose my appetite, but then, I’ve never been this hungry before. Still, I eat slowly. After the pukefest at the end of the hall, eating slowly is not hard to do.
“I know you guys aren’t going to trust me anytime soon,” Rune says in a small voice from her spot 10 feet away. “But I really am sorry for what happened. I shouldn’t have let Xan and his buddies influence me. It’s just that I was, am, scared. The idea of having them on my side made me feel safe. I mean, we don’t know what the Vessel Selection Committee will throw at us, do we? Having four huge guys on my side made sense. Still, that’s no excuse for bullying you, Nyx. I am sorry.”
Nyx studies Rune for a moment, then slides over, leaving a spot in the circle for Rune. Rune smiles, collects her backpack, and joins us. 
“Thanks,” Rune says to Nyx. Then she looks grim. “I’m pretty sure I’m in last place, pointwise.”
“For sure,” Gaige says.
“You can redeem yourself,” I tell her. “Otherwise, they would’ve kicked you out with the others.”
“That’s right,” Jaelyn agrees. “You still have a chance.”
“But you have to beat me first,” I say, smiling. 
We take almost an hour to eat and rest. Gaige, Jaelyn, and I discuss saving some food for later, but our hunger wins out, and we slowly finish all our apples and protein bars. We agree that setting aside one bottle of water each makes sense. Who knows what physical challenges we’ll have to face? I’m still hungry, but at least my head’s cleared, and my headache’s gone. My energy is returning. I feel ready. 
“Let’s go.” I zip my backpack and slip it over my shoulders; glad my hoodie is almost dry. 
I lead everyone down the hall to the freight elevator, avoiding the splash of vomit and trying not to gag at the smell. When we get to the elevator, Gaige pushes the button. We wait a few minutes. Nyx, Rune, and the four exiles, who still look a little green, hold their noses. 
I stare at the graffiti, willing the doors to open. It should take the elevator only a short time to get back down to us, even if it did take the other candidates all the way to the 52nd floor.
Gaige pushes the button again. 
We stand like idiots in front of the words THE WORLD IS COMING TO AN END. 
Five minutes pass.
I get a bad feeling. The longer we wait, the more the feeling grows. 
“Maybe we should take the stairs,” I suggest. 
“Are you crazy?” Kael asks. “It’s 52 stories.”
We wait another minute. Then the doors open. 
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There’s enough room in the elevator for the 11 of us, including Kael. I step inside. The chamber reeks of sweat and a metallic odor. It smells like the monkey cage at the zoo Dad took Asher and me to when we were five, and zoos were still a thing. I don’t remember much about the animals, but I sure do remember how much it stank.  
“Geez, it smells bad in here,” Gaige says, stepping in behind me.
There are only two buttons—UP or DOWN—and I wonder how many floors are below us. It’s weird that there aren’t buttons for each floor. And shouldn’t there be an emergency stop button and a call or alarm button? I thought all elevators had them. It’s freaky.  
A small camera is mounted in the corner of the ceiling. Its little green light shines. I ignore the camera and push the UP button as everyone joins me. Beside the button are four long, parallel scratches dug into the metal. The kind of scratches fingernails make when someone claws at something. 
“Hang on. What’s that?” Jaelyn asks, pointing to the back corner. There’s a camouflaged high-top sneaker with black laces and a dark red splotch on the toe. “Isn’t that one of the twins’ shoes?”
Nyx bends over for a closer look. “Is that blood?”
The elevator doors begin to close. 
Nyx straightens abruptly. “Yep, yep.” She backs away. “That’s blood.” 
“There’s more over here.” Yuki points to the opposite corner. The steel walls are splattered with blood. Some of it has dripped onto the floor. 
“Let’s get out—” I start. 
Too late. The doors close, and that’s when I notice they’re badly dented. I wedge my fingers in the slit between the doors and pull. My fingers line up with eight more scratch marks. The doors won’t budge. Kael and Gaige join me. We pull with everything we’ve got and manage to open them half an inch, but that’s it.  
The elevator starts to climb.
“Push the emergency button,” one of the exiles tells me. He’s tall and thin and has shoulder-length brown hair. 
“There isn’t an emergency button.” I point at the panel.
“Weird,” the long-haired exile says.
“The elevator’s not going to take us all the way to the 52nd floor,” Gaige says. “That’d be too easy. So, we’ll probably get off soon.”
“I think so, too,” I say. Honestly, I’d be disappointed if the elevator took us to the top. Where’s the challenge in riding up? Plus, wouldn’t that mean the Tattoo Twins, Rocker, Nail Biter, and the rest of their group have arrived at the penthouse and won?
“I wonder what happened in here,” Jaelyn says. 
“Nothing good,” Gaige admits. 
I hold Jaelyn’s hand. 
“But they got out somehow.” Nyx clutches her pack to her chest. 
“I think we should sit,” Yuki suggests. “It’d be safer if the elevator crashes.”
“Maybe that’s what happened to the last group?” Rune says. “They were standing when the elevator suddenly stopped?”
“Right.” Nyx nods. “Maybe someone fell and hit their head?”
I’m guessing there’s more to it than that, but I keep my thoughts to myself. 
“I read somewhere that if an elevator is about to crash, you should jump at the last second,” Gaige tells us. “It’ll soften your landing.”
“That’s totally unscientific,” Jaelyn says. “You can’t jump fast enough to counteract the elevator’s velocity.” 
“And anyway,” the long-haired exile adds, “it won’t crash. Elevators have two to three built-in braking systems.”
“What if there’s no electricity?” Gaige asks.
“Electricity keeps them apart,” Long Hair replies. “So, when the power goes out, they automatically clamp down. That’s why you’re not supposed to use an elevator in an emergency in case the electricity comes back on. There are also counterweights on opposite ends of the cables to slow the elevator, and a built-in shock absorber at the bottom of the shaft to soften the impact.”
“How do you know all this?” I ask.
“My dad built elevators before he went off to war.”
“What’s your name?”
“Dax Benderson. People call me ‘Bender.’”
“I’m Paul,” I say. “Glad you’re here. But if you know so much about elevators, why did you try to get on earlier when the sign clearly said it only holds 11 people?”
“The sign said maximum capacity 11,” Bender reminds me. “It didn’t mention a weight limit. We could’ve squeezed a few more people in. It would’ve been tight, but it wouldn’t have done any harm.”
“There’s been lots of harm done to this elevator,” Yuki says. “Despite there having been only 11 people in it.” 
“Like there is now,” Gaige points out.
Nobody speaks or even moves as the elevator ascends. I should be relieved. Every minute that passes means there are fewer stairs to climb. I wonder which floor it’ll stop on.
The overhead fluorescent lights flicker. The flickering intensifies, creating a strobe effect. It’s creepy. 
“Shit,” Kael exclaims.
Then the lights go out. 
Nyx screams. “Sorry.” She giggles.
“Shit, shit, shit,” says Kael.
“Scared of the dark?” Yuki asks him.
“Claustrophobic,” Kael answers.
“But you tried to wedge yourself into the first elevator,” Yuki points out.
“I was hoping for a quick ride.”
Kael’s words are muffled and I realize that my ears have plugged up. I yawn, and they pop. The elevator shimmies as it picks up speed. Jaelyn’s fingers are cold. She leans into me. The traces of her strawberry-scented shampoo wore off hours ago, but I don’t mind. I love her musky, earthy scent. I’m sure I don’t smell as good. Jae doesn’t seem to notice or care. 
The fluorescent lights flash on, too bright. I blink several times to adjust my eyes. 
The lights grow impossibly brighter, and then they explode.
Nyx and Rune scream.
Glass shards burst down on us. I cover my head with my arms and feel small splinters of glass prick my bare skin. It’s as if hundreds of bees are stinging me. Finally, the shower stops. I shake glass out of my hair and feel for cuts on my hands and arms. There’s just a bunch of minor scratches and pinpricks—nothing to worry about.
“Everybody okay—” I start to ask when the elevator shakes violently. My feet are yanked out from under me. I drop to my hands and knees, crunching glass beneath them. The thick denim of my jeans protects my knees, but pain stabs the palms of my hands. 
Nyx cries out. Bender yelps in pain. Someone slams against me, tossing me onto my back. I bounce on the elevator floor like a basketball. A frizzy braid slaps me in the face. Jaelyn! I wrap my arm around her waist. 
“What the hell?!” she yells. 
“It’s me!” We hold onto each other. The elevator shakes so violently that my teeth rattle. Suddenly a few cuts on my hands seem like a small deal. I curl my head into my chest, trying hard to keep it from banging on the floor. I don’t need another concussion. 
Finally, the shaking stops, but the elevator keeps climbing. 
“You okay, Jae Bird?” I whisper.
“Yeah, just a little banged up,” she admits. “Minor cuts. You?”
“My hands are scratched,” I respond. “But I’m good.”
“Get off me, man!” Gaige shouts. 
“Sorry, sorry,” Yuki says. 
I hear shoving and pushing coming from the opposite corner. 
The elevator stops. 
“Everybody okay?” I ask as Jaelyn and I sit up against the wall. 
There are moans and murmurs of “I’m good” and “We’re okay.”
“What the hell was that, Bender?” Gaige asks. 
“The counterweights might be imbalanced,” Bender says, but he doesn’t sound confident. “Or there could be something wrong with the machine drive.”
“If the elevator shook because something’s mechanically wrong with it,” Jaelyn says, “why did it stop?”
“Honestly,” Bender admits, “I don’t know.”
“It’s so dark in here.” Kael’s voice shakes.
“Hang on. They gave us flashlights.” I ignore the pain from my scraped palms and dig around in my backpack. I grab something cylindrical, but it has ridges on its sides—the pocketknife. I dig a little deeper, find the flashlight, and turn it on. There’s a weak purple glow.
“It’s an ultraviolet light,” I say, shining it around the compartment. It turns the splotches of blood black and makes Yuki’s white T-shirt glow.
Yuki looks down at his shirt. “Cool.”
I point the beam to the ceiling and find the trapdoor. It’s hard to see. “It’s not much help.” I wonder what situation they’ll put us in where we’ll need ultraviolet light.  
“Hang on,” Jaelyn says. “I’ve got my phone. Hopefully, the battery hasn’t died.” She shuffles around beside me. Then the floor of the elevator lights up. 
“Thank God,” Kael says.
Jaelyn shines the light on each of us, checking for injuries. My palms have tiny cuts. They’re a little bloody, but they’ve stopped bleeding, and I don’t need a bandage.   
Nyx has a bruised elbow, Gaige banged his head and feels another headache coming on, and Bender has a cut above his brow. Blood pours out of the cut and seeps into his eye. He wipes it with the sleeve of his shirt. 
“How deep is it?” Bender asks Kael, who’s seated next to him.
Jaelyn hands her phone to Kael, who shines it on Bender’s face. “It doesn’t look like you need stitches. Use your shirt to stop the bleeding.”
Bender rips a strip off the bottom of his T-shirt and ties it around his forehead.
As Kael reaches over to hand the phone back to Jaelyn, I hear him breathing. It’s quick, loud, and labored. 
“Kael?” I ask. “Are you okay?”
“I’m trying hard not to panic.” He gasps.
“Deep breaths,” Yuki tells him. “Breathe in while you count to 10. Breathe out and count to 10. Bow your head.”
Kael gives it a try. His breathing goes back to normal. “Thanks, Yuki.” 
“What do you think happened to the first group?” Nyx asks. “Do you think they died?”
“No.” I try to sound confident. 
“But you don’t know.” Nyx’s voice has a shrill, panicky edge to it. 
“No,” I admit.
“I gotta get outta here,” Kael says.
“Kael, Nyx, breathe,” Yuki says.  
The elevator lurches and then starts to drop. 
“Great,” Gaige says. “Now we’re going in the wrong direction.”
Jaelyn shoves her phone into her pocket, throwing us into darkness. 
“Oh God,” Kael says. 
As the elevator gains speed, I feel weightless. 
Then it stops. My butt bounces on the floor. It’s a good thing we stayed seated.
“That must be the safety brakes,” Bender says.
I can hear Kael’s deep, heavy breaths. 
I wonder what’s the point of this crazy elevator ride. Why put Vessel Candidates through this? Is it to see if we can hold it together and not panic when things get out of control? I’m shaky, scratched, and banged up, but I haven’t panicked, yet. 
“Does anyone else feel like they’re on an amusement park ride?” I ask, trying to lighten the mood. 
“What’s an amusement park?” Rune asks. 
“You’ve never heard of them?” Bender asks. “What kind of world did you live in?”  
“Amusement parks,” I explain, “are large outdoor areas with game booths, live music, and crazy rides.”
“Don’t forget the fried foods,” Jaelyn reminds me.
“I could go for a funnel cake right now,” Yuki says. 
“With powdered sugar on it,” Nyx adds.
“The closest amusement park,” I say, “is about an hour north of here. My dad took my brother and me every year before they were shut down. Asher’s favorite ride was called Drop Seat.”
“I remember that,” Gaige says. “It was all Ash talked about every summer. He was obsessed.”
“What did you do on this ride?” Rune asks.
“We hung on.” I get a few chuckles. “They strapped us in padded seats, then hauled us up a hundred and 50 feet. The view was awesome. I could see the mountains. Dad said they were a hundred miles away.”
“I’d hate that,” Rune admits. “I’m afraid of heights.”
“That’s just the beginning,” I say. “We dangled up there for what seemed like 15 minutes but was probably only two or three. Then they’d drop us about halfway. We’d rise 10,15 feet and drop again. They’d do this a couple more times; then they’d take us all the way back up to the top and let us go. That’s when people really screamed. The dropping was Asher’s favorite part because he liked the feeling of butterflies in his stomach.”
“Yikes,” Rune says. “That was fun?” 
“Asher thought so,” Gaige says.
“What about you, Paul?” Nyx asks. “Did you like it?”
“I only went once,” I say as the elevator starts to rise. “This is my second time.”
We ascend slowly at first; then, the elevator picks up speed.
“Here we go again,” Kael moans. 
“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Gaige says.
The elevator shimmies. And then there’s a loud BANG! 
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“What the hell was that?!” Kael shouts. “Did a cable break?” His angry voice is shaky.  
“Maybe,” Bender replies. “But we’re still safe; we won’t fall. This size elevator has four to eight steel cables; if one breaks, the others will hold us up. But the elevator only needs one cable. That’s how strong those suckers are.” 
We jerk to a stop. The elevator tilts to one side and bangs against something. The wall of the elevator shaft? 
“Whoa,” Gaige says as he slides down the sloping floor into Yuki. Nyx, Jaelyn, and I slide into Kael. Yuki and Kael shuffle over to make room. 
“I don’t know why we’re tilting,” Bender admits. His telling us about the safety brakes and extra cables was a relief. It made me believe the Vessel Selection Committee wouldn’t just kill us. But his not knowing what’s going on now, not being able to explain why we’re at this weird angle, scares me. 
The elevator descends, making a loud screeching noise. I picture the outside corner of the elevator scraping the wall, sparks flying everywhere. Is any part of the elevator made of wood? Could it catch fire? 
I clamp my hands over my ears, but I can still hear the horrible, nails-on-a-chalkboard noise amplified a hundred times. 
I wonder if we’ll hit bottom. As long as we don’t crash, I’d be okay with that. I want to get out of this damn thing. I want this ride to be over. I don’t care if I have to walk up 52 flights of stairs. 
The elevator slows, then jerks to a stop. A minute passes. Then two.  
“I’ve had it.” Kael shuffles to his feet. “I’m getting out of here.” 
“I’m with you.” I stand and brace myself against the wall. 
Jaelyn stands next to Kael and me and turns on the light on her phone.
“That’s the last thing we should do,” Bender tells us. He’s sitting halfway up the slanted floor, wedged in with the other exiles. “Most people are killed when they try to climb out of an elevator. The best thing to do is wait. Someone will come along.”
“You’re forgetting this is the Vessel Trials,” I say. “No one’s coming.”
“Getting outta here is better than dealing with this up and down shit,” Gaige replies, standing next to Jaelyn, his hand on the wall for support.
“The elevator is the safest place,” Bender says.
“This isn’t a normal elevator,” Jaelyn reminds him. “The Vessel Selection Committee can rig it any way they like.”
“How would we get out?” Nyx asks.
Jaelyn shines the light at the trap door on the ceiling. “We climb out.” 
“Not through there,” Bender says. “Typically, the trap door is locked from the outside and only an elevator technician would have the key.”
Jaelyn studies the trap door. “I don’t see a keyhole. I think we should give it a try.” 
“Quick,” I say. How much time will we have before the elevator takes off again? Getting out is risky, but I can’t just sit in this deranged elevator doing nothing. I think the Vessel Selection Committee wants us to take action. Maybe they’re testing our bravery and ingenuity? 
Yuki, Nyx, and Rune scramble to their feet. Bender and the other exiles slide down toward us but remain seated. 
“What if the elevator starts climbing?” one of the exiles asks, looking up at us. 
“Then we’ll get a wild ride,” Gaige says.
“Or you’ll be crushed against the ceiling of the elevator shaft,” Bender says. 
“Like a bug,” another exile adds.
“Give me a boost, Paul,” Jaelyn says, ignoring them. Her hair’s a frizzy mess; strands hang in her eyes and poke out from her braid. She undoes what’s left of the braid and pulls her hair back into a tight ponytail. She then hands her phone and backpack to Gaige. He shines the light on us. 
I interlock my fingers, bend over, and offer my cupped hands to her. 
She hesitates. “Your hands are all scratched up, Paul.” 
“It’s nothing,” I say. 
Jae places her sneakered foot in my hands. It hurts some, but I ignore it. As I straighten up, Nyx puts a hand on my back to steady me. Gaige keeps the light on Jaelyn as I push her up toward the ceiling; glad she doesn’t weigh much. She reaches overhead and taps on the trap door. Then she shoves it hard. It doesn’t budge. 
“Locked?” I ask.
“Screwed in,” she says. 
“Told you,” Bender says. The guy’s really starting to bug me.
I let Jaelyn down and remember the knife in my backpack. “We’ve got pocket knives,” I say. “Hopefully, they have screwdrivers.” 
Kael, Gaige, and Nyx dig in their backpacks. 
Gaige opens his knife. “Mine does.” He hands it to Jaelyn. 
She waits for me to cup my hands, but I’ll have to hold her for several minutes so she can unscrew the door. I have a better idea. I squat. “Climb on my shoulders.” 
Jaelyn throws one leg over my shoulder, then the other leg. I brace myself against the slanted wall and push through my legs to a standing position. 
“Okay, Paul?” she calls down to me.
“Yep.”
She reaches overhead. “Hold the light steady,” she tells Gaige. “Right there. That’s good.” 
The elevator jiggles. I shuffle my feet to keep my balance. Kael stands against me, giving me support.  
“Hurry,” he urges.
In less than a minute, Jaelyn says, “There’s one.” She shifts. “Two.” Another shift. “Oh man, this one’s screwed in tight.”
“Do you want me to do it?” Gaige asks. 
“Hell, no,” I say, picturing Gaige’s one hundred and 80 pounds on my shoulders. 
Everyone laughs. 
“Got it,” she finally says. “Okay, last one. You hanging in there, Paul?”
“Mmm hmm,” I manage. 
“Done.” Jaelyn hands Gaige back his knife. She punches the panel again, and it pops out. A yellow blinking light fills the elevator. 
We let out a cheer.
“I’ll need a big boost to get through the hatch,” Jaelyn says as I set her down. I stand and stretch. 
Gaige gives Jaelyn back her phone, then cups his hands and leans over. “My turn.” Jaelyn steps into his hands. He pushes her up, and soon her head and shoulders disappear through the opening. She pulls her legs through, and then she’s gone. 
“Whadya see?” Gaige shouts. 
“This place is huge.” Jaelyn’s voice echoes. “One of the cables is broken. There’s a frayed section lying on top of the elevator. But Bender’s right. Two more cables are attached, and they look pretty solid.”
“Is there a way out of the shaft?” I ask.
“Hang on.” She’s quiet for a moment. “Okay, over there. There’s a ladder attached to the wall. If we go up that . . . Damn, all the doors to the floors are closed. No, wait, there’s one open set of doors up there. It’s a climb, but we can make it.”
Jaelyn pokes her head down. I grab her backpack and toss it up to her. She catches it and calls, “Come on.” She reaches her outstretched hand for me.
I look at everyone else. The four exiles shake their heads. 
“No way, man,” Bender says. “You’re making a big mistake.”
“I’ll go next,” Nyx says. She tosses her pack up to Jaelyn, then steps in Gaige’s handhold and reaches for Jaelyn’s hand. Within seconds, she’s up and through.
“You’ll never get me up there,” Kael says. 
“Wanna bet?” I say. “Come on, Gaige.”
I get on my hands and knees with my butt against the wall. Gaige does the same and bumps up alongside me. Kael puts one large foot on my back between my shoulder blades. My arms shake at the incredible weight. When he lifts the other foot, I think I’ve made a serious mistake. It takes everything I have to keep my arms and legs taut and not collapse in a heap on the floor. Then Kael puts his other foot on Gaige’s back, taking half of his weight off me.  
“Oof.” Gaige gasps. “Hurry up.” 
It’s a good thing the big guy is tall. We’ve boosted him enough that his head is now through the hatch. He struggles to wedge his arms in the opening, then with great strength, he lifts himself up and out of the elevator. Gaige and I collapse on the floor.
Kael’s face appears in the opening. “That was awesome. It’s great to be outta there.” He reaches down. “Who’s next?” Yuki offers his hand. Kael grabs it and pulls him up and through as if he were a little kid. He does the same with Gaige. 
I collect their packs and mine and hand them up. Then it’s my turn. I’m the same height as Yuki, but I weigh a good 20 pounds more. Still, Gaige is taller and more muscular, and Kael didn’t have a problem lifting him. But I have this sense of dread that Kael won’t be able to get me out in time. Will this elevator be my coffin? 
“Give me your hand, man,” Kael says.
I take a deep breath and reach up. Kael’s massive fingers clasp my wrist. Before I know it, he’s lifted me through the hatch and onto the elevator’s roof. 
“Thanks, Kael.” I slap him on the back. He’s barely broken a sweat. 
“What about me?” a small voice calls from inside the elevator.
I peer through the hatch. It’s Rune. I’d forgotten all about her.
“Leave her with the others,” Kael says. 
“Let it go,” I say.
“Nope.” He crosses his arms.
I turn to Rune. “Give me your backpack.”
She tosses it up.  
“Hey, you guys,” I say to the exiles. “Give her a boost, will ya?”
None of them move. 
“She’s on her own,” Bender says.  
I don’t have time to argue. I crouch next to the elevator’s greasy crossbeam and reach down through the hole. 
“Take my hands,” I tell Rune.
Rune reaches overhead but comes up short. She’s a little taller than Jaelyn, but not by much, and is considerably shorter than Yuki, Gaige, and I. Plus, my arms are shorter than Kael’s.
“It’s too far,” she says.
I lie on my stomach and scoot closer to the hole. Two soft hands slip under my hoodie and T-shirt and touch my lower back. 
“What the?” I look over my shoulder.
Jaelyn grabs the waist of my jeans. “Giving you some support.” She pulls on my pants to keep me anchored. “I promise not to rip them off you.” She grins. 
I shimmy forward into the hatch until my head, shoulders, and chest are in the elevator.  “Don’t let me go,” I call over my shoulder to Jaelyn.
“Never,” she says.  
Rune takes my wrists. 
I grip her wrists. “Gotcha.” I lift my arms and scoot back with Jaelyn’s help. As Rune emerges from the elevator, Gaige reaches under her arms and helps her the rest of the way. 
“Thanks,” she says as we both get to our feet. 
I look back down into the dented, bloody, and smelly box. The exiles haven’t moved. “Are you sure you wanna stay?” I ask them.
“Hell, yes,” an exile says. 
“We’re safer in here,” Bender says again. 
I wonder whether we’re making the right decision, but I can’t imagine just sitting in a broken elevator waiting for something to happen. I’ve waited enough for a lifetime. 
“So, what?” I ask. “You’re just going to sit around and wait for the doors to open?”
Bender shrugs. The torn strip of T-shirt tied around his forehead glistens with blood.
“Suit yourself,” I say. “Good luck.”
“Good luck to you, too,” Bender calls back.
I step away from the hatch and over the beam running across the elevator’s roof. My foot slips on an oily patch. I grab the thin railing wrapped around the elevator to keep myself from falling. I peer over the edge at the small gap between the elevator and the brick wall. The shaft descends into blackness. I silently thank the unknown engineer who attached this railing. 
“Careful,” I say to the others. “It’s slippery.”
I search for the metal ladder. It’s mounted on a brick wall to my right. It looks flimsy, but it’s the only way outta here. The elevator tilts away from it. Getting to it is going to be tricky. 
The ladder passes by the closed double doors of each floor. A blinking yellow light illuminates every set of doors. Looking higher, I see the lights fade until the blackness swallows them entirely. Either the bulbs are burnt out, or they’re too far away to see. The distance is dizzying. 
One set of doors is open. I count eight stories. That’s a hefty climb of at least a hundred feet.  
Suddenly, the elevator drops a foot, throwing us all off balance. The others grab the railing. I fall toward the open hatch, and for a second, I see the elevator floor strewn with glass and four terrified exiles staring back at me. 
Rune grabs my arm and pulls me away from the edge just in time. My heart pounds, and my hands shake. Not a great way to start a huge climb. 
“Let’s go!” Gaige shouts.
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Kael grabs his backpack and wedges himself under the railing. Standing on the edge, he stretches several feet over the void to reach a rung. It’s not that big of a deal for him or me because we’re tall, but I worry about Jaelyn. She’s eight inches shorter than me. Will she be able to reach it? 
Kael steps on the ladder and starts to climb. “It’s solid,” he says. 
The ladder looks like it’s made of steel, but the rungs are tiny under Kael’s enormous feet, and the large bolts in the wall are rusty. Still, Kael’s right; the ladder holds his massive weight. Can it support all seven of us?
Yuki hangs onto the elevator railing and crouches underneath it. “Yikes,” he says, gripping the bar. He slips his backpack on, then reaches one hand across the divide. He grasps it, sighs, then steps off the elevator and onto the ladder. It jiggles under the added weight.
I wonder if the jiggling scares Yuki because he climbs too fast and catches up to Kael. He reaches for the next rung, but instead of grabbing the ladder, he grabs the back of Kael’s shoe. 
“Hey, man,” Kael shouts down. “Give me space.”
“Sorry.” Yuki pauses to let Kael get further ahead. “I just want to get there.”
“You will,” Kael replies. “Take it easy. And be sure to smile at the cameras.” He nods to a small camera mounted next to a light.
Of course, there’d be cameras.
“I’d rather give ’em the finger,” Yuki says. 
Nyx is next, and she doesn’t hesitate. She scurries under the railing, throws on her pack, and leaps onto the ladder. It shudders. She glances back at us and laughs at the surprised looks on our faces. “We live on the eighth floor of a high rise,” Nyx says. “I grew up playing tag on the fire escape.” She waves at us. “Come on. It’s a piece of cake.”
“I’m right behind you,” Jaelyn says, ducking underneath the railing. 
“Can you reach it?” I ask as she leans her hip against the rail.
“Maybe?” Jaelyn turns toward the ladder and stretches out her hand. She’s a good 10 inches short. “Shit,” she says. 
“You’re going to have to lean into it,” Gaige says.
I duck under the railing. “Take one of your backpack straps off your shoulder and buckle the pack around your waist,” I tell her. “I’ll hold on to the loose strap as you reach across.”
Jaelyn shirks off the band and buckles the backpack.
I loop my right arm through the strap and hook my left arm around the elevator’s railing. “Okay,”—I brace myself—“go for it.”
Jaelyn leans way over across the chasm. I lean with her, making sure I have a firm hold on the pack and the railing. She stretches as far as she can. I stretch with her. 
“Almost there,” she says. 
I lean a little further as she pulls harder on the pack. Don’t slip, I think. Please don’t slip. I’m leaning so far that if Jaelyn falls, I’m going down with her. Sweat beads on my forehead, and my hands are damp with perspiration. Oh geez—what will happen if the elevator drops again?
“Got it!” Jae Bird calls as she wraps her fingers around a rung. Her right sneaker slips on the greasy top of the elevator and skids off the roof. 
A tingle of fear runs along my spine as she struggles to get her right foot on the ladder. There’s a sharp intake of breath from Gaige. I want to help steady her, but I can’t let go of the backpack—it’s her only lifeline. I grip the strap tighter, praying the seams hold. What will I do if the damned thing rips? I hear Gaige come up behind me to help. But then Jaelyn manages to stand on the rung.
“That was close,” Gaige says.
“Too close,” I admit, slowly letting go of her pack. 
“Thanks, Paul,” Jaelyn says, putting on the other strap. She gives me a faint smile and begins to climb. 
I’m super relieved, but I won’t be happy until she’s safely on solid ground. It’s a hell of a climb. Who knows what could happen?
Jaelyn looks down at me and then at the ladder descending into nothingness. She stops climbing. “Oh, boy. Whatever you do, don’t look down.” She reaches for the next rung. “Careful,” she adds as she climbs, “the ladder’s wobbly.”
The elevator drops a foot. Rune cries out. I grab the railing and stay on my feet, but Rune and Gaige fall to their knees. They slide away from the ladder.   
“Paul!” Jaelyn cries.
“I’m okay.”
Rune and Gaige crawl up the slope of the elevator and use the railing to pull themselves to a standing position. Gaige wipes the grime from his hands onto his jeans. The left knee of Rune’s jeans is torn and bloody. She examines the cut. “Just a scratch,” she says. 
“We’re all okay,” I call up to the others.  
“Get your asses on the ladder,” Yuki orders. 
Gaige steps through the railing and onto the ladder easily. He starts up. “Damn, this sucker is wobbly.” 
I turn to Rune. “You first. I’ll help you like I did Jaelyn.”
“No, you go,” she tells me. “I’m taller than Jaelyn. I’ll be able to reach it.”
I have my doubts as I duck under the railing. I remember Rune admitting she’s afraid of heights, and I wonder if she’s just waiting until the last possible moment. 
She hands me my backpack. I slip it on and then wipe my hands again on my jeans. There’s hardly any grease on them, but they’re still sweating like crazy. It’s a big stretch to the ladder, and I wonder how Rune will manage. For a second, it occurs to me that she might be a plant and was told to be the last one on the ladder. But that’s ridiculous. If they wanted her to make this any more difficult, wouldn’t they have told her to go first so she could slow us down or stop us? Maybe trip us up somehow? 
I reach across the void and grab the metal rod. It’s smooth and cold and has an iron smell. I grip it tightly and step gently onto a rung. The ladder wiggles more than I’d like. I wish it were sturdier. Don’t look down, I tell myself, don’t look down. I reach for the next rung and climb.
Rune peers over the edge. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
“You can,” I say. “Keep your eyes on the ladder.” I climb a few more rungs, then stop to give her encouragement. “Go for it.”
“Okay.” Rune takes a big breath. She reaches across with both hands and lunges for the rungs. Her left hand falls short, but she gets a good grip with her right. She swings her left hand up.
The ladder shakes. 
“Oh no!” Rune cries. She manages to grab the ladder with both hands, but her feet miss the rung. Her legs dangle.
“You’ve got it!” I shout. “Just lift your feet a little higher.” 
She raises her right foot a few inches and finds the rung. She steps on with her left foot and hugs the ladder as if she’ll never let go. 
“I can’t do this.” Rune’s voice is small and shaky.
“That was the hardest part,” I say. “The rest is easy. Take it slow and steady. Keep your eyes on the tread of my sneakers. Before you know it, we’ll be there.” 
Rune looks up at me. Her face is pale, but she manages to nod. She lets go of her death grip and reaches for the rung above her. Then she begins to climb.
“See?” I say. “There’s nothing to it.”
“WAIT!” Kael cries from above us. “Get off! Get off! This ladder only holds 500 pounds.”
“That’s crazy!” Gaige shouts, but he stops climbing. 
“There’s a sign right here,” Kael calls down. “Five-hundred-pound limit.’”
“That’s hard to believe,” Jaelyn says. “But I suppose if they can rig the elevator, they can mess with the ladder’s weight limit.”
“At 240,” Kael says, “I weigh almost half that.”
“Nyx, Yuki,” I ask, “how much do you weigh?” 
“One-twenty,” Nyx says.
“About 170,” Yuki says. “Though probably a few pounds less since they starved us.”
“That’s 530 pounds, just you three,” I say. “And that’s not including your packs.”
“It’s a steel ladder,” Gaige says. “It’ll hold us.”
“I don’t think we should risk it,” I say. 
“Agreed,” Rune says.
“Jaelyn, Gaige, Rune, and I will get off,” I say. “As Kael, Yuki, and Nyx reach the open door and get off, we’ll each climb on. Be careful but hurry.” 
Rune backs down. “Oh God, oh God,” she cries but manages to jump onto the top of the elevator. I’m next, followed by Gaige. We reach across the divide to help Jaelyn. 
“Okay,” I call up. “We’re off. Get going.”
“I’m almost to the opening,” Kael shouts down minutes later. “It’s the 12th floor.” He picks up his pace. The ladder shudders. 
“Take it easy, Kael,” Yuki says. 
Kael either doesn’t hear or doesn’t care. He darts up the last few rungs, steps off the ladder, and disappears onto the 12th floor. At first, I’m relieved. Our chances are so much better without Kael’s weight. But his jerky movements have loosened the ladder. As the others climb, it doesn’t just vibrate; it shakes.
“Jaelyn,” Gaige asks, “you weigh about 110, right?”
“Yeah.” 
“Rune,” he says, “how much do you weigh?”
“A little more. One-twenty-five, maybe?” 
“I’m 180,” Gaige says.
“One-sixty,” I say. “Jaelyn, you’re next. Rune, you’ll go after her. Together you and Jae are  about Kael’s weight.” 
Gaige and I help Jaelyn reach the ladder. She climbs on without a problem but says, “This thing has gotten so damned shaky.” Her voice is thin. 
“Try not to think about it,” I tell her. “Just climb. Slow and steady.”
“Rune, you’re up,” Gaige says.
She nods, but she doesn’t look happy having to climb back on the ladder. She steps toward it, then freezes. “I can do this,” she mutters. “I can do this.” 
“Here.” Gaige reaches out his hand. “Hold on to me.” 
“I’m right here, too,” I add, standing nearby to steady her if need be. 
Rune grips Gaige’s hand and then reaches for a rung. “Got it.” She lets go of him and steps on the ladder. “Here I go.”
She’s made it up three rungs when Yuki yells, “I’ve made it, too.” That leaves only the girls on the ladder.
“You’re next,” I tell Gaige, who’s closer to the ladder. I’m hoping I’ll get points for going last, but I’m also hoping this bit of chivalry doesn’t get me killed.
“I weigh more than you do,” Gaige says. “You should go first.”
“You’re right there next to it,” I say. “Just go.”
“But don’t you think—” 
The elevator lurches. We sway but stay on our feet.
“Go!” I tell him.
Gaige grabs hold of the ladder and begins to climb. 
I stand on the top of the elevator, wondering what will happen first—Nyx climbing off or the elevator plunging. It takes everything I have not to grab the ladder and climb, but I don’t want to put the others in jeopardy. Why is it taking Nyx so long to get to the 12th floor?
“I’m here,” she finally calls. 
I hesitate. With my weight, we’ll be 75 pounds over, which doesn’t include the weight of our backpacks. Jaelyn’s a good 30 feet from the open door. Do I wait?
The elevator shudders and then drops another foot. I seize the railing and steady myself.
“Get on the ladder, Paul!” Jaelyn shouts down. 
I reach for the ladder, grip a rung, and step on. Jaelyn’s right; this ladder is really shaky. I don’t feel any safer on it than I did standing on the roof of the elevator. 
The ladder shakes with each step. Getting the right footing is tricky but not impossible. I’m sweating from the exertion even though a cold draft blows down the shaft. My greatest fear is that my hands will slip off the rungs, so I grip even tighter. Every other rung, I wipe a sweaty hand on my jeans. 
We climb at a decent but safe pace, and just as I think we’ll be fine, I hear a loud PANG as another cable snaps. It whips around the elevator shaft and smacks the rungs between Jaelyn and Rune. 
Rune jerks to avoid being struck and loses her grip on the rungs. She screams as she falls off the ladder. Gaige reaches for her, but he’s been taken off guard and isn’t fast enough. It’s terrifying to see her tumbling down the shaft. Her arms windmill and her hands reach out for something, anything to hold on to. 
I lock the fingers of my right hand tightly around a rung and lunge for her. My hand grabs her elbow but then slips down her arm. Rune grasps my wrist, and I clutch hers. I hold her as I’ve never held anything before, even as her body swings below me. She’s sobbing. 
“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I say. “I’ve got you.”
BANG!
“HOLY SHIT!” Gaige shouts. 
The last cable breaks. The elevator swings over to our side of the shaft and hits the ladder, breaking the section below Rune entirely off. Climbing down is no longer an option. It takes everything I’ve got to hang on to the ladder and Rune’s wrist. 
The elevator plunges, dragging that section of the ladder with it. It screeches and sparks as it drops. Above the chaotic noise, I hear screams from the exiles trapped inside. I hear Bender’s voice trying to keep the others calm, reassuring them. And then I hear him cry out, too.
As the elevator disappears, the screams and screeching fade. Then it’s quiet. 
“Pull me up!” Rune shouts. Below me, there’s no ladder for her to climb. She’ll have to get on next to me. I try to pull her up to the rung I’m standing on—the ladder shimmies. My feet slip off. I dangle from my hand, still locked around the rung. Rune dangles from my other hand, but she’s slipping out of my grasp. My fingers move from her wrist to her hand; her fingernails claw my skin. Somehow, I manage to get my feet back on the ladder. 
Jaelyn screams. “The ladder is breaking away from the wall!”
“We’re not going to make it!” Gaige shouts. “There’s too much weight!”
I look down at Rune dangling from my hand. Do I let her go? Could I? Would that save Jaelyn, Gaige, and me? I don’t know. But it might buy Jaelyn enough time to reach the twelfth floor. 
If I hang on to Rune, can we all make it? As if in answer, I hear loud pops as the ladder’s bolts give way. There isn’t much time. I’ve got to save Jaelyn. That’s all that matters. I have to let Rune go. My stomach churns, and bile rises in my throat. Panic clouds Rune’s face as she realizes this, too. 
“Please,” Rune pleads, her lip quivering. Her wide, terrified eyes pierce my heart. 
The ladder shudders. Jaelyn screams again. 
Rune whimpers. Tears stream down her anguished face.
“I’m so, so sorry.” I loosen my grip on her hand. 
“No!” she cries, squeezing my hand harder. “Paul. Please!”
My eyes well with tears as I let her go. 
Rune tries to hang on, but her hand slips down my outstretched fingers and slides off my fingertips. And then she falls.
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Rune’s shrieks echo all the way down the elevator shaft. I wait for a sickening thud, but I only hear her screams, and then it’s quiet. Maybe there’s a safety net down there that caught her? Maybe Bender and the exiles are safe, too? I want more than anything to believe that, but I don’t think it’s true. I think they’ve all died. Bender and the exiles because they made a bad decision. Rune because I let her go. I killed her.  
In the silence, I hear Jaelyn sobbing. I try to see her above me, but Gaige’s body blocks my view. I spot one of the cameras. It’s aimed right at me. They’ve seen the whole thing. 
“Go!” Gaige yells at Jaelyn. 
Jaelyn and Gaige resume climbing. The ladder is now attached to the wall in only a few places. It shakes violently and I wonder how long it’ll remain attached. Somehow, I manage to stay on the quaking rungs even though I’m trembling all over. My eyes burn with tears. My stomach churns. I might be sick. How can I go on? But if I give up now, what would’ve been the point? I concentrate on reaching for the rung above me and try to block the memory of Rune’s terrified face. 
“I’ve made it!” Jaelyn calls. “Paul, I’m safe.”
I’m weak with relief. And now I’m even more determined to survive this nightmare and join her. The ladder swings with every step as if it were made of rope, not steel. I hope to God it doesn’t collapse when I’m just a foot or two from safety.
The ladder jolts. My feet slip off the rungs, but I hang on.  
“I’ve made it, too,” Gaige calls down. 
I look up 15 feet above me as Gaige steps through the opening. I’m almost there. Only 13 more rungs. Twelve . . . 11 . . .  10 . . . 9. With each rung, the ladder feels looser. It’s a miracle it’s holding any weight. Seven.
“Just a little further,” Jaelyn says, looking down at me with steely determination. “Come on, Paul.”
I reach the sixth and, soon after, the fifth rung. Now I’m only five feet from the 12th floor. Kael peers over the edge. He’s lying on his chest. He stretches his hands out, reaching for me.  
As I grab the fourth rung, the ladder creaks as if in pain. Then it breaks away from the wall. I jump off and lunge for Kael’s outstretched arms. The fingers of my left hand brush his. I picture myself falling down the shaft, joining Rune in a broken mess at the bottom. But then Kael’s other hand engulfs my right wrist. I dangle from his hand as the ladder falls into the abyss. If Kael lets me go, I wouldn’t be surprised. I deserve it. I let Rune go. 
“Pull him up!” Jaelyn yells.
And suddenly, I’m on my belly on the cold tiles of the 12th floor, shaking like I’m naked, and it’s 40 below. 
As I get up on all fours, I picture Rune’s wide, terrified eyes and gaping mouth screaming as she falls. I retch, throwing up water, apple chunks, and bits of granola. When I’m done, I’m too shaky to stand. 
Jaelyn helps me to my feet. She hugs me and sobs. I cry, too. Her body warms and calms me. We hold each other for a long time. 
When we pull apart, I wipe my damp face on the sleeve of my hoodie and turn to Kael. I hold out my hand. “Thanks, man.” 
“Sure.” He doesn’t shake my hand or look me in the eye.
“You let Rune go!” Gaige shouts at me, spraying spit, his fists clenched as if he’d like nothing better to do than beat the shit out of me. “You killed her.”
“I know.” 
My honesty deflates some of his anger. He steps back and relaxes his clenched hands. But he doesn’t take his eyes off me.
“Paul had to,” Yuki tells Gaige. “To save your ass.”
“There had to be another way,” Gaige says.
“Wasn’t there anything else you could have done?” Nyx asks, wiping tears from her freckled cheeks.
“No.” I shake my head. “I don’t think so. Rune’s dead, and I’m out of the competition.”
Gaige gets in my face. “Is that the only thing you can think of? These insane Vessel Trials?”
“What do you want me to say, Gaige?” I shout back. “I’m sorry! You have no idea how sorry I am. I had to let her go, but that doesn’t make it any easier. She died because of me. I’m the one who has to live with that.” I turn away from him and lean against the wall for support as my mind tries to deal with what I’ve done. 
I let Rune go. I killed her. Me, the guy who’s made it a habit to commit over 50 acts of kindness every day. The guy who’s done everything he can to prove to the world, and himself, that he’s actually a good guy. Well, I’m not a good guy. I killed Rune. 
“Asher would have hung onto her,” Gaige says. “He would’ve saved her.”
“Maybe.” I turn back to him. “And then maybe the rest of us would have died. I did what I had to do to save Jaelyn. You know you would have done the same thing.”
Gaige walks away, but I think he knows I’m right. And I know he’s right about Asher. Asher would have pulled Rune onto the ladder, putting the rest of our lives in jeopardy. So, once Rune was safe, Asher would have jumped. Ironically, in sacrificing himself, Ash would have proven himself to be the perfect candidate. How messed up is that?
It hits me how insanely flawed these Trials are. Of course, they are. The Vessel Selection Committee members are flawed humans. Or were they testing us for something other than self-sacrifice? 
If I had spared Rune’s life while forfeiting my own, then I would be dead. But God help me; I want to live, and I want to win. That’s the difference between Asher and me. Asher would have sacrificed himself to save Rune because he was naturally good. But if I win and become the Vessel, I’ll be sacrificing myself to save all of humankind, not just one person. Does that end justify my killing Rune? If the committee thinks it does, then they won’t disqualify me. I guess I’ll know soon enough.
Everyone must assume I will be disqualified because they stay put, waiting. No one looks at me. Kael glances down the long hallway at the one and only door. Yuki studies his shoes. Nyx adjusts the straps on her backpack. Gaige glares at the floor with his arms crossed.
Jaelyn wipes her face with the bottom of her T-shirt, then reaches into her backpack and pulls out a water bottle. She hands it to me. “There was nothing you could have done, Paul. You saved us.”
“Thanks. But I still feel like crap.” I take a drink, washing the sour, acidic taste out of my mouth, and stare at the door at the end of the hallway, waiting for a guard to appear and take me away. 
After a few minutes, Kael says, “Let’s go.” 
We follow him down the corridor, our sneakers squeaking on the tile. I don’t know what will be behind that door, but whatever it is, it can’t be any worse than what we’ve been through already. 
When we’re within 15 feet of the door, everyone but Kael stops walking. He reaches for the doorknob and we take a step back as if we’re expecting an explosion or a firing squad. He slowly opens the door and peeks inside. “It’s just the stairwell. And it’s empty.”
I don’t believe it. When I join him in the stairwell, I see there’s no scientist or bodyguard waiting to haul me away. “I thought there’d be some guards.” I’m totally surprised but relieved. “I thought they’d disqualify me.” 
“Looks like you’re safe,” Kael says.
Relief washes over me, but the horrible guilt and self-doubt remain. I’m not the good person I thought I was. 
“How can Paul be safe?” Gaige asks.  
“He sacrificed one person to save three others,” Nyx replies. 
Kael starts up the stairs. 
“Wait,” Gaige says. “Let’s think this through.” 
Kael looks back at Gaige. “Nothing to think about. We have to make it to the 52nd floor. That means going up.”
“Gaige is right,” I say. “Let’s figure out what we know so far.” 
“You can win by killing off other candidates,” Gaige says.
I walk over to him and stand within inches of his nose. My fists are clenched. It takes a lot of effort not to punch his angry, deformed face. 
Jaelyn wedges herself between us and looks up at Gaige. “Let it go.”
He pulls his gaze from me, looks down at Jaelyn, then closes his eyes and backs away.
“I think,” Yuki says, “the elevator trial tested our ability to adapt, right? When faced with a broken elevator, we weren’t passive like sitting ducks. We took action.”
“That makes sense,” Nyx agrees. 
“Rune took action,” Gaige says. “And look where that got her.”
I shake my head. 
“She picked on me,” Nyx points out. “Still, it was awful what happened to her. She didn’t deserve to die.”
“Paul had to let her go,” Yuki says. 
“Maybe,” Gaige says. 
“What about the auditorium?” Kael asks. “What was that about?” 
“Dumping the water tested how well we control our anger,” Yuki says. 
“And they tested our patience by making us wait,” Jaelyn adds.
“So, what now?” Nyx asks. “What’s next?”
“We have to be careful,” Yuki says. “Because now we know these tests can be deadly.” He avoids looking at me. 
“We have to stay calm. Control our emotions,” Jaelyn says, though more tears are in her eyes. “No matter what happens.”
I hold her. 
“What about the people on the first elevator?” Nyx asks. “Do you think they made it?”
“If they did,” Kael says, “they’re way ahead of us. Let’s get going. We’ve got 40 floors to go.”
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We climb one flight and stop on the landing in front of a door labeled “13 th Floor.” 
“Do we want to check this out?” Yuki asks. “Unlucky 13 and all?”
“I’m surprised they call it the 13th floor,” Kael says.
“Let’s keep going,” Jaelyn urges.  
“Hang on,” Gaige says, “I’m curious. The 12th floor just had that long hallway to the stairs. Maybe there’s something here we can use. Supplies or something.” He cracks open the door and turns on the overhead fluorescent lights. 
“Anything?” Jaelyn whispers.
“It’s a large office,” Gaige replies. “Kinda messed up, desks and chairs everywhere. Windows blown out. But no one’s here. If the others survived, they must be way ahead of us by now.” He turns back to the stairs. “Let’s keep climbing.” 
“Wait,” Nyx says,  pushing the door open further.  
“Oh, no,” Jaelyn says. 
On the floor, just inside the door, is a large pool of blood. 
I look around for injured candidates or dead bodies, but I don’t see any. 
To the left is a bank of windows. Glass is missing from most of them. Those windows that still have glass are cracked. A cool gust of air blows in, scattering sheets of paper across the room. There are five rows of metal desks. Some desks are slammed against each other, and a couple are overturned. Swivel chairs are scattered around as if little kids took turns riding on them. Several chairs are stacked on top of the desks. Beyond the desks are gray, head-high cubicle walls. A long, straight aisle cuts through the desks and leads to a semi-lit hallway. 
I can just make out doors lining the hallway on either side, probably offices, and, at the end, a gold elevator labeled ‘Floors 1-13’ with the number 13 glowing above it. I’m relieved it doesn’t go any higher. The last thing I want to do right now is get into another elevator. 
“Ow,” Nyx says, shoving her fingers underneath her wristband. 
“What’s up?” Kael asks.
“I felt something sharp,” Nyx replies. “Like a pinprick or a needle. Did anyone else feel anything?”
“No,” I say. The others agree with me. “Maybe there’s a piece of glass from the elevator wedged in there?”  
“Maybe.” She rubs her wrist. “It’s okay now.” She glances around the room. “Who’s that?” she asks, pointing to a far corner.
The corner is dark, so it takes me a moment to make out the shape. Then I realize it’s a little girl slumped over a desk. An overhead light comes on above her like a spotlight. She’s wearing a large, polka dot headband in her curly, brown hair. 
“It can’t be,” Nyx says, starting to enter the room. I block her, banging my backpack on the doorjamb. 
The noise startles the little girl. She raises her head. “Nyx?”
“It’s a trap,” I tell Nyx in a hoarse whisper. “Your sister’s dead.”
The girl pushes back from the desk, reaches down, and picks up a crutch. She uses it for support as she hobbles away from the desk. Her right leg is missing. 
“Why did you leave me behind?” the girl asks Nyx. Her voice is sweet and innocent and just loud enough for us to hear every word. She’s not making an accusation; she’s just curious.
“Let me go,” Nyx snaps, trying to push me out of the way. Her voice is vicious.
“You . . . left me,” the little girl moans. “You let them take me. They . . . hurt me.”
“NO! I was coming right back,” Nyx shouts. “You don’t understand. He begged me to see him! I had to!” She shoves me out of the way and enters the room. “I’m here now, Aella!” Nyx says. She slips on the pooled blood and struggles as she regains her footing. 
Jaelyn starts after her, but I clasp Jae’s forearm and hold her back. 
Nyx shoves chairs aside and darts around the overturned desks. 
Kael asks, “What’s that sound?”
A rumble comes from behind the closed office doors. Footsteps? Not one set, many. Like a stampede. The floor vibrates. Are city guards coming for Nyx? 
The doors creak open. Jaelyn recoils against me.
“Nyx!” Gaige yells. “Grab her and run!”
Nyx jumps over a chair lying on its side and reaches for Aella. Her hand passes through her sister’s body. The little girl is a hologram—her projected body shimmers. 
I can barely hear Aella say, “You left me,” above the sound of the pounding footsteps. Then she and the words fade away. 
Nyx turns back toward us, stumbling over the overturned chair and crashing to the ground. When she rises, her mouth is bleeding. 
Jaelyn tugs at my hand. I grip her arm tighter, keeping her from going to Nyx’s aid. I don’t even consider helping Nyx. My guess is I’d gain some points if I did, but keeping Jaelyn safe is more important. 
The footsteps are thunderous. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of guards must be marching behind those doors. Soon they’ll burst through and come for her. 
“Get up!” Gaige yells.
Nyx finds her footing. She takes a few steps toward us, then stops.
“NYX!” all five of us scream.
She shakes her head, then turns to face whatever’s coming. Will she be stampeded? In this intense, scary moment, I think, Damn, she’s brave. She might actually win.  
Nyx spots what’s making the noise before we do. She backs away. “No. No, I’m sorry. NO!” She screams, then collapses to the ground in a crying heap. 
The thunderous marching engulfs her scream, and I’m sure she’s about to be stomped to death. I don’t want to watch, but I can’t pull my eyes away, either. I have to see who’s coming. Jaelyn buries her face in her hands. Kael and Gaige cover their ears. 
One person, not thousands, drifts into the fluorescent light. A middle-aged woman. The deafening roar stops immediately as if someone flipped a switch. The woman has gray streaks in her curly, brown hair and a sour look on her lined face. “You left your little sister alone. To be with some boy.”
“No, Mom,” Nyx sobs. “You know that’s not true. You left us. We had no electricity. Nothing to eat. No money. I went looking for food.” She wipes her face and nose angrily with the palm of her hand and stands, defiant. 
“You little liar—” Nyx’s mother begins. 
“I am not lying.”
A second woman in a smart business suit appears with a thick file in her right hand. 
“If you doubted my character,” Nyx asks the second woman, “why select me as a Vessel Candidate?”
The scientist pats the file. “Your record states that your parents abandoned you and your disabled sister. That you sacrificed everything to take care of her. For that, we gave you high marks.” The woman smiles. Nyx’s mother crosses her arms and scowls, which is exactly what my mother would have done. 
“We believed your story about searching for supplies the day your sister was abducted,” the scientist continues. “It was in keeping with your character until we discovered the boy. We questioned him. His story matched yours too closely, we felt, but we couldn’t disprove it. Your mother’s accusation was a hunch.” 
She waves her hand right through Nyx’s mother, who disappears. “You were very clever, covering your tracks, looking like the hero.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Nyx mumbles. “No tracks to cover.” 
Then the words Nyx said to her sister moments ago echo around the room, “He begged me to come!” 
“Temptation is hard to resist, but the Vessel must resist it. And the Vessel must be honest. You’ve lost on both counts. Follow me.” The scientist turns toward the offices.
I’m pretty good at resisting temptation, though I did play on Jaelyn’s phone while we waited in the auditorium. I’m guessing they’re looking for something more serious than that. But they’re also looking for an honest Vessel. Is not telling them I fell and blacked out dishonest? I didn’t lie about it. But if they find out I kept that to myself, is that enough to disqualify me? Is that worse than killing Rune? 
Nyx stands there for a moment, her body quivering. She looks at us over her shoulder. “He let Rune go!” She points at me. “He killed her, and it’s me you’re disqualifying? That’s not fair.”
“Follow me,” the scientist repeats.
“Don’t go, Nyx,” Jaelyn pleads. 
“Do I have a choice?” Nyx asks the woman. 
“No.”
Nyx’s shoulders slump. “Good luck, guys.” Her voice is weary, defeated. She follows the scientist to the opening elevator doors. We watch as the doors close behind Nyx, and then the numbers over the elevator count down from 13. 
When we turn to leave, Gaige says, “Ouch,” and rubs the skin under his wristband just as Nyx did. Then two dark figures emerge from underneath the desk closest to us. Smoke rises from the figures’ heads; their dresses hang on them in burnt rags. 
“You set the fire, Gaige,” his sisters say. 
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Jaelyn screams. Trembling, I slam the door. Gaige tries to wrestle the handle from me.  
“Valkyrie! Lyrik!” he shouts. 
“They’re holograms,” I say, struggling with him. “You know that, right?”
Gaige doesn’t let up. “They’re my sisters.”
“They’re not,” Yuki tells him.
“I want to see them,” Gaige says. “Talk to them.”
“We’re wasting time,” I say. “Let’s keep going.” I drag him away from the door and up the stairs. Jaelyn and Kael push him from behind. 
We get him to the 14th floor, but he squirms free on the landing. Kael tackles him and pins him down. 
“Let him go,” I say. “He can’t control himself. He never could. He’ll never be Vessel material.”
Gaige glares at me, looks away, then stops struggling. 
Kael gets off him and helps him up. 
Gaige is quiet, staring at his trembling hands. Finally, he looks at me, tears glistening on his scars, and says calmly, “I have to go back down there.”
“No way,” Kael says.
“Gaige, listen to Paul—“ Jaelyn starts. 
“No, listen to me,” he says. “You’re probably right; they might just be holograms.”
“That’s all they are,” Jaelyn says gently.
“Maybe,” Gaige says. “Either way, it’s a test. If I want to win the Trials, I have to pass this test.”  
“There’ll be other Trials,” Jaelyn reminds him. 
Gaige ignores her and starts downstairs.
“Paul, stop him,” Jaelyn says.
I shrug. “I think he’s right.” 
“It’s too awful,” she says. “Please don’t let him do this.”
“He has to.”
“Let’s go on,” Yuki says.  
“You go ahead,” I tell him. “I’m going with Gaige. I want to see what happens.”
“You want to see him fail,” Kael says.
“No,” I say. “I might learn something valuable about the Trials. The rest of us will probably be tested in the same way. I want to figure out how to handle it.” 
I take Jaelyn’s hand and start downstairs. Kael and Yuki hesitate for a moment, then follow us. 
When we’re back on the 13th floor, Gaige stands by the door, his hand hovering over the handle. Finally, he opens it.
I keep the door open with my foot in case Gaige needs a quick escape. Gaige’s smoldering sisters now sit atop a desk in the middle of the room, waiting for him; their once chocolate-brown legs dangling over the side of the desk are blackened. His 20-year-old sister, Valkyrie, has her arm around 12-year-old Lyrik. Smoke curls lazily off their heads. A breeze from the broken windows blows the smoke in our direction. I smell kerosene, sulfur, ash, singed hair, and burning flesh. My stomach turns. 
“You set the fire,” the sisters chant. Their voices sound like hissing steam. “You set the fire just like before.”
Before? There was another fire?
Gaige walks toward them. “They’re just holograms,” he says. It sounds as if he is trying to convince himself. “They’re just holograms.”
The sound of stampeding people begins again, building quickly. What would happen if Gaige turned and ran rather than face that sound as Nyx eventually did? Would there be an actual stampede that would crush him before he could escape? 
Gaige hesitates at the sound and looks at us. Tears shine on his face. But his eyes have narrowed, and his fists are clenched as if he’s preparing to beat the shit out of the people who created this horrific image of Valkyrie and Lyrik. 
He tells his dead sisters, “I didn’t set the fire that burnt down our house and killed you. It was an accident. Somehow the kerosene lamp in the bedroom must have tipped over.” I can barely hear his words above the stampeding noise. “But I started the other fire. Not on purpose. It was an accident, like our house fire. I was just a little kid. I wanted to see if I could get a flame going by rubbing two sticks together. I didn’t mean to burn down the shed.”
The office doors shake.
“You lie!” Lyrik shrieks. “You set the house on fire!”
“No!” Gaige shouts. “I wasn’t even there!”
“You’re guilty!” Valkyrie screams. 
“I am.” He nods. “I couldn’t save you.”
“You left us there to die!” Lyrik shrieks.
“No,” Gaige replies, touching his scarred face. His fingers tremble. “I ran through the fire up the stairs to the second floor. Lyrik, you were unconscious. Valkyrie was lying on top of you. The smoke—so thick, it choked me. I dragged you both out of the room, but I could only carry Lyrik out of the house. When I went back for Valkyrie, the stairs collapsed underneath me. I remember falling; then I must’ve blacked out.” 
Gaige walks right up to them. “I was too late. I’ll never, ever forgive myself. I’m so, so sorry.” He tries to hug them, but they disappear. The stampeding stops.
We wait for the scientist to appear. She doesn’t. I expect other images of dead relatives to materialize, people we’ve supposedly betrayed, but it’s just Gaige in the room, breathing heavily. Score points for Gaige.
“Onward,” Kael says.
As Gaige walks to the door, I hear squeaking. I make the mistake of glancing back into the room. Thousands of rats run down the hallway toward us. They climb over chairs and onto the desks like a furry ocean wave. 
Yuki grabs Gaige’s arm, yanks him out of the room, and slams the door shut. The door muffles the squeaking, but the animals scratch at the door. An overwhelming smell of ammonia, rotting garbage, and feces makes me gag. 
Yuki races up the stairs. Gaige, Jaelyn, and I follow close behind. Kael keeps pace with us for the first few flights, then begs us to slow down. As he falls further behind, he shouts at us to stop, but Yuki races on. 
“Hang on,” Gaige yells as he catches up to Yuki. “You’re going to give yourself a heart attack.”
Apparently, this slows Yuki down because when Jaelyn and I reach the 19th floor, Yuki has collapsed on the stairs. Gaige stands over him. 
Huffing, I take out my water bottle and share it with Jaelyn. 
“What the hell was that all about?” Kael asks when he finally reaches us. “All those rats?”
Yuki shakes his head.
“Look,” Gaige says, “you don’t have to tell us, but I’m guessing you’ll have to deal with it sometime during these Trials.”
“I think so, too.” I shove my bottle back into my pack. “They’re testing our honesty and possibly our ability to forgive, even if that means forgiving ourselves.”
“I thought they were just testing our honesty,” Gaige says. “You think I’ll lose points because I can’t forgive myself for not rescuing my sisters?”
“Maybe. But I’m just guessing,” I admit. Though that’s exactly what I think. 
“Are you saying I have to go back down there?” Yuki asks. His voice trembles.
“No,” I say. “But they’ll find other ways to test you if you don’t.”
“What was with all those rats?” Kael asks again.
Yuki glares at him. “Rats killed my baby brother, okay?” 
“Oh, God,” Jaelyn says.
“Oh, yeah.” Yuki’s quiet, twisting the hem of his T-shirt. Finally, he says, “Our tenement was infested with rats. Didn’t matter what my sobo, my grandmother, did. Beat them with her broomstick, stuff their ratholes with bricks, poison them; they always came back. My parents were off fighting in the wars, and the government was slow in getting their pay to us. Sobo worked three jobs, but it wasn’t enough for us to get another place.” 
Yuki sighs heavily. “My brother and I shared the bedroom,” he continues. “My cot was next to his crib. Sobo slept on the couch in the living room. That night, the rats crawled into my brother’s crib. I slept while they . . . ate him.”
“Geez,” Gaige says.
“Didn’t he cry?” Kael asks. “Wake you up?” 
“They killed him so quickly, he didn’t have a chance to cry out,” Yuki says. “At least that’s what I hope happened.”
“How old were you?” I ask.
“Five.”
“And your sobo?” Gaige asks. “Where the hell was she?”
“She’s deaf. She had no idea what was happening.”
“No wonder you were scared shitless back there,” Kael says. 
“Yeah, well.” Yuki shrugs. “Hopefully, you’re wrong, Paul, and that’s the last I’ll see of rats.”
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We jog up the stairs, determined to put as many floors between us and the 13 th floor as possible. Gaige leads the way. Our steps echo in the stairwells. We pause to check out any doors we pass, but so far, they’re all locked. 
When we reach the 23rd floor, graffiti is scrawled all over the walls. ‘KILL YOURSELF’ is written in black paint. ‘BE FORE’ is written in red across the locked door. 
“So, should we kill ourselves before it’s too late?” Gaige asks. “Or be-fore we kill ourselves, should we give it our best ef-fort like it says on our wristbands?” 
“Whatever,” Jaelyn says. “It gives me the creeps. Let’s keep going.” 
A sharp pain stabs my wrist. “Ow.” I pull my band away from my skin.
“What the—“ Jaelyn rubs her arm. 
“Jeez.” Kael twists his wristband. “Something poked me.”
“I felt that, too,” Yuki says. “Right before the rats . . .”
“Does anyone smell something?” Jaelyn asks. “Fuel oil?”
“Nope,” Gaige says.
“I smell garbage.” Yuki wrinkles his nose. “It stinks.”
“No.” Kael laughs. “It’s my dad’s aftershave.”
I catch a whiff, but it smells like stale cigarettes. “Not unless your dad’s aftershave smells like my mom’s cigarettes.”
“Back up, back up!” Jaelyn shouts, extending her arms to hold us back from the stairwell. “It’s sparking. I think it’s going to explode.” 
Gaige laughs. “What are you talking about? There’s nothing there.”
“Yes, there is.” Jaelyn’s insistent. “Right there.” She points to the corner. “I’ve got to stop it before it explodes.”
“There’s nothing there,” Gaige repeats, trying to reassure her. 
Gaige is right; the stairwell’s empty. Still, Jaelyn is shaking with fright. 
I climb the stairs toward her when I hear someone, two someones, on the steps overhead. They walk down one flight, turn the corner, and then stop. 
It’s my mother with her arm around Asher. They both look very healthy, very happy, and very much alive. Mother’s wearing her black dress jeans and floral blouse, the only blouse she owned. She saved it for special occasions, like celebrating Ash’s birthday. 
Asher’s dressed in his favorite black T-shirt, holey jeans, and high-top sneakers. His smile creates the dimple on his cheek and exposes the gap between his two front teeth. 
“Asher?” My eyes fill with tears. I’m so happy to see him. 
“Paul,” Gaige says gently, “Ash’s dead.”
“No, he’s not; he’s standing right there.” A tiny corner of my mind wonders if Asher and Mother are both holograms like Nyx and Gaige’s sisters were. But every other part of me doesn’t question their reality. I know they’re as real as I am. 
Gaige looks around. “Where’s Asher?”
I can’t tear my eyes away from my brother. “You’re alive?” I ask him. How can this be? Did the police make a mistake? Whose body did Dad see at the morgue? Someone who looked exactly like Asher? If Ash wasn’t killed, where has he been all this time? Did the government pay him to be a part of the Trials like they did Xan Schmidt and his blond buddies? Whatever, I don’t care. I’m just so relieved Asher’s alive. 
I start up the stairs, eager to hug him. Tell him how much I’ve missed him. How much I love him. How incredibly glad I am that he’s alive. 
I pass Kael, who’s backing down the stairs. “No, Dad,” he cries. “Not the belt.” 
And then, behind me, Yuki screams, “RATS!” I hear him stumble down the stairs, but I don’t see or hear any rats. I consider chasing Yuki, telling him there are no rats, but I can’t take my eyes off Asher.  
“Paul,” Mother says, her smile disappearing. “We need to talk.”
“Asher,” I say. “I can’t believe you’re—“ 
“I HATE you.” My brother sneers. Have I ever seen Ash sneer? “You got me killed.” 
His words sock me in the stomach. I step back. “What do you mean?” 
“You let your brother die.” Mother shows an identical sneer.
“I didn’t,” I say. “I wasn’t anywhere near him when he died.”
“How could you?” Mother asks. “Asher was my favorite. You knew it. You wanted him out of the way.”
“That’s not true!” I say. 
“I wanted to dump you at the Child Depository,” she continues. “But your father insisted we keep you. I shouldn’t have listened to him. Our lives would have been so much better if you weren’t around. Asher would still be alive.”
“How can you say that?!” I shout. 
They stand there, shaking their heads back and forth in tandem. It’s creepy. 
Somewhere, from what seems like a long distance, I hear Kael plead, “Please, Dad.” It sounds like he’s crying. “Don’t hit me.”
“What’s going on?!” Gaige yells.
Jaelyn shoves Gaige aside. Hard. His feet get tangled, but he manages to grab the stair railing to keep from falling. I’m sure Jae’s seen Asher and is running up to hug him, but she dives into the corner of the landing. There’s a loud thunk as her head hits the wallboards. 
I ignore my smiling, sneering family and go to her. 
“Jae Bird.” I lean over her. “Are you okay?” 
She sits up, rubbing her head, and laughs. “The bomb’s gone.” 
I’m so relieved she’s okay; it takes me a moment to understand her. There was no bomb. I look up at Mother and Asher. Are they really there?
“You’re responsible for Asher’s death!” Mother screams. “You wanted him dead so you could win the Trials.” 
I run up to them. “No. I wanted Asher to be with me during the Trials. I wanted us to compete together.”
“Liar,” Mother snarls.
The Trials—I’m in them right now. This is a trial. What do they want me to prove? Then it hits me. They want the whole truth. “I’m so sorry you died, Asher,” I say. “You can’t believe how much I miss you, how much I grieve for you. I had nothing to do with your death. But I am a horrible brother.” I haven’t admitted the truth to myself; can I really say it out loud? 
“That’s right, you are,” Mother says. “A despicable brother and a detestable son.”
“Why are you horrible?” Asher asks, the sneer still on his face.
“Because when I learned you’d died, one of the first things I felt was . . .” I struggle to get the word out and finally say, “Relief. I was relieved I wouldn’t have to compete against you. I knew I had a much better chance of winning without you there.” I feel like a burden has been lifted, but I also feel sick. I’m the guy who’s relieved his brother died and who let Rune go.  
I wait for Mother and Asher’s reactions and now see clearly that they’re holograms. How did I think otherwise? It seems so obvious. Their images shimmer and then slowly dissolve, leaving a faint odor of cigarettes. Then the smell disappears, too.  
I’m relieved and sad. I still wish that Asher’s death was a lie, that he was still alive. 
“Please,” Kael pleads. “Don’t, or I’ll make you stop. I don’t want to hurt you!” 
I go back down the stairs to Kael and grab his arm. He takes a swing at me. I duck just in time. 
“It’s not real!” I shout at him. “Your dad’s not real!”
Kael pulls his fist back, getting ready to swing at me again, but then he recognizes me and stops. He turns back to where he last saw his father. “He’s gone.” 
“He was never there,” I tell him. 
Kael wipes tears from his face and slumps on the steps. “I need a minute to pull myself together.”
“Me too.” I sit next to him. 
Jaelyn sits on my other side and rests her head on my shoulder. I gently kiss the top of her head, where she whacked it. 
“Where’s Yuki?” Kael asks, looking through the railing at the stairwell below. 
“He took off,” I tell him. “His rats came back.”
“Should we go after him?” Jaelyn asks. 
“I’m guessing he quit,” I reply. 
“I don’t blame him,” Gaige admits.  
“Poor guy,” Jaelyn says. “Imagine having to live with that.”
“I guess we all have something we have to live with.” Kael rubs his back, and I wonder if he has scars there. I touch the scar on my thumb, the one my mother gave me from just a television cord. What would scars from a belt strap look like? I’m glad I don’t know.
“So,” Gaige asks. “You each saw, heard, and smelled something different?”
“Yes,” Jaelyn replies. “Didn’t you?”
“No,” Gaige admits. “The stairwell was empty. Just like it is now.”
“You already had your trial on the 13th floor,“ I tell him.
Gaige nods. “But how did the scientists do that? Make you see things?”
“The cameras.” Kael points to the cameras mounted in the corners. 
“I don’t think so,” I say. “We each saw different things.”
“And I didn’t see anything,” Gaige says. “But you guys saw what Nyx and I saw downstairs, right?”
“Right.” I consider this a minute and then say, “I think that whole room was set up with holograms. But I guess the stairwell isn’t. Maybe that would be too confusing?”
“So, where did your holograms come from?” Gaige asks. 
Jaelyn examines the band on her wrist. “Our wristbands,” she says. “They probably projected the sights and smells from this square piece on top. And I think they injected us with some sort of hallucinogenic drug. To make the holograms more realistic.”
“I think you’re right,” Gaige says. “The guards triple-checked that we had the right bands.” 
“Wow,” Kael says. “That’s pretty clever.”
“Or sadistic,” I say.
“Makes me want to rip the thing off,” Gaige says. 
“Me too,” I say, hoping I don’t run into my mother again, even if she is only a hologram. 
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Gaige, Jaelyn, and I continue climbing the stairs at a good clip. Kael brings up the rear, panting loudly. After several flights, his lumbering footsteps slow. He calls up and asks us to stop. I consider going on, we’re competing against each other after all, but I like the big guy. Plus, I owe him my life.  
We sit on the steps outside the door to the 37th floor and wait. The stairwell is marred with more graffiti. Sprayed across the walls in black is THE WORLD IS COMING TO AN END. Scrawled in red on the door is SEE ONE.  
“See one what?” Jaelyn wonders out loud. “World?”
“Be-fore what?” I repeat the word from 14 floors below.
“Come on, Kael,” Gaige calls down. 
I’m feeling a little lightheaded again, my legs are beginning to ache, and I’m starving, but I won’t admit that to anyone. I take a drink from my water bottle. The water cools my throat and clears my head, at least for the moment. I want to finish it, but this is all I have left. I force myself to leave the bottle a quarter full and stuff it out of sight in my pack. 
Kael lumbers up the stairs. His orange T-shirt is soaked through with sweat, and he pants heavily. Once he catches his breath, he says, “Thanks for waiting.” 
“We needed a break,” Jaelyn says. At first, I think she’s just being kind to Kael, but then I notice her bloodshot eyes and slumped shoulders as if she’s being crushed by all that has happened. I imagine I look just as shaken.
Kael plops on the stairs and yanks his water bottle out of his pack. After catching his breath, he drains the bottle but keeps it. “In case we come across a water fountain,” he tells us. I don’t think that’s ever going to happen. 
After a few minutes, he says, “This break helped.” He gets to his feet. “I’ll try to keep up.” 
I lead, setting a quick pace, though not quite jogging—I’m not sure if the lightheadedness will return. We’re in a good rhythm, our footsteps echoing a syncopated beat. Gaige starts to whistle along, and Jaelyn and I laugh, but the laughter and the whistling stops short as we catch our breath. 
Jaelyn, Gaige, and I reach the 40th floor and pause to let Kael catch up. H ATE is smeared in red paint on the door alongside about 20 black REPENTs splattered all over the walls.
“That fits,” I say. “I h-ate these Trials.”
“And I’m repenting entering them,” Gaige adds.
When Kael joins us, we climb to the 41st floor, passing what we assume is another locked door. But this door has a small window in it. Gaige stops to look in. 
“Check this out.” He gestures us over. 
“It’s a cafeteria,” Kael says, joining Gaige. “Stocked with food.”
Immediately, my stomach grumbles. But a stocked cafeteria in an abandoned building? “It’s probably another hologram,” I say. “Let’s keep going.”
“What if it’s real?” Kael asks. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m hungry, and I could use more water. We all could, I bet.”
“I’m starving,” Gaige admits.
“Me too,” I say, and then remembering what happened the last time I ate, I add, “Plus, my mind was a lot clearer after I had some food and water.” 
“I’m in,” Jaelyn says. She and I join Gaige and Kael at the window and peer through.
The room is gigantic, almost as big as the auditorium. Its walls are covered with floor-to-ceiling China hutches stacked with decorative plates and statuettes. Ornately-carved chairs are seated at white-linen-covered tables, which are scattered around six giant columns, and across the 20-foot ceiling is one enormous mirror. Crystal chandeliers make it sparkle. 
“Fancy for a cafeteria,” Jaelyn says.
A huge buffet table overflowing with food runs the length of the back wall. A large, red neon light above the food blinks, Congratulations on Making It This Far! 
“See that sign?” Kael asks. “They’re rewarding us.”
“Who’s that over there?” Gaige points to the end of the buffet. Four people sit at a table, eating and laughing. They’re big and blond. 
“Xan and his gang,” I say.
“Those creeps are celebrating,” Jaelyn says. 
“And laughing about it,” Gaige says. “Unbelievable.” 
“How can they live with themselves after what they did?” Jaelyn asks. 
“Come on.” Kael opens the door. We follow him inside, letting the door close behind us. He marches a few paces into the room and smacks into something we can’t see. “Ow.” He rubs his nose. “What the hell?”
I step next to him and reach out. My fingers touch cool glass, leaving floating fingerprints. “A glass wall.”
We feel our way around, looking for an exit. No such luck; we’re enclosed in glass on all sides. The space is about eight feet wide and 12 feet long. I look to see if the walls extend to the cafeteria’s gilded ceiling. The glass blends so perfectly that it’s too hard to tell.
But mounted in one corner about eight feet up the walls is a black box with tiny holes. A speaker? On top of the speaker is a camera, and its green light is on.
“We’ve got an audience.” I wave at the camera.
Jaelyn tries the stairwell’s door. “Locked.” 
“Great,” Gaige says. “Now what?”
“Sorry, guys,” Kael says.
“It’s not your fault,” Jaelyn says. “We all wanted to come in.” 
“We could pound on the glass,” Gaige suggests. “Get Xan’s attention. Maybe they’d break us out.”
“Fat chance,” Jae says. 
I look over at Xan and his buddies. Smirker is tossing grapes in the air and catching them in his mouth. I hope he chokes. Xan’s chowing down on what looks like a turkey leg. The other two guys are finishing off sandwiches. No one looks our way. Even though we’re a good 60 feet from them, I’m surprised they didn’t hear Kael when he banged into the wall. 
“I don’t think they can hear us,” I say.
Kael pounds on the glass and gets no reaction. 
Gaige jumps up and down and waves. Nothing. 
Smirker drops a grape and bends to pick it up. As he sits up, he looks right in our direction. Gaige flips him the bird. Smirker doesn’t react. Instead, he pops the grape in his mouth and grabs another. 
“Cool,” Gaige says. “They can’t see us either. A two-way mirror in a soundproof room.”
“But why?” Jaelyn asks. 
Xan laughs at something Smirker said. His laughter is muffled.
“We can hear them,” I say. “Must be through that speaker.” I point to the box. 
Kael feels the sides of the speaker. “There’re a couple of knobs here. For volume, maybe?” He turns one of them. 
“What’re you doing with the money the committee gave you?” Third Blond Guy asks Xan. His voice comes in loud and clear.
“Paying for my sister’s cancer treatments,” Xan replies. “We couldn’t afford them. Now we can.”
“Mine’s gonna help support my mother and sister when I enlist,” Smirker says. “Mom’s had some health issues and can’t work much.”
“What about your dad?” Xan asks.
“Killed in the West Desert War,” Smirker says. 
“We’ll buy a new place with my earnings,” Third Blond Guy tells them. “Get out of town.” 
“Good idea,” Fourth Blond Guy says. “I think we’ll do the same if we can move Grandma safely. She’s getting old.” He turns to Xan. “Sorry to hear about your sister.”
Xan shrugs.
“So, Xan, you dating Rune?” Smirker asks.
“Nah,” Xan admits. “We’re just friends.”
“You’re friends, but you didn’t tell her about our deal with the committee?” Smirker asks.
“Couldn’t,” Xan says. “I had to sign a non-disclosure statement. Didn’t you?”
“Oh, right,” Smirker says. “I’d forgotten about that.”
Xan nudges Smirker. “Why’d you ask about Rune? You wanna piece of that cute ass?”
“Not my type,” Smirker says. “But that redhead with the long braid. In the auditorium. Did you get a look at her?”
“Are they talking about me?” Jaelyn asks.
“Holy shit, yeah,” Xan agrees. “I’d do her in a minute.”
“That’s it,” I say, putting my hands on the glass. “How do we get to them?”
“I’m right with you.” Gaige pounds on the wall.
Jaelyn tries the door again. It doesn’t budge. 
I glance up at the only thing in the room—the speaker. “Did you say there were two knobs on that speaker?” I ask Kael.
Kael touches its sides. “Actually, I think it’s a button,” he says, pushing it. 
“Whoa,” Gaige says, stepping back as a large section of the tiled floor slides open. A long, metal cabinet rises out of the opening, and when it reaches waist height, it stops. The top of the cabinet slides open, revealing a control panel with buttons, knobs, and joysticks. 
“Cool,” Gaige repeats. “What’re they for?”
“A way out of here?” Kael suggests. 
“Pretty complicated for that,” I say. 
Jaelyn pushes a green button. The whole board lights up. It’s divided into three sections—“Annoyances,“ “Troubles,” and “Pain.” The Annoyances and Troubles sections have several buttons, a couple of switches, and all the joysticks and levers. The Pain section has one large red button. 
Jaelyn flips a switch in the Annoyance section. Nothing happens. She pulls it again—still nothing.
“Well,” Kael says. “This is definitely an annoyance.”
“Wait,” Gaige says, looking above the control panel and across the cafeteria at Xan and his gang. “Pull that lever again.”
Jaelyn obliges. 
Gaige breaks out laughing. “You just spilled Xan’s drink in his lap.”
“What?” Jae asks. 
We all look at Xan. He stands, wiping his jeans with a napkin. There’s a dark spot on his crotch, which makes it look like he’s peed himself. His buddies laugh while they mop up a large puddle of soda on the table. Three of their four glasses lay on their sides.
“When you flipped that switch,” Gaige says. “The table rocked. What does this one do?” He pulls a joystick under “Troubles.” 
All the drinks stay put. We watch as Xan sits back down, sulking while his friends tease him.  
“Did it do anything?” I ask.
“No.” Jaelyn scans the room. “I don’t think so.” 
Xan swats at something in front of his face. Smirker reaches for his glass and shoos what looks like flies away from the rim. The other two wave their arms around their heads.
“Flies?” Gaige asks.
“No.” Jaelyn smiles. “Bees.”
Smirker jumps out of his seat and backs away from the table. He waves his hands in front of his face, squeals like a baby then runs. 
We burst out laughing. 
Smirker races back to the table. “Get him!” he yells at Xan, pointing to a bee chasing him. 
Xan calmly swats at the bee with his hand. “He’s gone.” 
Smirker hovers near the table, probably trying to figure out if it’s safe to sit. 
“This is awesome,” Kael says. “We can totally mess with those guys.”
“Yeah,” I agree. I want to make their lives a living hell. They deserve it for betraying us and talking about Jaelyn and Rune like they’re pieces of meat. Then I glance up at the camera and the green light. It takes all I have not to push the red button marked “Pain.” 
“But I don’t think messing with them is a good idea,” I say. “We’re being watched.”
Kael ignores me, and before I can stop him, he pushes the red button.
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The room vibrates as the cabinet and glass walls slide into the floor. The smell of fresh-baked bread, roasted turkey, and chocolate cake hits me. My stomach doesn’t just grumble; it aches. We’re no longer caged in and no longer safe from Xan and his friends. Or maybe, Xan and his friends are no longer safe from us.  
The room is so huge that they don’t spot us yet. We don’t move. We’re waiting for something painful to be inflicted on Xan’s gang. Fire from the ceiling? A bomb exploding? Nothing happens.
“The door’s unlocked,” Jaelyn says, opening the door into the hallway. “Should we just go?”
“No.” Kael looks over at the blond gang. “I want a piece of them.”
“Same,” Gaige and I agree.
Jaelyn grabs my arm. “It’s not worth it. Let’s get some food and get out of here.”
“You do you,” Kael says.
“Kael.” Jaelyn points to one of the many cameras attached to the sides of the columns. “They’re watching. My guess is they’re going to value forgiveness. And if you can’t forgive, then maybe live and let live?”
“It’s not that easy,” Kael says.
“Ain’t that the truth,” Gaige agrees.
“But you want to win, right?” Jaelyn asks.
“I do.” Kael looks down at her. “Okay, have it your way.”
“If I had it my way,” I say, “I’d beat the shit out of those guys and get all the points for being a hero.”
“And if I had my way,” Jaelyn says, “you’d all eat yourselves into a food coma, and I’d be the first to reach it to the 52nd floor with all the points.”
We laugh.
“Let’s eat.” Jaelyn grins.
She leads the way across the cafeteria, weaving around columns and tables, to the far end of the buffet table opposite Xan and his friends. 
“Well, looky what we have here,” Xan says, finally spotting us. “Welcome to our party, suckers.” 
His gang laughs.
Kael stops and glares at them.
“Ignore them,” Jaelyn says. 
“How about another shower?” Smirker asks me.
I’m so focused on getting to the food that I barely hear him. When I reach the buffet table, all thoughts of Smirker evaporate.
There’s a salad bar crammed full of lettuce, colorful veggies and fresh fruit, grated cheeses, chopped ham, chicken and turkey, and salad dressings. Next is a build-a-sandwich station with peanut butter and jelly, sliced meats, seafood and chicken salads, loaves of bread, rolls, and buns. There’s hot roasted turkey, chicken legs and wings, carved roast beef and ham, and three coolers fully stocked with bottled water. At the other end of the table are desserts—cakes, mousse, cookies, and a freezer with pints of ice cream and toppings. Most of the food, like ham, hasn’t been available to us in years. It’s all too good to be true.
“It feels like a giant mouse trap,” I say. I look at the ceiling, half-expecting a cage to drop down on us. “Throw together some sandwiches, and let’s get out of here.” I unzip my pack and reach for water bottles, fresh fruit, cold cuts, and a loaf of bread. Jaelyn takes two water bottles and a bunch of bananas and puts them in her pack. Then she grabs a lidded plastic bowl and heaps it full of salad makings and veggies. Gaige slaps together peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. 
Jaelyn and I join Kael at the sliced meat section. He’s munching on a giant turkey leg while stuffing ham slices in his pack. I’m suddenly overwhelmed by the choices. Ham, turkey, roast beef, salami, chicken? 
“How you doing, beautiful?” Smirker asks from directly behind Jaelyn and me. 
I whirl around. Xan and his three buddies form a wall behind us. Xan seems bigger than I remember, maybe because now I don’t have a room full of thirsty people to cover my back. He and his buddies also look pale, pasty, almost as if something didn’t agree with them. Is there something wrong with the food? If there is, I’m guessing indigestion won’t make them any friendlier. 
“Beat it,” I say. Now that I’ve got food, I’d rather eat than fight. These guys are assholes, but they aren’t even my competition. Why waste my time and energy on them?
“Haven’t you done enough?” Jaelyn asks. 
“Ah, I’m just getting started.” Smirker grabs her wrist, causing her to drop the salad bowl. It hits the floor. The lid bursts open. Lettuce, tomatoes, peppers, and pieces of turkey and cheese spill out.
“Oops,” Smirker says.
Jaelyn knees him in the groin. Hard. 
He cries out and doubles over, holding his crotch with both hands. 
“Oops,” she says.
Kael and Gaige laugh while slipping on their backpacks.
Jaelyn and I put our packs on, too, and then step over Smirker, writhing on the floor. 
Xan grabs hold of my backpack. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
I spin, ripping my pack out of his hand. Then I make a point of looking down at his still-wet crotch. “Did you pee in your pants, Xan? Or are you just happy to see me?”
Xan swings at me. I duck and feel his fist riffle my hair. I take all my pent-up anger, lower my head, and aim for his gut. His stomach is softer than I expected, and I’m glad for it. I don’t want my headache to come back. It’s a perfect shot. Xan reels backward. He trips over Smirker and crashes to the floor. 
I’ve done it. I’ve won a fair fight. And I don’t think I’ll be disqualified for the head butt; Xan swung first. 
My legs shake. I’m mad, proud, and starving, but I’m not scared of Xan or his buddies. Why am I shaking? Then I realize it’s not me—it’s the floor.
The room suddenly darkens. I glance at the chandeliers overhead and see them sway. Their hundreds of crystal lights flicker. The swaying intensifies, swinging the chandeliers in wide arcs. I sure hope the gold chains attaching them to the ceiling are stronger than they look. 
The vibrating floor now shakes as if a large truck is rumbling by. But we’re on the 41st floor, and it must be curfew by now. If there is one semi out there, it’s too far below us to make a difference. But the room is definitely quaking. 
The enormous buffet table totters back and forth, dumping the piles of food. Oranges and apples roll off and bounce on the tiled floor. All around the room, dishes fall off the shelves lining the walls and shatter on the tiles. Chairs wobble and topple over. 
“Earthquake!” Gaige shouts above the chaos and races for the door. Kael’s right behind him.
Jaelyn grabs my hand and pushes past the gang, who seem mesmerized by the swinging chandeliers. 
The floor buckles, but Jaelyn and I manage to stay on our feet. A massive China hutch breaks away from the wall with a monstrous crack. Jae and I scramble out of the way as it crashes down. But Xan and his crew are still fixated on the chandeliers and don’t notice the hutch. At the last minute, they spot it and try to get out of the way. But they’re too late. They scream as the cabinet crashes on top of them, and then the screams are replaced with moaning. 
“Jaelyn!” Gaige yells.
“We’re okay,” she shouts. “But Xan . . .” 
Jaelyn and I hesitate. The room is collapsing around us. Do we escape and leave Xan and his gang? They’re assholes, but they’re injured and possibly dying. We’ve got to help them. We get on one side of the hutch and push it up with everything we’ve got. It’s so heavy we only lift it three feet off the ground.
“Help us!” we shout at Gaige and Kael. 
The neon sign above the buffet table explodes. Sparks fly. One lands on the tablecloth, setting it on fire.
Kael glances in our direction as he dodges out of the way of falling dishes. “Screw them!” he shouts. He trips on an overturned chair and falls. 
“Kael!” Gaige shouts. 
“I’m okay,” Kael says, slowly getting to his feet.
Gaige pushes aside overturned tables to reach us. With one great heave, the three of us shove the hutch off Xan and his friends. They’re buried in smashed shelves, China pieces, and bent serving dishes. I lift a splintered shelf off Smirker. 
Smirker lies flat on his back. Blood pours from a gash on his forehead. His blond hair is coated in it. His blue eyes are open, glass-like, staring up at the ceiling. I crouch and touch his neck with my fingertips. His skin is icy. He’s not breathing, and I can’t find a pulse.
“These guys are dead,” Gaige says, kneeling next to the two gang members whose names I never knew. He shivers. “Their skin is so cold.”
“Xan’s alive!” Jaelyn shouts, pulling broken shelves off him. 
He moans.
“Oh, God.” Her hands fly to her mouth. She turns away.
“Holy shit!” Gaige says. He makes a retching sound.
I stand and tell myself, Whatever you do, don’t look. But I can’t help it; I look. I see Xan’s white-blond hair, the blood oozing out of his mouth, and the shelf that’s cut his body almost in half. The guy was an asshole, but he didn’t deserve to die like this. 
Xan’s head jerks to the left. He moans. His head jerks again. It’s an odd motion. Is he having a small seizure? He moans once more, and then, thankfully, he’s quiet. But something’s not right. It was the weird way Xan’s head jerked. It was mechanical like there was a glitch in his brain. There’s blood all around his mouth, but there’s barely a drop soaking his T-shirt where the shelf almost severed him. And why are he and his friends so cold? They’ve just died.  
Taking a deep breath, I lift Xan’s shirt. His belly is sliced open, but instead of bloody intestines, there is a tangle of colored wires. One of them sparks.
“Xan’s a—“ I start to say when a chandelier breaks free. It smashes on the floor, narrowly missing us. Pieces of crystal shatter and spray. 
We break for the door. “Come on, Kael!” Jaelyn shouts. Kael is shuffling his feet, trying to keep his balance on the shaking floor. His arms are over his head, and his eyes are tightly closed. He drops to the ground and crawls under the nearest table.
The floor wobbles so much that it’s hard for me to keep my footing. It feels like I’m running on a raft in a stormy ocean. 
Gaige is almost to the door when one of the massive pillars breaks free. Jaelyn grabs the back of his T-shirt, slowing him just in time. The pillar slices through the mirrored ceiling before crashing to the floor. It rolls up against the door, blocking our exit.
“Shit!” Gaige yells.
“Now, what are we going to do?” Jaelyn cries.
“Down there.” I point to where the column angles away from the wall. “There’s about two feet between the column and the wall. Let’s get behind it and shove it away.” 
We set our backpacks aside and climb behind the column. The quaking floor settles down. At least we don’t have that to deal with. We line up, put our hands on the cold marble, and push. It doesn’t move. We muscle it with everything we have. The damned thing doesn’t budge. 
“Let’s put our backs against the wall,” Jaelyn says, “and push with our legs.”
We leverage our feet against the column.
“One, two, three,” Jaelyn counts. “Push!” 
The column moves a fraction of an inch and then rolls back.  
“No, no,” Gaige yells, crouching low. “Reach underneath. Get it to roll.”
Jaelyn and I copy Gaige and bend down, wedging our fingers in where the column meets the floor. 
“On three again,” Gaige shouts. “One, two, three, PUSH!”
My tired and starved muscles strain against the weight of the pillar. Sweat beads on my forehead and runs down my face. I push with everything I have left. 
The column stays put as if welded to the floor.
CRACK! The sliced mirrored ceiling fractures into a massive spider web. It’s only a matter of time before the whole thing crashes down on us. 
“Shit!” Gaige says. 
“Kael!” I yell above the chaos. “Help us!”
Kael peers out from under the table. 
“We need you!” Jaelyn shouts. 
Kael’s eyes widen when he sees the column blocking the door. He shoves the table aside, picks up his pack, and runs toward us, dodging upended tables and chairs, careful not to stumble again.
“Amateurs,” Kael says when he reaches us. I admire his coolness as he climbs over the column. With his back to the wall, he pushes the pillar as hard as possible with his feet and legs. The column rolls eight inches from the door. I’m amazed at his massive strength.
Gaige cheers. 
Kael relaxes his legs. The column rolls back. He groans. When he pushes the pillar away from the door again, I shout, “Go, go!” to Jaelyn and shove her toward the door. 
She pulls the door open until it hits the column and wedges herself through the small opening, dragging her pack behind her. “I’m through!” she yells from the hallway. 
Kael slowly lets the column roll back against the door. He bends over and breathes heavily, gearing himself up for the next push.
“How’s your head?” I ask, thinking of my concussion and how I blacked out. Geez, I hope Kael doesn’t black out now.
Kael gives me the thumbs-up just as there’s another loud crack overhead. I cringe as the mirror splits into three massive pieces. Somehow, they’re still attached to the ceiling. For now.
I climb next to Kael, and together we push. The column rolls almost a foot away from the door. Gaige grabs his pack and shimmies out.  
“You’re next,” Kael tells me once Gaige is safely in the hall. 
“What about you?” I ask. “How will you get out?”
He ignores me and gets behind the pillar. 
“I can’t just leave you,” I say.
“This is my fault.” Kael puts his feet on the pillar. “I pushed the red button.” 
“But you didn’t know—“ 
“I was too impulsive. And I wanted revenge.”
A 10-square-foot piece of mirrored ceiling crashes onto the overturned buffet table. Glass, burning pieces of tablecloth, and smashed food fly. We’re far enough away that we’re not hit with anything, but it won’t be long before the rest of the ceiling gives way.
“Go!” Kael grunts. He pushes the pillar almost a foot from the door and struggles to keep it from rolling back. 
The second piece of ceiling smashes tables and chairs. 
“I can’t hold it much longer.” He closes his eyes and bows his head to protect his face from flying glass. 
I squeeze through the doorway, yanking my backpack with me. The door slams shut. The stairwell is calm and quiet, though there’s muffled chaos from behind the closed door. Then we hear Kael scream, followed by the chaotic clamor of total destruction.  




24


We rush to the cafeteria door and look through its window. Cracked images of our faces grimace back at us. I realize we’re looking at a dangling piece of the mirrored ceiling. We push on the door, trying to wedge it open enough to let Kael through. But no matter how hard we push, it doesn’t budge. In the back of my mind, I think how cruel it is that every door in this building opens out into the hallway except this one. Frustrated, I punch the door. 
“Kael!” Jaelyn cries. 
Silence.
“Kael!” Gaige and I shout, then put our ears to the door. Silence.
“Keep trying!” Jaelyn cries.
We push as hard as we can, but the door doesn’t give. I look around the hallway for something to help us. It’s empty. 
Gaige dumps the contents of his backpack on the landing. A measly little pocket knife, a pad of paper and a pen, several water bottles, a bunch of food, and an ultraviolet flashlight. “Useless.” 
Jaelyn sinks to the floor, her face in her hands.
I sit on the step next to her, close my eyes, and consider what just happened. After a minute, I say, “I think Kael’s okay.” 
“How come?” Jaelyn asks. 
“That whole thing was staged,” I say. “Think about it. Other than Kael tripping and hitting his head, none of us got hurt, even with all that falling furniture and flying glass.” 
“What are you talking about?” Gaige asks. “Xan and his friends were killed.”
“No, they weren’t,” I say. “Those guys were robots.” 
“Are you sure?” Jaelyn asks.
“Xan’s stomach was full of wires.” 
“Holy shit,” Gaige exclaims. 
“And I think these things,” I shake the white band on my arm, “protected us somehow.” 
“Some kind of forcefield?” Jae asks.
I nod. 
Gaige pounds on the door. “Kael! You in there, buddy? You okay?”
No response. 
“I hope you’re right,” Gaige tells me. 
“Me too,” I agree. 
“So you think Kael’s trapped in there because he didn’t pass the test?” Jaelyn asks.
“That’s right,” I say.
“But he thought he was sacrificing himself to save us,” Gaige says. 
“He’s the one who put that whole thing in motion by pushing the pain button,” Jaelyn points out.
“And he wouldn’t help us when we tried to save Xan and the others,” I add. “He couldn’t let what they did go.”
“But you would think his self-sacrifice would gain him points,” Gaige says. “Negate the points they took away for holding a grudge.”
“If that’s true,” I say, “he’s still in the competition.”
“Then why don’t they let him out?” Gaige asks.
“He banged his head pretty badly,” I say. “Maybe they’re fixing him up?” 
“I hope so,” Jaelyn says. 
Gaige starts shoving his things back into his pack. He grabs a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “Maybe we should eat.”
“Not here,” Jaelyn says. “Kael might be right on the other side of that door, injured or worse. It just doesn’t seem right.” 
Gaige collects the rest of his stuff, and we trudge up the stairs. After a few minutes, Gaige asks, “Do you think Xan and his friends were robots all along, even in the auditorium?”
“No,” I say. “After spending 30 straight hours with them, someone would have figured out they were synthetic.”
“It makes sense they’d use robots for that last trial, though,” Jaelyn adds. “When other candidates come along, they can just reset the whole thing.”
“So, Rune wasn’t a robot either?” Gaige asks. 
I remember how her hand felt as it slipped through mine. “No. Her skin was warm. But I sure as hell wish she had been a robot.” 
We’re quiet for the next few flights of stairs. My legs are achy, and my feet seem heavier with each step. I consider stopping to eat and rest, but I’m afraid I won’t get up again if I do. I’m guessing Jaelyn and Gaige are feeling the same way. I just want this to be over. 
When we trudge past the 44th-floor landing, we come to a dead end. The top of the staircase is completely walled off. It’s annoying, but it’s also a relief. 
The brick wall is painted a dingy white, matching the stairwell. THE WORLD IS COMING TO AN END, KILL YOURSELF, and REPENT are splattered all over it in black paint. There are no extra words painted in red, but there are four geometric symbols. Doodles? A pile of extra bricks, the color of dried blood, is dumped at the base of the staircase as if the bricklayer brought too many and just left them. 
“Maybe there’s a hidden door,” Jaelyn suggests. 
We walk up the stairs, push on the bricks, and feel the grout for a hidden button or loose stone, but this thing’s solid. 
Our only option is to check out the 44th floor. 
When we get down to the landing, Gaige reaches the door first. He turns the knob. The door slams into him, throwing him back into the stairwell. The Tattoo Twins barrel out of the room. 
“Hey!” Gaige shouts, rubbing his elbow. 
“Sorry,” Spiky Twin says. “Had to get outta there.”
“Why?” Jaelyn asks, peering around them at the closing door. “What’s in there?”
“Nothing, absolutely nothing,” Bald Twin says; she’s missing a shoe. “The door bolts behind you, trapping you in. There’s no way out.” 
I open the door. Instead of a cafeteria, an office, or a hallway, there’s one enormous, windowless, column-less room with only this one door. No furniture, no people, no holograms of people, no robots. Unlike the bullet-hole-riddled lobby, the crumbling cafeteria, and the graffitied stairwell, the room is pristine. There aren’t any broken windows, doomsday writing, or scuff marks on the white walls. The black-and-white checkered flooring isn’t even cracked. In fact, it looks like it’s been recently laid. It’s hard to believe since there was one massive earthquake just eight floors below. 
“What about the others?” I ask the twins. “The ones who got in the elevator with you?” 
“You mean the ride from hell?” Spiky Twin asks. “We barely made it out alive.”
“Lost my shoe.” Bald Twin holds up one dirty, bare foot. 
“The elevator died,” Spiky Twin explains. “We crawled out through the hatch with two other guys. The rest stayed put.”  
“Then we climbed a piece-of-shit ladder to the 12th floor,” Bald Twin adds. 
“The elevator cables snapped. The whole thing plummeted down the shaft,” Spiky says. “Could hear them screaming as they fell.” Her voice trails off.
“We don’t think those people survived,” Baldy admits quietly.
So, the broken cables, the busted ladder, everything was staged? 
“This is bullshit,” Gaige says. “The exact same thing happened to us.”
“What about the two guys who escaped the elevator with you?” Jaelyn asks. “Are they ahead of us?”
“No.” Spiky shakes her head. The spikes stay rigid. “We saw dead people on the 13th floor in that deserted office. Pretty gruesome. We knew they weren’t real, just holograms, but one dude wouldn’t listen to us when we told him that.” 
“He talked to his dead, mangled brother,” Baldy says, “While chewing on his nails.” 
Nail Biter.
“A guard carted him away,” Spiky adds. 
“The other guy was the kid that had the seizure in the auditorium,” Baldy tells us.
Rocker. 
“He confessed his sins to his old girlfriend and made it through with us,” Baldy continues. “The holograms didn’t bother us. We’re orphans. Never knew our parents.”
“And we stick to ourselves. No one to grieve over.” Spiky walks to the top of the steps. “Ran into more holograms on the stairs.” 
“Walked right through them,” Baldy says.
I admire how tough they are but wonder how well they’d do if they were separated. They can’t both be the Vessel. 
“So, where’s the other guy?” Gaige asks.
“Lost him in the cafeteria on the 36th floor,“ Spiky says. 
“He wanted revenge on those blond guys,” Baldy adds. “We thought for sure they were holograms, but we realized they weren’t when he started throwing punches.”
“Then the room fell apart,” Spiky says. “We barely got out.”
“We just came from there,” Jaelyn tells them. 
“Was it totally destroyed?” Spiky asks.
“Not at first,” Jaelyn says. “It is now.” 
“The whole thing was rigged,” I say, “including that blond gang. They were robots.”
“Of course they were.” Baldy shakes her head in disgust. 
“We made it this far and ran smack into this wall,” Spiky continues with their story. “Didn’t think we had a choice.” She slaps the bricks. “So, we went in the room. Biggest mistake.” 
“Downstairs it is,” says Baldy. “We’ll find a way up through another floor. Or the elevator, maybe.”
“Hell, no,” Spiky exclaims. “I’m never taking another elevator in my life. In fact, I’m outta here.” 
“To find another way up,” Baldy says. “Like I said.”
“Nope.” Spiky shakes her head again. “They starved us, rigged an elevator to crash, created scary-ass holograms, destroyed a cafeteria, and enlisted a gang of robots. Who the hell knows what else they’ll do? I’m done. This shit’s not worth dying for.” She starts down the stairs. Baldy tags behind.
“But don’t you think we should . . .” Baldy’s voice fades as they descend.
Gaige starts to follow them, but I hold him back. 
“Hang on,” I say. “We should check out this room.”
“Why?” Gaige asks. “You heard them. There’s no way out.”
“I think it’s one of those escape rooms. We have to reason our way out.”
“Cool,” Jaelyn says.
I grab one of the bricks. “I’ll wedge this in the door to keep it open. If we can’t solve the puzzle, we can still leave.”
“Good plan,” Jaelyn says. Gaige doesn’t look convinced.
I open the door, letting Jaelyn and Gaige in, then place the brick in the doorway and carefully close the door on it. The door stays open a few inches.
I walk to the center of the room, turn in a circle, and then set my backpack down. Sitting next to it, I feel the coldness of the marble flooring through my jeans.  
Jaelyn and Gaige move along the perimeter, their sneakers squeaking on the floor. They check for seams in the walls indicating a hidden door or window. They knock on the plaster, listening for a hollow sound. 
I take a deep breath. The air smells of plaster and sawdust. The building sways slightly, but it’s not scary. Forty-four stories up, there should be some sway. I study the size of the walls, mentally measuring them in my head. They meet at what looks like perfect 90-degree angles, making right angles where the corners meet the floor and ceiling. I study the ceiling. It’s a square. 
“There aren’t any cameras.” Jaelyn points to the empty corners of the ceiling. 
“They must be hidden,” Gaige says. 
Footsteps resound in the hallway, and then the door slams shut.
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We run to the door. It’s locked. There’s a burst of laughter from the stairwell.  
“Suckers!” the Tattoo Sisters yell. 
“Let us out!” Gaige shouts. 
We pound on the door. But there’s no response. 
“Shit, that’s it then.” Gaige sounds totally defeated. “They win.”
“No, they don’t,” Jaelyn says. “They’re headed downstairs to find another way. There is no other way.”
“How can you be sure?” Gaige asks.
“This room is the next trial,” I say. “And, as we know, there’s no avoiding it, just like the other trials. We have to deal with it.”
“Even if we’re wrong and there is another way,” Jaelyn says, “it’ll take the twins time to find it.”
“And then they still have to climb back up,” I add. 
“True.” Gaige looks a little relieved. “So, if this is a trial, there must be a way to escape this room.”
“Right,” I say. “We just have to figure out how.” 
We spend the next half hour kicking the floorboards, knocking on the walls, and examining the door, which is not like the other doors we’ve seen. It’s white with four vertical rectangular panels, two on each side, and a semi-circle at the top. There’s no window. The hinges are hidden. 
“It’s no use,” Gaige says as he sits cross-legged on the floor. 
Jaelyn joins him. “Let’s take a break. Eat something.” 
“Good idea.” I sit on the other side of her.
We dump the contents of our packs. We have six water bottles, three oranges, a large bunch of bananas, wheat bread, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, and slices of ham, turkey, and roast beef. 
“Oh, man,” Gaige says, chewing on a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “I don’t think I’ve tasted anything this good.”
When I bite into a banana, I totally agree. I can’t believe how creamy and sweet it is. I take two slices of bread and throw on pieces of ham, turkey, and roast beef. I don’t even care that we forgot the mayo.
As I eat the sandwich, I study the empty room. There has to be some way out, some clue. I look back at the pile of food and supplies. Could we use the pocket knife to open the door? What could we do with the paper and pen? Write Help!, shove the note under the door, and hope to God someone comes along to rescue us? And what am I going to do with that ultraviolet flashlight? 
I stuff the last bite of the sandwich in my mouth, then pick up my flashlight. I walk over to the light switch and turn out the lights, putting us in complete darkness. 
“Hey,” Gaige says. “What gives?”
“I’m just wondering . . .” I turn the flashlight on and aim it at the floor and walls. I move the light beam slowly around the room. 
“Wait,” Jaelyn says. “There was a squiggly line. Go back. Slower.” 
I find the line and follow its curves. “It’s a three!” 
“Cool!” Gaige says. 
The flashlight then picks up a two. More numbers appear:

23     9     14     4     15     23  


“Grab some paper and a pen,” I tell Jaelyn. 
Jaelyn uses the flashlight on her phone to search the pile of supplies. “Got ’em. Okay, show me the numbers again.” 
As I do, the flashlight reveals more numbers above the other ones:
4     15     15     18


And below all the numbers is the fraction one-half. 
“Got everything?” I ask. “Including the one-half?”
“Yep.”
I sweep the wall once more to make sure I haven’t missed anything. Then Gaige flicks on the overhead lights, and we study what Jaelyn’s written:

4      15    15    18
23     9     14      4     15     23
½


“Do you think they have something to do with the black-and-white floor tiles?” Gaige asks.
“You mean like four across and 15 down?” Jaelyn says. “That doesn’t work. There’re only eight tiles across and eight down.” 
“How about adding the numbers from left to right?” Gaige suggests. “That first line would be 52, like a full deck of cards?”
“The second row is 88,” Jae says. “Like eight by eight tiles?”
“Or 88 keys on a piano keyboard?” I ask.
“Subtract them, maybe?” Gaige says.
“No, I think we have to look at patterns,” I say. “You’ve got three numbers—four, 15, and 23—that are duplicated. I think that’s the key. Hang on; I’ve seen this before.” I take the pad of paper from Jaelyn. “What if each number represents a letter of the alphabet?”
“So, four would be?” Jae asks. 
“D.” I write it down. “Fifteen is ‘O’.”
“D-O-O-R!” Gaige exclaims. 
“W-I-N-D-O-W?” Jaelyn asks when we decipher the next line. “Door window? What does that mean? And what’s with the one-half?”
“All we’re missing now is ‘floor’ and ‘wall,’” Gaige says.
I walk to the door. Some of the doors on the other floors had windows, but none had panels. I run my fingers over the frame of each panel. The first three are smooth. I feel around the edge of the last one and am just about to give up when my thumb hits a small bump. I push it. The wood covering the semi-circle panel at the top slides down, revealing a window. 
“That’s cool,” Jaelyn says, getting to her feet and joining me.
I look out the window, almost expecting to see the Tattoo Twins making faces at me. The hall is empty.
“What do you see?” Gaige asks, setting aside his half-eaten sandwich and coming over to us.
“The concrete wall with those weird symbols,” I say.
“Look.” Jaelyn points to a panel below the door’s handle. “There’s a keypad. You must’ve exposed it when you pushed that button.” 
“Great, we’re outta here.” Gaige randomly pushes numbers on the keypad. 
“Hang on.” Jaelyn gently shoves him aside. “Give me the pad, Paul.” She plugs in the numbers except for the one-half. Nothing happens. She tries again. Nothing. “Do you see anything else out there?”
“Nope, just graffiti,” I say. “And those symbols.”
“I can’t see,” Jaelyn says, so I grab her around the waist and give her a boost. “Definitely some sort of code,” she says.
I set her down, take the notepad from her, and draw the four symbols:
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“I got nothin’,” Gaige says after we’ve studied the page. 
Jaelyn looks back at the numbers she’s written. “What’s with the one-half?”
“Door, window, one-half of a window?” Gaige asks. “Because it’s a semi-circle?”
“Could be,” I say. “But it’s obvious that it’s half a window, so that wouldn’t be much of a clue.” One-half of what? I wonder, staring at the weird symbols. And then it hits me. I grab the pencil and draw a line down half of each symbol.
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“The right side of the third one looks like a four!” Jaelyn exclaims. “Could they be zero, three, four, and eight?”
“Or the last one might be another three,” Gaige says.
“I don’t think so,” I say. “The fourth symbol had a line down it before I divided it; the second one didn’t.”
Gaige plugs zero, three, four, and eight into the keypad. The lock clicks. “We did it!” he shouts, opening the door. “Let’s get outta here.”
I’m relieved we’ve figured a way out. But I know we’re not done yet. “You go,” I say, hoping he takes me up on it. “I’m going to solve this thing.”
“We did. We escaped the room.” He steps out into the stairwell.
“Sure, we made it back to the stairs,” I say, joining him, “but I think we have to go through the room somehow.” I wave the pad of paper at the staircase. “See, the brick wall’s still here.”
“Maybe we just go back down to the 43rd floor?“ Jaelyn asks. “Maybe we can get to the elevators from there?” 
“If so,” Gaige says, “then we’re screwed. The twins will finish before we do.” 
“But not with more points,” I tell him. “Look, we didn’t solve these clues just to go back downstairs. How does that get us any closer to the 52nd floor? No, there’s gotta be another way out.“ I look back into the room with its pristine walls and checkerboard floor. 
The floor looks exactly like a giant game board. 
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“The symbols on the wall were a clue,” I say as we head back into the room. “We’ve seen lots of other stuff written in the hallways. Maybe they’re clues, too?” 
“Wasn’t that just graffiti?” Gaige asks.
“Seemed like it,” Jaelyn agrees. “Doomsday stuff like ‘The World is Coming to an End.’ But there were random words written in red that didn’t fit.”
“The red words were before, see one, and hate.“ I write them down.
“I don’t get it,” Gaige admits. 
“They weren’t written like that.” Jaelyn takes the pen and paper from me. “There were spaces like this.” She writes be fore and h ate.  
“Our wristbands!” Gaige holds up his wrist. The band slides down his dark skin. “‘Effort’ is divided, too.”
Jaelyn adds Ef fort to the list.
“Huh,” Gaige says. “Be fore, see one, h ate—“
“They’re coordinates!” I say. “B-4, C-1, H-8—“
“And F-4,” Jaelyn says.
“That’s cool,” Gaige admits. 
“But how do we use them?” Jaelyn asks.
“It’s the floor.” I stand and spread my arms, indicating the black-and-white tiles underneath me. “It’s like a chess board. If we assume the head of the board is the wall with the writing, that’s where the letters would be. One for each square, A through H, starting at the left corner and ending at the right.”
“And down the side by the door,”—Jaelyn’s voice is rising with excitement—“are the numbers one through eight. So, C-1 would be up there, B-4 over here.” She stands on B-4. Nothing happens. 
Gaige stands on C-1. Nothing. “Maybe we have to stand on them in order.” 
“What order?” Jaelyn asks. “Alphabetical?”
“No,” I say. “I think we have to stand on them all at the same time.”
“That’s impossible,” Gaige admits. “There are four squares, and the room is too big. We won’t be able to reach the fourth one.”
“We’ve got our backpacks.” Jaelyn throws her supplies and the rest of her food in her pack. 
“The squares are probably weight-activated,” I say as Gaige and I gather our food and supplies. “Will a backpack be heavy enough?”
“Let’s try it.” Jaelyn sets her pack on what we hope is the B-4 square; then she stands on C-1. Gaige stands on F-4, and I take H-8 in the far right corner by the back wall. Nothing happens.
“Shit!” Gaige exclaims. 
“Add your packs to mine,” Jaelyn orders.
We dump our backpacks on B-4, get back on our squares, and nothing. 
“Shit,” Gaige repeats. “I thought we had it figured out.”
“I think we do.” I pick up all three packs. They’re full of food, water bottles, and a few supplies. Altogether, I guess they weigh about 25 pounds. “I think the packs aren’t heavy enough.” Like an idiot, I look around the empty room for something heavier.
“The extra bricks in the hall!” Gaige says, taking his pack from me and darting out of the room. In a minute, he’s hefting the bag back into the room. He sets it with a clunk on B-4, and we get on the other squares. We stand still, looking like beat-up chess pieces waiting for the next move. 
The wall next to me begins to hum.
“Do you hear that?” I ask them.
They nod. 
The humming gets louder. I’m tempted to back away, but I don’t move. The floor trembles, and I wonder if we’re in for another fake earthquake.
“Something’s definitely happening,” Jaelyn agrees. “But I don’t know if that’s a good thing.”
The trembling intensifies, shaking us to our knees. The back wall slowly sinks into the floor. It reveals a long hallway lined with doors similar to the hallway in the hologram office room on the 13th floor. But this hall ends in front of three freight elevators. When the wall completely disappears into the floor, the shaking stops.
“Awesome!” Gaige shouts.
Jae Bird hugs me. 
“Let’s go,” I say. Jaelyn and I grab our packs and then follow Gaige into the hall and help him dump the bricks out of his pack and refill it with his supplies. We sprint back into the room, down the corridor, and then stop in front of the elevators. To the left of the elevators is a door. 
“What do ya think?” Gaige asks. “Should we try these elevators or take the stairs?”
“The last thing I want to do is take another elevator,” I say.
Jaelyn opens the stairwell door. “We have no choice.”
When we walk over to her, she blocks us with her arms. “Careful.”
There aren’t any stairs—just a 44-story drop into nothingness.
Gaige whistles. 
“Well,” I say. “That makes the decision easy.”
We walk over to the elevators, and I push the up button. We step back several feet to what we hope is a safe distance. Within seconds, there’s a “DING!” All three sets of doors open at exactly the same time. For a minute, we just stand there. I don’t know what we’re expecting, but there’s no one in the elevators, and the doors remain open. 
Together we check out each elevator without stepping in. They are definitely empty. No abandoned sneakers, no blood. The chrome interiors are scratched and dented in the exact same places, and the floors have the same soiled patterns. Each elevator has one strip of bare fluorescent lights and only one button with an arrow that points up. As far as we can tell, the elevators are identical. 
“Which one?” Gaige asks. 
“All three,” I answer.
“What do you mean?” Jaelyn asks.
“If we all pile into one and it’s the wrong one,” I say, “then we all lose.”
“So, you’re saying—“ Gaige begins.
“We split up. That way, one of us is guaranteed to win.”
“And the other two lose,” Gaige points out. “Assuming no one else made it this far.”
“How do we pick?” Jaelyn asks, looking at the elevators. 
“Wait.” Gaige walks to the first elevator. “What if we all go in one elevator? Then if that elevator doesn’t take us anywhere, we can rule it out and move on to the next.”
“Unless the cables break,” I say. “And we all go down together.”
“You think they’d do that again?” Jaelyn asks.
“I have no idea,” I admit. “I just wonder how many elevators would have opened if there were only one or two of us.”
“And they opened at the exact same time,” Jaelyn points out. “As if they were inviting us in.” 
“Okay,” Gaige says. “Let’s split up.”
“I think we should all get on simultaneously,” I say.
Jaelyn nods. “Deal.” 
“I’ll take this one.” Gaige gestures to the elevator in front of him. 
“Paul?” Jaelyn asks.
I kiss her. “Jae Bird, you pick.”
She picks the middle elevator. 
I move to the last one. “On the count of three, we step in.”
“And push the buttons,” Jaelyn adds.
“Good luck.” I nod at Gaige and memorize the curve of Jae Bird’s smile. “See you when this is all over.”
“One,” Gaige says. 
“Two,” Jaelyn says.
“Three.” I step into the elevator. The doors close behind me. I push the button. It lights up. The elevator lurches and stops. A minute goes by, and the thing doesn’t move. I press the button again. Nothing. Have I picked the losing elevator? I take off my pack and lean against the back wall. 
The lights in the elevator blink out. Great, another broken-down elevator. It’s so dark; it’s as if I suddenly went blind. I shiver. Minutes go by. The darkness seems to get thicker. I hold my hand up right in front of my face. I can’t see my wiggling fingers. It’s an odd sensation as if I don’t have a hand. 
And then suddenly, a light beams out of my wristband. I aim it at the doors. There’s a blotchy black-and-white image that looks like it might be the front page of an old-time newspaper. It’s hard to make out because of the line where the doors meet, so I turn around and beam the image on the back wall.
I now see that it’s a profile shot of me and it was taken recently. I look closer. Isn’t that Yuki’s face in the corner? Holy shit, this picture was taken earlier today. 
Below the photograph is the headline, VESSEL IS THE BASTARD SON OF GOVERNMENT CHAPLAIN.
My mind stops at VESSEL. Is this predicting the future? But then why does it say, BASTARD SON? I read on: 
It was widely believed that Paul James Salvage, “The Vessel,” was the son of the Reverend James Dwight Salvage, chaplain of the Central Government, and his wife, the late Margaret Mary (Maloney) Salvage. However, the Daily Chronicle has uncovered DNA evidence proving Paul Salvage is actually the product of an affair between Rev. Salvage and a Mrs. Carla Ann (Temple) Wittingham. Carla Wittingham was a married parishioner at the Capitol Cathedral, where Reverend Salvage often led services. Mrs. Wittingham gave birth to Paul 10 months after Margaret Salvage gave birth to her son Asher Josiah Salvage, fathered by Rev. Salvage. Carla Wittingham disappeared from the hospital soon after Paul’s birth. For reasons unknown, Margaret Salvage agreed to raise Paul, whose true parentage has been kept a secret. Until now.
I read it again. And again. It isn’t true. It can’t be true. My father would never . . . It’s a lie. They’re trying to see if I can control my anger. Well, that’s easy to do because it’s not true. 
I read the article a fourth time, then a different image appears. It’s a color photograph of Dad with his arm around the shoulders of a woman I’ve never met. She has brown eyes and dark brown hair. Her features are plain, but she’s attractive, and I realize she looks just like me. Or, rather, I look just like her. Oh. My. God.
Dad cheated on Mom? How could he? He worshiped her. 
Wait, that’s not totally true. Dad hated how she treated me, how she neglected me. Funny thing is, he’d always come to my rescue, but he never tried to change her. He never tried to get her to love me or at least to care for me. Why didn’t he? He must have known how much her neglect hurt me.
And what about his supposed morals? His marriage vows? Could he break those? If so, how could he preach to others? Officiate weddings?
I slide to the floor and put my head in my hands. I try to picture my mother but only see the back of her head or the side of her face because she’d never look me in the eye. She hated me so much. It didn’t matter what I did or how hard I tried; she hated me. I never understood why.
I aim the projection at the wall and study the picture. The woman is looking up at Dad with a loving smile, and I know in my heart that it’s true. This woman, this Carla Wittingham, is my mother.
I am my father’s bastard. That’s why Mother ignored me, hated me, beat me even, and preferred Asher. 
I always felt it was my fault she hated me, that I deserved it. In a way, I was right. How could she possibly love me, her husband’s bastard son? Of course, it wasn’t my fault for being someone else’s child. She should’ve blamed my father, not me, but her abhorrence of me still makes a twisted sort of sense. Why did she agree to take me in?  
And was my lying, cheating father ever going to tell me the truth? 
I can’t deal with this right now. I won’t deal with it.
Are they expecting me to collapse in a crying heap? Throw fits of rage? Well, screw them.
I stand tall and face the doors. My stomach churns, and the questions in my head make me dizzy.  
The elevator rises slowly at first and then picks up speed. Have I passed the test? Will it take me to the penthouse suite? 
The elevator glides to a stop. I wait in front of the doors, convincing myself I’m prepared for what other horrors they’ll throw at me. The doors don’t open. Is there a secret password? A giggle escapes me. I’m losing it. It’s all just too much.  
I take a full water bottle out of my pack and drink it all. I feel a little better. A little saner. I put the empty bottle in my backpack, set the bag aside, and then examine the elevator. 
The ceiling is a solid chrome slab—no trap door this time. The seams of the walls, ceiling, and floor are tight. There’s no control panel with emergency or call buttons—just the one now-unlit button with the up arrow.  
I wedge my fingers in between the doors, but before I even start to pull, they open. There’s yet another long hallway of solid white walls. Great. If I win and become the Vessel, I’ll ask for a house without hallways and paint it any color but white. 
I grab my backpack and step off the elevator. As the doors close behind me, I glance to my right at the other two elevators. They’re closed. No sign of Jae Bird or Gaige anywhere. No sign of anyone. Beyond the elevator doors is another door, which I assume must lead to the stairwell. It’s labeled 50th Floor. Only two more floors to go.  
I turn back to the elevator doors. There’s no button to push—either up or down. A camera, with its green light lit, is mounted above the elevator, and it’s aimed right at me. 
There’s a whirring noise. Next to the camera, a large panel slides open, revealing a scoreboard.
 
Jaelyn Yara Bellamy - 89 Points - 51st floor
Paul James Salvage - 89 Points - 50th floor
Gaige Darius Devlin - 84 Points - 49th floor


Jaelyn and I are tied, but she’s a floor ahead of me. If she gets to the penthouse first, she’ll win. I gotta get going. 
As I start toward the stairwell door, I hear the elevator opening. I turn around, and there stands a woman with wavy brown hair and a plain but pretty face. Carla Wittingham, my biological mother. 
I hear the door to the stairwell opening. I glance in that direction, and out walks Margaret Salvage, making a second appearance. The woman who, until a few minutes ago, I thought was my mother.
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Margaret Salvage looks healthy like she did in the stairwell, as if she never had cancer. Her hair is soft, thick, and black, with bangs down to her eyebrows and waves around her ears. She’s wearing a royal-blue dress that brings out the blue in her eyes. It’s not what she usually wore—a housedress with a dish towel draped over her shoulder.  
I look at Carla Wittingham. She’s prettier in person than in the photograph, even though she’s now in her mid-forties. Her wavy, brown hair flecked with gray frames her face. Her smooth skin creases at the corner of her eyes, and her eyes sparkle with tears. 
Remembering the earlier holograms and the robotic blond gang, I know these women are just more mind-bending tricks. I should walk right through the hologram of Margaret and get upstairs. I have to if I want to beat Jaelyn to the penthouse. 
Then Carla says, “I can’t believe it’s you, Paul. You’re so tall and handsome. A man. Oh my gosh, I love you so much.” 
Hearing these words makes my knees wobble. More than anything, I’ve wanted a mother who loves me. 
Carla reaches out her hands. “Come with me.”  
“Paul,” Margaret says. It’s the first time she’s ever said my name. “I’m sorry. Can you forgive me?”
I’ve wished for her to say those words. Those words and—
“I love you,” she adds. “I know I was . . . indifferent. But I was always proud of you. I raised you as best I could, overlooking your . . . origin.”
“You didn’t raise me.” I clench my fists. “You barely tolerated me. Worse, you ignored me.”
“I’m not ignoring you now.”
“You’re not real,” I tell her. “You look and sound like her, but you’re not real. She’s been dead for two years. And even if, by some magical trick of science, she were alive, she’d never say she was sorry. She’d never tell me she loved me because she never did.” 
“I am alive,” she claims. “They’ve cured me and figured out how to—”
“Raise the dead?”
“Do you remember the night they said I’d died?”
“Yes.” Dad had taken care of her at home—there wasn’t anywhere else she could go. When things got really bad, and he was overwhelmed, he hired a nurse. Early one morning, he stumbled into my bedroom, looking like his life had been sucked out of him. The nurse confirmed that Mother was dead, but I knew that before either one of them spoke. 
Asher refused to see Mother. He didn’t want to remember her that way. I didn’t go in to see her, either. I didn’t care what she looked like, dead or alive. I was just relieved she was gone. 
“Dad and the hospice nurse told us you’d died,” I say.
“What, exactly, did they say?”
It takes me a minute to remember. “Dad said, ‘Mom’s time has come.’ The nurse said, ‘It’s true.’”
“It was my time for the procedure,” she says.
“That doesn’t make sense. If they could cure cancer, why didn’t they do it before you got so sick?”
“For weeks, I refused. It seemed too Frankensteinian. Your father finally talked me into it.”
I remember an argument they had a few days before her death. She told him she didn’t want to go that way. Could that have been what they were discussing?
“They killed me first, which killed the cancer, and then brought me back. It’s taken me almost two years to fully recover,”—she wobbles as if to accentuate this point—“but I’m completely healed. They’re letting me go home now.
“Forgive me, Paul?” She holds out her hand.
She’s asking a lot. 
“Come with me.” Carla beckons me into the elevator. “Together, we’ll have the life we should have had. Your father can join us. We will be so happy.” 
“And I suppose they’ve brought you back from the dead, too,” I say a little too harshly. 
Carla looks confused. “What are you talking about? I’m very much alive.” She waves her fingers at me. “Take my hand. You’ll see.”
I’m tempted, but my gut tells me to hold back.
Carla drops her hand. “After you were born, your father helped me find a new life. He kept me safe from my ex-husband, Ronnie.” Her shoulders slump, and she lowers her eyes. “Ronnie, well, he beat me.” She sighs, straightens her dress, and looks at me. “I changed my name and moved down the coast. I’ve lived there ever since.”
Could this be true? 
“But you never tried to contact me,” I say. 
“I did try,” Carla says. “But”—she points at Margaret—“she threatened me. She told me that if I ever called the house again or contacted her family, she’d tell Ronnie where I was.”
“You did that?” I ask Margaret.
“No,” Margaret says, shaking her head. 
“Did she tell you about me?” Carla asks.
“No.” 
“Then how can you believe her now? Paul, when you become the Vessel, Ronnie will lose his devil particles. He won’t be able to hurt me. I can come live with you and James.”
I find myself moving toward Carla, wanting to hug her, wanting to have the life I should have had. 
As I stand on the threshold of the elevator, ready to take Carla’s hand, it occurs to me that evil might be obvious, like a mad bomber who blows up innocent kids at a birthday party, or insidious, like a vessel committee that tempts a neglected boy with the promise of love.
If this is really Carla Wittingham, how could they have kept her existence secret? The press is always digging for dirt, especially for dirt on a preacher who’s close friends with the president. Someone would have leaked the information, or a reporter would have discovered her on their own. If it’s such a closely held secret, how does the Vessel Selection Committee know about her? 
And if Dad loved Carla, how could he stay away from her? No one could keep me from Jaelyn, no matter what. 
I look at Carla’s soft, delicate hands reaching for me. The skin is taut and smooth. They’re the hands of a woman in her twenties, not the hands of a 40-year-old mother of a teenager. They’ve forgotten to age her hands. 
Tears fill my eyes and spill down my face. It takes everything I have to say to her, “I wish I could have known you.” 
“You can now, Paul,” she says. “Come with me.”
I let out a sigh. “No. You abandoned me, left me to this woman.” I nod in Margaret’s direction. “But, of course, it wasn’t your fault. You died too soon. That’s the real truth, isn’t it?”
Carla’s quiet. 
“Isn’t it?!” I shout at her.
“Yes,” she admits.
“You have no idea how sorry I am that you didn’t get the chance to be my mother,” I tell her. “To raise me. But I thank you for my life.”
Carla’s sad face loses its definition, and then she slowly evaporates as the elevator doors close. 
I look up at the camera and angrily wipe away tears. I’m ashamed I cried for a mother I never knew. But I can’t be too hard on myself. I’ve just discovered her, and now I’ve lost her. I hate the committee for putting me through this. 
But it’s not over yet.
I look back at Margaret’s rough, nicotine-stained fingers stretching toward me. 
“Paul,” Margaret pleads. “Please forgive me.”
I know that’s what I should do not only to win the Vessel Trials but for my own peace of mind. I understand her better and what she had to deal with. I almost feel sorry for her. I try to say, “I forgive you,” to get this over with when the heart-shaped locket around Margaret’s neck stops me. 
The year I turned 10, I saved my entire allowance and odd-job money to buy her that necklace for her birthday. It was a last-ditch effort to get her to like me. It took days to find the perfect baby pictures of Asher and me small enough to fit inside it. 
I gave the locket to her the morning of her birthday. She opened it, studied the pictures, and set it on her bureau. I was hoping for a thank you or maybe a smile. She didn’t even look at me. At least she didn’t throw it away, I thought as I walked away, trying not to cry. And then she called me back. She hesitated, then asked if I’d help her put it on. I was so happy; my hands shook as I fumbled with the clasp.
She wore it all day and during her birthday dinner at The Corner Diner. It sparkled on her blue dress, the same dress she’s wearing now. The waitress snapped a picture of the four of us, Asher sitting next to Margaret, of course. Dad sat on the other side of her, and I leaned into him. In the photo, Dad and I smile at the camera while Margaret beams at Asher.
Dad framed that photograph. He keeps it on his desk at work, which is probably how the Vessel Selection Committee knew about the locket. 
The day after the birthday dinner, I crept into her room to peek at the necklace, pleased at myself for having picked out something she actually liked. I examined the delicate rose carved into the locket’s cover and how the golden clasp softly clicked when I opened it. And inside, the perfect pictures of Asher and . . . Asher. She had taken my photo out and replaced it with a second one of my brother.  
I threw the locket on the floor and smashed it with the heel of my sneaker. The heart shape flattened into one oblong piece. I took it into her bathroom, planning to chuck it in the trash. There, in the trash can, on top of used tissues, crushed cotton balls, and stained dental floss, lay my baby picture. 
The gold chain slipped through my fingers; the locket bounced on the tiles. I never saw that necklace again. 
Until now. The perfectly heart-shaped locket dangles from her neck, mocking me. 
I want to tell this fake Margaret she can rot in hell. Then I take a deep breath and picture Dad with his arm around Carla. I can’t imagine the betrayal my mother must have felt when she found out what he’d done. And still, she agreed to take me in. 
Yes, she neglected me and beat me—once—but there must have been times when she grudgingly cared for me, maybe even liked me? There must be a memory I can hang onto that will help me forgive her. 
I remember overhearing Mother telling Dad how tidy my room was. I’ve always been obsessive about picking up, folding my clothes, and organizing my closet according to color. Of course, I was doing all that to get her to like me. But she never complimented me. 
When I overheard her telling Dad how she appreciated my neatness, he urged her to tell me that. She refused. She said I was so contrary that I’d immediately mess up my room just to spite her. It made me mad, but honestly, she was probably right. There were times I did things that made it hard for her to like me. 
But I also did some good things, like giving her that locket, that may have swayed her. When she got sick, I told her and Dad I wanted to be the Vessel so I could cure her. Dad explained that devil particles have nothing to do with natural evils like cancer. Extracting them from her and implanting them in the Vessel wouldn’t save her. All during his explanation, she looked at me with sadness, and her teary eyes were full of affection. Maybe even love.  
I’d forgotten all this until now. Had I suppressed it because it didn’t fit my narrative of being wronged by an evil mother? 
And if Margaret hadn’t agreed to take me in, would somebody have adopted me? Or would I have spent my life as an orphan in a dreary child depository? Either way, I never would have known my father or my brother. She let me grow up with Asher. For that, I’m grateful.
“I forgive you,” I say. 
She evaporates. 
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I’d been carrying anger and resentment for years. Now that I’ve let them go, and forgiven Margaret, my mother, I feel lighter, freer.  
I run to the door and push through to the stairwell. I take the steps three at a time, sure that Jaelyn has beaten me. Panting heavily, I open the door to the 52nd floor. 
Across the hall, I see the three sets of elevator doors. Closed. Plush red carpeting begins at the elevators and runs down a long, deserted hallway to a set of double doors.  
Where are Jaelyn and Gaige? 
Above the elevators, there’s a scoreboard that reads:

Paul James Salvage - 95 Points - 52nd floor
Jaelyn Yara Bellamy - 94 Points - 51st floor
Gaige Darius Devlin - 92 Points - 51st floor


Holy shit, that’s close. Is that it? Have I actually won? 
My body starts to tremble, and my legs go weak. I lean against the wall and slowly sink onto the carpet. I have won the Vessel Trials. I will be the world’s savior.
Emotions bombard me—relief, elation, and pride. I want to cry, to let out a big, bold sob, but they’re watching. Still, I can’t hold back the tears streaming down my face. I have dreamed of this moment and worked for it for nine years. I knew I had it in me to be the best, and now I’ve proven that. 
And then an emptiness takes over. My mother, Margaret, isn’t here to see this. Wouldn’t this prove to her that I am worthy of her love? No, a small voice inside my head answers. If I’d had the chance to compete against Asher and beat him, and if Margaret were alive to witness it, she would still love my brother more. No amount of winning could change how she felt. I finally realize there wasn’t anything I could have done to make her love me.
But I sure wish Asher was here. He’d be so proud. He’d congratulate me and tell me he believed in me all along. He’d shout out that I am the winner. And I am. I will be the Vessel, the one person in all the world to save humanity. Pride swells in me and replaces some of the emptiness. I dry my tears on my sweat-stained, blood-splattered hoodie, push myself off the wall, and stand. 
The middle elevator dings. The doors open, and Jaelyn steps off. Her face is framed with frizzy, red hair that’s come loose from her ponytail. She sees me and smiles, but then her smile falters.
The first elevator’s doors open. Gaige walks out. His eyes are bloodshot, but his smile is so broad I wonder if the strain against his scars hurts. When he spots me, his smile disappears.
“We’ve made it,” Jaelyn says. 
“How long have you been here?” Gaige asks.
“A minute?” I estimate. “Maybe two.”
“I got here right before you did, Gaige,” Jaelyn tells him. 
I point at the scoreboard. “Look how close it was.”
“Damn,” he says. 
“You won, Paul,” Jaelyn says, but she doesn’t smile.
“What’s wrong?” I ask.
She studies my face and then looks away. “I wanted to win so badly. For my parents. I know it’s lame, but I thought I was destined to be the Vessel.”
“That’s not lame.” I pull her into my arms and feel a little guilty for beating her.
“I am happy for you, Paul,” Jaelyn says once she pulls away. “I am. But I’m also worried for you. I have so many competing emotions swirling around inside me right now. Plus, I’m really, really tired.”
Gaige offers me his hand. “Good job, Paul. You won fair and square.”
I shake his hand. “I couldn’t have done it without you and Jae Bird. We made a good team.”
As we head down the long hall, I ask them, “So, what happened during your last trials?”
“I saw my parents at our house,” Gaige says. “Mom had been beaten up—black eyes, a split lip, and a cast on her left leg. Dad was missing a couple of fingers.”
“Oh, God,” Jaelyn exclaims.
“I completely lost it,” Gaige says. 
“I bet.” I try not to imagine my parents in that kind of shape.
“I bawled like a baby even though they were just holograms.” There are tears in his eyes.
Jaelyn stops walking and hugs Gaige.  
“Then I got angry,” Gaige admits. “First, at the assholes who did this to my parents. Then at Mom and Dad.”
“Why?” I ask.
“They put themselves in unnecessary danger,” Gaige says. “And they abandoned us. But the holograms told me the government forced Mom to go to the front lines to tend to the injured soldiers. They threatened her with losing her medical practice, our house, all their savings, and even custody of my younger sister and me. She had to go. 
“That first year Mom was gone,” Gaige continues, “we managed okay without her because she’d send emails and call us, and we knew she was safe. Then the emails and calls stopped. The government had no idea what happened to her, or at least that’s what they told Dad. He was going crazy not knowing where she was.”
“I remember Asher telling me your dad had lost a lot of weight,” I say. “Ash was worried about him.”
“Me, too,” Gaige replies. “But I still didn’t want him to leave. Now I understand better how much he needed to try to find her. I forgave them both.”
“Good,” Jaelyn says.
“And then they blamed me for my sisters’ deaths.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Jaelyn says. “You did everything you could to rescue them.”
“It didn’t matter,” Gaige says. “Valkyrie and Lyrik still died. I’ll never forgive myself, and I told them that. Heck, I’d already admitted that in the hologram room and knew I had to be honest. I figured it’d be worse if I lied.”
I think Gaige’s inability to forgive himself is why he came in third. 
“Are you okay?” Jaelyn asks him.
“No,” Gaige admits. “But I will be.”
“What happened to you, Jae Bird?” I ask, taking her hand as we start walking again. “Let me guess, you had to confront your parents, too?” 
“No, Aunt Addy,” Jaelyn says. “The elevator opened to our living room. Addy staggered around drunk, bumping into the coffee table, overturning a lamp, then collapsed on the couch. Nothing weird about that. There was vomit in her hair and down the front of her blouse. Her stockings were torn, and her elbow was bloody. She asked me to help her, then ordered me to get her fresh clothes and a beer.”
“A beer?” Gaige asks. 
“To ease her hangover,” she says. “When I didn’t move, she berated me. I started to go to her, to help her, until I remembered it was a test. I stood still and just looked at her.” Jaelyn stops walking. Gaige and I do, too.
“Did you know Addy is 15 years younger than my mom?” she asks. “Mom was 50 when she died seven years ago.”
“Addy’s only 42?” I’m shocked. The few times I’d run into Addy at Jaelyn’s house, she had bags under her bloodshot eyes, her hair was a frazzled, mousy brown mixed with gray, and her face was red and puffy. I thought Addy was pushing 60. 
“Pretty crazy, right? Watching her during the trial, detaching myself, made me realize I hadn’t really been taking care of Addy. I was enabling her alcoholism, her disease. And then I figured it out. If I was going to help Aunt Addy, I had to stop making excuses for her and stop sacrificing my well-being for her. I had to forgive her. 
“I didn’t know how,” Jaelyn says. “So I thought of all the times she’d tried to stop drinking. And all of the things she did for me when she was sober. I realized she raised me as best as she could while struggling with her disease. Once I admitted to myself that Addy does love me, I was finally able to forgive her.”
“Good for you,” I say, putting my arm around her.
She leans into me. “I wish I’d done that a long time ago. I feel lighter somehow. ‘Course, it’s easier to forgive a hologram. We’ll see how I do once I’m home.” She sighs and then asks, “Did you have a similar test, Paul?” 
I divert my gaze from her beautiful green eyes to the wooden doors at the end of the hall and continue down the hallway. “I found out something about my dad . . .” I hesitate. How much do I want them to know? “He . . . well, he’s not who I thought he was.”
“What does that mean?” Gaige asks.
I shake my head, unwilling to answer him. “But I now understand why my mother treated me like shit. She appeared and asked for forgiveness.” I decide not to tell them about Carla.
“Did you forgive her?” Jaelyn asks.
“I did,” I say. “It was tough, but now, like you, I feel lighter, less burdened.”
We arrive at the double doors. 
“Should we finish this?” Gaige asks as he reaches for the doorknob.
“Definitely,” I say. 
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Before Gaige’s hand touches the doorknob, the doors swing open. We walk tentatively into what once must have been a multi-million-dollar penthouse. A cheap light fixture hangs where I’m sure a crystal chandelier once was, probably one even more incredible than those in the cafeteria. The fixture barely illuminates the space.  
Across the room, the floor-to-ceiling windows are boarded up. A large screen partially covers the boards. The cream-colored walls have squares of bright white where I’m guessing, paintings used to hang. To my right, the massive marble fireplace is cracked, and so is the mirror over the mantel. Sections of the carpet are splotched a deeper red, almost purple, and I wonder whose blood stained them and why no one bothered to clean up the stains. At least there isn’t any graffiti.
The doors to the left of us open. About 30 men and women in blue, gray, and black business suits step into the room and applaud. I guess the Anti-Assembly Law doesn’t apply to those in power. A camera crew follows the crowd, training their large cameras and bright lights on us. The lights are blinding. We each raise a hand to shield our eyes. I glance over to the screen and see our live images. Is this being televised around the world? 
The crowd parts, and a woman in a sky-blue business suit emerges, limping and using an ivory-handled mahogany cane for support. President Stark Cicero. As people congratulate her and shake her hand or pat her on the back, I wonder if she and the crowd are real or more holograms or robots. Then I reconsider. If they were holograms, would the TV cameras pick up their images? And while the president’s skin is white, it’s creamy, not synthetically pale. 
The president’s black hair is flecked with gray and is chin length on the right side of her head but shaved on the left. Above her left ear is a tattoo that runs down her neck. It reads, The welfare of the people shall be the highest law. This is a quote from Marcus Tullius Cicero. The president claims he is her ancestor and her hero even though he was beheaded by Mark Antony. 
I met President Cicero once at a benefit for Dad’s People of Peace Initiative. At the benefit, she was chill, easy to talk to. People couldn’t get enough of her. And, of course, I spoke to her on the phone when she convinced me to enter the Vessel Trials. I’ve proven her right; I am the best Vessel Candidate.
The president holds out her hand. Her diamond bracelet catches the light from the ceiling fixture, and her pink fingernails are manicured. Her clothes are immaculate. I suddenly feel like a creeper in my torn jeans, smelly T-shirt, and soiled hoodie.
“Mr. Salvage, it’s a pleasure,” President Cicero says with a slight Southern accent. 
This woman sent Bender, Rune, and others to their deaths. Why? Just to prove they weren’t worthy? I ignore her outstretched hand. 
My apparent rudeness silences the happy murmurs of the crowd. The president studies me coolly and drops her hand. She pastes a smile on her face.
“Congratulations, Mr. Salvage.” Her distinctive drawl is thicker now. “You have won.” 
“Congratulations to all three of you.” She nods to Jaelyn and Gaige, then turns back to me. “But you, young man, you’ve completed all the tasks with great calm, control, and dignity. You are our chosen Vessel. Savior of all of humanity. I thank you for myself, our country, and all the world’s people.” She smiles at the cameras revealing perfectly white teeth.
A man in a charcoal gray suit approaches, holding a box. He opens it to reveal a gold medallion with the word Vessel stamped in ornate letters. It hangs on a wide red, white, and blue ribbon. 
President Cicero takes the medallion out of the box and places it around my neck. She leans in to whisper in my ear, “My money was on you, son.” 
I don’t know if I’m delirious from exhaustion, but I picture the president and all her minions placing bets on each of us as if we were racehorses. They didn’t do that, did they? I glance around the room. Everyone is smiling, but some smiles are broad, and some look more like scowls. A few people have their arms crossed. I close my eyes and then look again. No, their smiles seem genuine. But the idea of betting makes me wonder how they arrived at our scores.
The president grabs my hand, holds it up, and turns to the cameras. “Our Devil Particle Vessel—Paul James Salvage.” 
The scientists cheer. Jaelyn and Gaige manage smiles as they applaud. They both look exhausted and wary as if the only thing keeping them from collapsing is their curiosity about how this will all play out. I probably look the same. 
When the cheers and applause die down, President Cicero cues the camera crew. They turn off their lights, and men and women file out.
“We’ll do a formal ceremony after the implantation,” the president says, turning to leave.
That’s it? “Wait,” I say.
She turns back to me, her smile strained. I guess she’s not used to people telling her what to do. “What is it, Paul?”
“I want to know how we were scored.”
The president stares at me for a moment. “Certainly,” she finally says. She calls, “Dr. Willis?” 
A short, plump man in a dull brown suit pushes through the crowd. 
“Dr. Braxton Willis is a neuropsychiatrist,” President Cicero says as he joins us. “He headed the Vessel Selection Committee and was one of the nine trial judges.” She nods to the eight people who have remained in the room.
“It’s a great privilege to meet you, Mr. Salvage.” Dr. Willis bows slightly, his face is red, and beads of sweat dot his bald head. “You’re curious about our procedures, of course. How silly of me not to anticipate your questions.
“There were eight Trials which we nicknamed The Long Wait, The Water Test, Elevator Breakdown, Ladder Climb, Facing Holographic Fears, Revenge in the Cafeteria—my personal favorite, The Escape Room, and Forgiveness. Each trial was worth 10 points. Additional points were given for selfless acts and acts of kindness performed throughout the Trials. One hundred points was a perfect score. You three came very close.”
“Who were the other judges?” I ask.
Dr. Willis turns to the others in the room. He points to each in turn. “Dr. Jackson Odin, Director of the Vessel Project, and Dr. Lin Shangti, Director of Vessel Research and Development. Both Dr. Odin and Dr. Shangti are accomplished physicians and neurophysicists. They’ll be with you during your Vessel transition.
“Other judges include,” he continues, motioning to the rest of the people, “Dr. Dalair Huginn, who welcomed you at the start of the Trials. Dr. Kenneth Kraepelin, Director of the National Commission on Social Psychiatry; Dr. Anthony Jaspers, Director of the National Psychiatric Epidemiology Society; Drs. Marcus Acheson and Kalifa Bumba, our nation’s leading particle physicists—I believe they knew your parents—Ms. Bellamy.” He nods at Jaelyn.
“And President Cicero,” he adds.
The president? It makes sense that there’d be psychiatrists and particle physicists, maybe even a spiritual leader or two, but President Cicero? 
“Together with Ms. Bellamy’s parents, President Cicero founded the Vessel Project in her capacity as president and advisor,” Dr. Willis says, probably noticing my look of surprise. “She’s been instrumental throughout the whole selection process.” 
President Cicero steps forward and gives Dr. Willis a gracious smile. “We asked the nation’s top spiritual advisors to be on the committee,” she says. “They refused on philosophical grounds.” She’s quiet for a moment, then adds, “Your father, Paul, offered to be the tenth judge.” 
What? How can that be true? He despises the Vessel Project. 
“Of course, we couldn’t let him serve,” President Cicero continues, “because you and your brother were Vessel Candidates, which is a serious conflict of interest. Rev. Salvage was aware of this, so he made a contingency offer.”
“Which was what?” I ask.
“He offered to become the tenth judge if we disqualified you and Asher from the Vessel Trials.”
I can’t believe this. My father agreed to select the person who’d be implanted with all the devil particles? An implantation he thought was immoral, inhumane? Was he actually willing to sacrifice his morality for us? 
“I considered his offer,” President Cicero admits. “After all, he’s a brilliant spiritual advisor and a trusted confidant, but I refused, and I’m glad I did.” She pats my arm and walks away, her limp barely noticeable, the cane hardly used. 
“Paul,” Dr. Odin says, stepping past Dr. Willis. “Congratulations.” He’s grinning, revealing a significant overbite. His hair is gray at the temples, and his face is severely pockmarked. 
Dr. Shangti, a stern Asian woman, joins him and, unlike Dr. Odin, doesn’t grin. She doesn’t wear earrings or makeup except for dark purplish lipstick. Her black hair is cut in random lengths as if she did it herself without consulting a mirror. 
“You’re our ideal candidate,” Dr. Odin tells me. “By far.” He says this without looking at Jaelyn and Gaige even after Jaelyn crosses her arms, and Gaige utters a small, “Hey.”
“Let’s get started,” the scientist says. “Follow me.” 
“No,” I say, not budging. 
“Excuse me?” 
“First, I have to know about the other candidates.”
“What do you want to know?”
“Kael Roriak, he survived?”
“Yes. Mr. Roriak suffered a bump on the head, nothing else,” Dr. Odin says. “He’s fine.”
That’s good to hear. “What about Rune Sallow, Dax Benderson, and the others? Did they die?” 
“No.” 
“Really?”
“It would be pointless to kill off such promising young people,” Dr. Odin says. “Ms. Rune fell safely into our nets and, other than being shaken up, suffered no injuries.”
“Oh, thank goodness,” Jaelyn says. 
I’m so frickin’ relieved, I feel weak. I didn’t kill Rune after all. I’m not a murderer. But I let her go and thought I was sending her to her death. The fact that the Vessel Selection Committee saved her doesn’t exonerate me.
“The elevator containing the young men,” Dr. Odin continues, “slowed as it passed the first floor and came to a gentle stop by the time it reached the parking garage five stories below. Just like it did the first time with the other candidates.”
“So,” Gaige says, “you just wanted to scare the shit out of us?”
“It was necessary to show the seriousness of the risk you were taking,” Dr. Odin says without a hint of remorse. “More importantly, the winner had to be a survivor.” 
A huge man who looks like he’s been carved out of onyx steps forward. He takes my arm to lead me out of the room.
I yank free as I try to figure out how I can ever trust these people. 
The man’s serious expression doesn’t change; he simply crosses his dark arms. 
“What is it, Paul?” Dr. Odin asks me.
“How can I trust you?” I ask. “You deceived me, us, every step of the way.”
“The Trials are over,” Dr. Odin says. “You’ve passed. You’re the ideal candidate, and we will treat you as such. No more deceptions. I promise.”  
I study his face; his gaze is steady. I glance at Dr. Shangti. She looks at her feet as if she’s suddenly noticed she’s wearing shoes. I turn to Onyx Man. “Is he telling the truth?”
“Of course,” he says without hesitating and without taking his eyes off me. He has a deep baritone voice.
I study him. His quiet, calm demeanor makes me think I can trust him. But even if I am having difficulty trusting the scientists, it doesn’t change a thing. I still want my shot at controlling evil.
I kiss Jaelyn and hug her. She’s trembling. When I pull away, I see that her eyes are filling with tears. I kiss her one last time and then say to Onyx Man and the scientists, “Okay, let’s go.” 
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Onyx Man quickly escorts me down the red carpet to the three gold elevators. I look over my shoulder and past the judges following us to get a glimpse of Jae Bird. She stands close to Gaige; her head is bowed. Gaige has his arm around her hunched shoulders, and he’s whispering in her ear.  
“We’re eager to get this underway,” Dr. Odin tells me as he pushes the elevator’s down button.
“No kidding,” I say.
As we get on the elevator and shift to make room for the judges, Onyx Man motions to my backpack. “I’ll take that. You won’t need it.” 
I hand it over to him, wishing I’d finished off the bottle of water.
He slips the pack over his shoulder and grabs my arm.
“Hey!” I say.
He takes my wristband in both hands and, in one quick motion, rips the band apart. “You don’t need this either.” Onyx holds the pieces of the white band. My wrist feels naked without it, but I’m happy to have it off—no more holograms of dead relatives or unwanted drug injections to worry about. 
We exit the elevator on the ground floor and pass the other gold elevator doors. When we get to the auditorium, I glance in. The large digital clock reads 12:04 a.m., Sunday. A clean-up crew mills around, picking up debris and wiping the room clean. 
We walk by the guard’s circular desk with its bullet holes. It’s vacant. We then push through the metal-grated front doors and out onto the dark street illuminated only by the headlights of five black limousines. 
I’ve never ridden in a limo before. “That’s a lot of limos,” I say.  
Onyx Man opens the door to the second car to let me in. “The first and third cars carry additional bodyguards.” 
“Are you expecting trouble?” 
“You can never be too prepared,” he says. “The judges will ride in the remaining cars.” 
Before I get in, he holds out one enormous hand. “Congratulations, Mr. Salvage. You were impressive.”
“Thanks.” I watch my hand disappear in his. There’s something about this man I like. Wherever they’re taking me, it might be nice to have a friend. “Call me Paul.”
“Oscar Wright,” he says. “Oscar.”
I slide into the limo’s back seat next to a cooler. I can’t believe how large this car is and how comfortable it is. It smells of expensive leather and steak sandwiches. My stomach gurgles. 
Dr. Odin opens the opposite car door and sits next to me. Dr. Shangti takes the front passenger seat, and Oscar gets behind the wheel. 
“Agent Wright headed President Cicero’s Secret Service.” Dr. Odin pats Oscar on his shoulder. “He’s the best there is. President Cicero was kind enough to loan him to us. We’re lucky to have him protect you.”
“Protect me from what?” 
“There are some people who are against the Vessel Project,” Dr. Odin says. “Until their agonistons are extracted, that is.”
“And Agent Wright will also protect you from yourself,” Dr. Shangti adds, looking at me over her shoulder. 
“Excuse me?” I say. 
“There might be some . . . complications once the agonistons are implanted.” 
Dr. Odin scowls at her, then turns to me, “But we don’t anticipate any serious, long-lasting issues. And once you’ve acclimated to the agonistons, you won’t need a bodyguard. You’ll be fine, and the world will be a peaceful place.”
I hope he’s right. Anyway, it’s pretty cool that I’ll have my own bodyguard. But if Oscar is the best of the best, where was he when the bomb killed President Cicero’s family? I can’t help myself; I have to ask, “The day of the ice cream parlor bombing—“ 
“I was out of the country,” Oscar interrupts. “The vice president was on a diplomatic mission to the war-torn southern countries. The president . . . insisted I accompany him. The VP was in more danger there than the president was at a birthday party, or so it seemed. It’s the biggest regret of my life.”
As the caravan starts down the street, Dr. Odin opens the cooler, revealing wrapped sandwiches and bottled water. I gladly take the food and water. 
“Where are we going?” I ask between bites. 
“To a secret government installation,” Dr. Odin says.
I glance at him to see if he’s trying to be funny, but he doesn’t smile. “How far is it?” 
“A little over three hours.”
“Why not fly? Take helicopters?” I ask.
“You’ll see.”
“O-kay.” I have so many questions about devil particles and the extraction and, most importantly, the implantation. I’ve done some research, but much of the information is classified. I wonder how much Dr. Odin is willing and able to tell me. “How do devil particles affect people?” I ask.
He hesitates before answering as if deciding how much he should say. “Agonistons alter normal physiology so that reactions become pugnacious, combative,” he says.
“Antagonistic,” I add.
“That’s correct. For instance, when you’re irritated with your father but don’t know why, agonistons are at work.”
“And only humans have agonistons?” I ask. 
“Yes. They play on the homo sapiens’ psyche, causing us to lie, cheat, steal, and more, though it’s not entirely clear why. We just know that without them, there would be no moral evil.”
Dr. Shangti turns to look at me. “Though natural evil—earthquakes, hurricanes, diseases—will unfortunately still exist after the extraction.” 
That’s exactly what Dad told me when cancer was killing my mother.
“What about our survival instinct?” I ask. “Would eliminating our agonistons suppress that?” 
“I’m not sure I’m following you,” Dr. Odin says.
“You know that old moral dilemma,” I say. “A man’s family is starving, so he steals a loaf of bread. People committing immoral acts to survive. Are you telling me that without agonistons, we won’t be able to do that?” 
“What you have to understand, Paul,” he says, “without agonistons, there won’t be any moral dilemmas. That’s the beauty of this. To use your example, without evil in the world, there won’t be starvation and, therefore, no need to steal.”
That answer seems way too easy. A world without moral dilemmas, is that even possible? “It’s hard to believe.”
“You were probably too young to remember,” Dr. Odin says, “but we were without devil particles for a month before the Evil Elimination Disaster. World hunger was quickly becoming a thing of the past.”
“I guess what I’m asking is, what will people be like without devil particles?” I was only eight when they extracted devil particles from everyone, including me. I don’t remember behaving any differently, but my mother was softer—not affectionate, not tender—but not as hard or cold.
“Everyone will be peaceful, content, and happy,” he says.
It sounds like a fairy tale. I’ll believe it when I see it. 
“So, how are devil particles extracted?” I ask, finishing the last of my sandwich.
“Drs. Luc and Kathryn Bellamy not only discovered agonistons,” Dr. Odin says, “but realized the particles had unique charges. Based upon their findings, they created a device with a high energy electromagnetic field designed to attract only agonistons.”
“The Bellamy Extractor,” I say. “I remember walking through one of those and feeling tingly all over.”
“Yes, that was during that first extraction. The second extraction is happening right now as we speak.” He points out the rear window. 
The night sky is bright with lights from hundreds, or maybe thousands, of airplanes. I hear the distant hum of their engines. This explains why we couldn’t take helicopters.
“Those planes are equipped with high-intensity Bellamy Extractors,” Dr. Odin says as the humming gets louder. “Just one pass can accommodate tens of thousands of people. It’s much more efficient than the full-body scanners.”
“How can you be sure that all the devil particles are extracted from everyone?” I ask. 
Oscar slams on the brakes. My body strains against seatbelt. The empty sandwich wrapper flies off my lap.
“Sorry,” Oscar says. He waves an angry fist at a creeper who has stepped in front of the limo. “Should’ve run him over.”
“Oscar,” Dr. Shangti scolds as she massages her neck. 
Our headlights illuminate the hairy, filthy man. He stares at us through the limo’s windshield. When he doesn’t budge, a city guard jogs over. They argue. The bum shoves the guard. The guard raises his rifle and aims it at the man’s head. The creeper screams insults. I close my eyes, afraid I might see creeper brains splattered on the windshield. 
The bum’s cuss words are lost in the drone of the airplane engines. I look out the car window and watch the planes fly directly overhead. It’s an awesome sight—the night sky filled with hundreds of airplanes flying in perfect formation.
I wait for a tingly sensation. It doesn’t come. I feel drained and lethargic, but it could be exhaustion from the Trials. I also feel oddly content, happy even. Maybe it’s finally sinking in that I won?  
I notice the creeper has stopped yelling, and there’s no gunfire. The man looks dazed. He holds out his hand. The guard lowers his gun, shakes the creeper’s hand, and waves him on. The bum comes over to the driver’s side window, apologizes, and ambles off. 
Creepers aren’t known for their apologies.
As the limo continues down the street, Dr. Shangti looks over her shoulder at me. “The new extractors are incredibly efficient,” she says. “Our agonistons have been extracted. We’re now clean.” She’s smiling for the first time since I met her. Her tone has lost its snarky edge. “We’ve equipped planes with BellEx 2s. They can sweep the electromagnetic field across hundreds of miles, collecting the agonistons. Though, of course, it’s more technical than that.”
“Our devil particles are really gone?” I ask, glancing at my hands. “They’re on the planes? In the extractors?”
“For the time being,” Dr. Shangti answers. “The extractors are equipped with forcefield-protected graphene containers. Those containers will be safely stored at the facility until your implantation.”
I study my hands and wiggle my fingers. I don’t know what I expected them to look like, but they look the same. I touch my face. There’s stubble on my chin, but the contours of my face haven’t changed. I do feel different, though, lighter. The feeling of lightness is a hundred times stronger than when I forgave my mother. It’s like I’ve lost 20 pounds of anger, anxiety, bitterness, and doubt.  
“Are planes extracting evil from all over the world?” I ask Dr. Shangti. “Right now?”
“They’re currently in the western hemisphere,” she says, “and will cover the rest of the globe over the next two days. It’s imperative we extract at night.” 
“Why?” 
“As Dr. Odin mentioned,” she says. “There has been resistance.” 
“It’s because of the Evil Elimination Disaster,” Dr. Odin adds, loosening his tie and unbuttoning the top button of his shirt. “Which, of course, was an unfortunate incident.” 
That’s an understatement. 
“If the devil particles can blow up that supposedly impenetrable bunker”—I picture a mushroom cloud—“how can you be sure they won’t blow me up, too?” 
“There’s a substance within complex biological organisms that confines the agonistons,” Dr. Shangti says. 
“Which is what?”
She looks at Dr. Odin with an eyebrow raised.
“The soul,” Dr. Odin says. 
“Really?” Proof of the existence of a soul? I wish Dad could hear this. 
Dr. Shangti shakes her head. 
“It’s not the soul?” 
“It’s Dr. Odin’s theory, not mine,” she corrects. “As an atheist, I don’t believe in souls.” 
“The important point,” Dr. Odin adds, “is what has been proven. Human beings have the ability to contain large amounts of agonistons.”
“You’ve used human test subjects?” I ask.
“Naturally.”
“Where did you get them?”
“From a variety of Capital City neighborhoods.” 
“Including my neighborhood?” 
“Yes.”
We always assumed the drop in crime was due to Dad’s People of Peace Initiative, but maybe they’d extracted devil particles from criminals and creepers in our neighborhood? If so, we might have given Dad too much credit. “Did those people give you their permission?”
“Of course,” Dr. Odin says. “And they were given adequate compensation. Obviously, we couldn’t implant all the world’s agonistons into one of the subjects. So, we’ve run hundreds of computer models to simulate a human with all the agonistons. They’ve concluded that one human being is capable of such a feat. The scientific community is in complete agreement on this.”
And I’ll be the one to either prove or disprove those computer results. “What happened to the test subjects?” I ask. “Did they die?”
“Some did before we could safely extract the implanted particles,” Dr. Shangti admits. “Others became ill when we extracted the particles too quickly.”
“But that won’t be a problem in your case,” Dr. Odin says. “We won’t be extracting what we’re implanting in you.” He chuckles. I chuckle, too, which isn’t like me. Maybe it’s because I’m so exhausted? Or because I don’t have devil particles? 
Dr. Odin adds, “Keep in mind, none of the test subjects were as young and as healthy as you are.”  
A few years ago, the media reported a sudden, undisclosed virus. It killed a lot of older adults. The authorities shut down all the Retiree Residences, including the one in our neighborhood where I volunteered. Was it really a virus, or did they use the elderly as test subjects along with criminals and creepers? I guess a government that pays body snatchers to kidnap young adults and force them to fight its wars wouldn’t hesitate to experiment on older adults.
“Those ‘subjects’ may not have been as young and healthy as me,” I say, “but they also weren’t implanted with all the agonistons in the world.” 
“We’re very confident you’ll survive the procedure,” Dr. Shangti says. 
“Otherwise,” Dr. Odin adds, “why would we put so much time and expense into finding you, the perfect vessel?”
Is he mocking me? I study his face. His expression is resolute. 
“Why just one human?” I ask, thinking it’d be nice to share the load. “Wouldn’t it make sense to use several people?”
Dr. Shangti turns her attention back to the road ahead. 
Dr. Odin shifts in his seat. Finally, he clears his throat and says, “We discussed it at length. Dr. Shangti and I advocated for spreading the wealth, so to speak. Eventually, we were overruled by . . . oh well, that doesn’t matter. What matters is we have our Vessel, our perfect Vessel.” He pats me on the leg. 
I wish I were as confident as he is. I wonder who overruled the top two Vessel scientists in the world. Who would have that kind of power? The only person I can think of is President Cicero.
Our caravan of limos leaves the city limits. I can’t see much of anything out the window, just the dark shapes of trees and steep hills and the small stretch of road illuminated by the cars’ headlights. Staring into nothingness, I find it hard to keep my eyes open. There are so many things I still want to ask Dr. Odin—I want to be prepared for what they’ll do to me—but I am exhausted. Every part of my body is heavy, especially my eyelids.
I close my eyes and let my head fall back on the seat. The gentle sway of the car’s motion and its tires purring on the highway lull me to sleep. 
I’m kissing Jae Bird. Her lips are soft and taste not sweet from her strawberry lip balm but salty from her tears. My hands run through her long, red hair, flowing free from her braid. They catch on something. I wear a ring on my left hand, and it’s snagged on a creamy white veil cascading around Jaelyn’s head. She laughs and helps untangle me. It’s our wedding day, and Jaelyn is crying tears of joy.  
Gaige stands to my left. He’s wearing a charcoal gray suit which matches mine. Both he and the suit look freshly laundered, and I realize, for the first time, how good-looking he is, even with the scars on his face. He whistles and applauds, as does everyone else in the packed church. 
Jaelyn looks up at me and beams, exposing that one crooked tooth. As we walk hand-in-hand, our dress shoes sinking into the plush red carpet runner, Dad stops us and pulls us into a hug. Pink and red rose petals fall from the church’s rafters as a string quartet plays “Ode to Joy.” It’s so perfect, too perfect?
Something jostles me awake. It takes me a second to realize I’m in a government car and am not married to Jaelyn. I want more than anything to go back to that dream, which is a first for me. I’ve never wanted to revisit my dreams because they’re always nightmares. Until now. Maybe my lack of agonistons means my nightmares are gone? I’d be okay with that. 
I glance at Dr. Odin. He’s looking out his window into the darkness. 
The limo takes a wide turn, bumping me against the door. Ahead, the first limo is pulling up to a guardhouse. The light over it illuminates the tall pines and rock formations on either side of the drive. I turn around. There’s only one car behind us.
“Where are the two other limos?” I ask.
“They took the scientists home.” Dr. Odin’s voice is muffled. “For the time being, most of our scientists live in the surrounding towns.” 
As we pull up to the guardhouse, a guard steps out, approaches our car, and speaks to Oscar. Their words are muffled, too, as if they’re talking through cotton. Then I realize my ears are clogged. I swallow, and they clear. 
When we left the city, we headed west, and Dr. Odin said it’d be a three-hour drive. Unless we changed direction while I was sleeping, we should now be in the mountains. The low pressure from the higher elevation must have blocked my ears. 
The guard nods at Oscar, and we continue on.
After two or three winding miles, the road dead-ends at a wall of boulders. Was there an avalanche? Just as I assume Oscar will turn the car around, the boulder wall divides to reveal a long, brightly lit tunnel. Cool.
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We follow the lead limousine through the winding tunnel into the mountains. After half a mile, the tunnel opens up into a vast garage. It’s easily the size of a football field and has spaces for more vehicles than I’ve ever seen. Only a handful of the spaces are occupied, reminding me it’s around three o’clock in the morning.  
The first limo parks next to a bank of elevators, and Oscar pulls behind it.
I’m not thrilled to see elevators.  
“Here we are,” Dr. Odin says, getting out of the car. “Your new home.”
My new home? I figured I’d be here for a week or two while they process me. Maybe even a couple of months until they’re sure it’s safe to return me to society. But once I’ve got everything under control, I’ll move back home with Dad. They can’t keep me here forever, can they? 
I exit the limo and shake out my legs. The bodyguards have left their cars and stand nearby, their eyes scanning the garage.
“Are the guards still necessary?” I ask Oscar. “No one has devil particles. There’s no danger, right?”
“Force of habit,” he says.
Dr. Odin walks around the car and joins us.
“How long will I have to stay here?” I ask him.
“Let’s just take it one day at a time.” 
“I’ll be able to go home, though, right?” 
“This way, Paul,” Dr. Shangti says, taking me by the elbow and steering me toward the elevator doors. 
“Down the Rabbit Hole.” Dr. Odin’s reference to Alice in Wonderland should unnerve me. Wasn’t everyone in Wonderland mad? But I notice I’m not bothered by it, just curious and pretty chill. 
The elevator doors open, revealing a pristine glass elevator with no dents, scratches, or blood stains. Thank God. Dr. Shangti leads me inside. Dr. Odin and Oscar file in behind us. 
The elevator descends smoothly—no jerking us around. It’s dark outside the glass walls, reflecting our images. I look like shit. My hair is greasy and matted to my head like a helmet. My T-shirt and hoodie are stained and torn. There’s blood on my jeans where I wiped my scratched palms. My eyes are sunken and lifeless as if I’ve been in a war, which I suppose I have. 
The numbers above the door blink 30, 25, 20. The air pressure makes my ears pop. When we get to 15, the exterior of the elevator lightens. Now I can see the white, yellow, and red craggy rock walls that surround us. Some of the rocks are speckled with crystals. 
When we reach the 10th floor, the elevator slows. We gently slide out of the rock tunnel and into an enormous cave. Looking down, I see trees and lamp posts lining the banks of a lake. How do they get trees to grow without sunlight and soil? Light from the lamps sparkles on the water. Rowboats are tied to a pier. A bridge connects the shore to an island dotted with picnic tables and covered with plants. They may be wildflowers, but I can’t be sure in the limited amount of light. 
Glass buildings three and four stories tall are built directly into rock walls surrounding the lake. Their roofs and windows are uneven, depending on where they meet the slope of the cave. Most of the buildings are dark. In one window, a computer screen illuminates a figure hunched over a desk.
This glass city appears much too delicate to contain evil. 
“Trees?” I ask. “In a cave?”
“Particle physicists aren’t the only scientists working here,” Dr. Shangti says.  
The elevator glides to a stop. When the doors open and no dead relatives greet us, I’m relieved. I step out expecting a damp, dirt floor and an earthy smell, but the floor is paved with limestone and quartzite stones. The pathway is lined with moss and feathery ferns, and the cave smells like a greenhouse.
“This is incredible.” I’ve lived in a bleak, gray-and-brown world for most of my life. Even in this dim lamplight, the rich colors are astounding. I wish Jae Bird were here to see this. “This must be an amazing place to work.”
“And live, eventually,” Dr. Odin adds. “We’re in the process of making Penchi fully sustainable.”
“Penchi?”
“The Delaware/Lenape Indian name for cave,” Dr. Odin explains. 
“Penchi was discovered centuries ago,” Dr. Shangti says. “With the nuclear war threat in the mid-1900s, the government installed ventilation and electrical systems, making Penchi a fallout shelter for high-level government employees.”
“Because of the Evil Elimination Disaster,” Dr. Odin says, “we’ve upgraded it to the city you see today. We were working on converting Penchi into a permanent dwelling in the event of a nuclear war. Of course, with you as Vessel, nuclear war will never be a threat.”  
“This place is enormous,” I say. “It’s overkill, don’t you think? I mean, only 10 people at a time can be together.”
“Penchi is exempt from the Anti-Assembly Law.”
“How can that be?”
“Everyone is completely vetted. There’s no threat of violence down here.”  
I follow the scientists, assuming we’ll go into the first glass office building, but they veer into a rock crevice between the buildings. In this mini-cave, the light from a ceiling fixture reflects off a handleless steel door. Dr. Odin places his palm on a box beside it. After a few seconds, the door slides open. 
“Phew,” he says. “We were worried the scanner wouldn’t recognize us without our agonistons.”
As we step inside, the door behind us slides shut. It’s another damned elevator. It descends 10 stories and then opens into a small foyer closed off by a pair of steel doors. I hope these lead to something other than an elevator. 
The steel doors open to reveal not an elevator but another tunnel. A cold tunnel. I doubt the temperature is more than 50 degrees. I shiver.
“The technical engineers found this secondary cave system when they installed the heating and cooling systems,” Dr. Odin says. “It’s perfect for our laboratories.” 
Bright ceiling lights illuminate the rocky corridor’s damp, sand-colored stone walls, which wind away from us into darkness. A cluster of small stalactites hangs from the ceiling in tan, white, and red shades. It’s a super-cool hallway for a laboratory and a little spooky.  
I can’t imagine living in this cold 24 hours a day. It’d be like living in a refrigerator. “It’s cold down here.” 
“Only in the hallways,” Dr. Odin tells me. “The rooms are heated. This central hall is called Main Street. Watch your head; the ceiling dips periodically.” 
A motion sensor picks up our movements and lights the pathway. 
“From 11:00 p.m. until 5:00 a.m., the lights are motion activated,” Dr. Odin explains. “They remain lit the rest of the time.”
The tunnel winds around stalagmites and rocky columns where stalactites join stalagmites. Sometimes, the passageway is so narrow that we have to walk single file. I look over my shoulder at Oscar, wondering if he’ll get stuck in the constricted spaces. He shimmies through. 
We pass metal doors labeled Records, Research & Development; Particle Lab; Central Testing; and Data. The doors are built directly into the sandstone walls, and I wonder what the rooms are like. 
Dr. Odin stops in front of the door labeled Particle Lab. “This is where we completed the Bellamys’ work. Conducting the research below ground was probably over-cautious since we’ve never had an issue, not even a computer breakdown.”
“It was a necessary precaution,” Dr. Shangti admits. “Considering the explosion at the Bellamy Lab.” 
The explosion that killed Jaelyn’s parents. No one’s sure what caused the blast. Experts found traces of ammonium nitrate and fuel oil, but that wasn’t unusual. Jaelyn’s father used ammonium nitrate in freezing mixtures to lower the temperature of his experiments. And there was fuel oil in the backup generator. 
The media hinted that Jaelyn’s father was negligent and caused the explosion. Jaelyn never believed the rumors. She said her father was famous for what his colleagues described as his “meticulous adherence to safety protocols.” Jae said he was obsessive about it.  
When we come to an intersection, Dr. Odin points to a dark tunnel leading off to our left. “Our generator, pump, natural gas line, and utility room are down there. No need to show you that.” He then motions to the righthand tunnel. “Our small cafeteria is this way, and so is the gym.”
“Gym?”
“Dr. Shangti refused to work here without it.” Dr. Odin chuckles.
“True,” Dr. Shangti agrees.
“You’ll be able to make good use of it, Paul,” Dr. Odin says. “Would you like to see it now?”
“No. I’m beat.” 
“Of course,” he says. 
We continue around a bend and come to a door on the left marked Examination and two doors on the right labeled Observation and Vessel Trials Champion. We stop in front of the champion’s door. My door.
“This is your room,” Dr. Odin says. “Later today, we’ll change the nameplate to read Paul Salvage.”  
I notice the tunnel continues a short distance and then turns sharply to the right. “What’s down there?” I ask. 
“The Implantation Room,” Dr. Shangti answers.  
Dr. Odin opens my door. The 12-by-12-foot room has a domed, 10-foot-high ceiling and an antiseptic smell. Unlike the hallway, the walls, ceiling, and floor are white. I step in, the floor has a bounce to it, and I immediately start warming up. It must be at least 15 degrees warmer in here than in the hall. I touch the nearest wall. It’s spongy. 
“We’ve insulated the walls and floor with polyurethane foam,” Dr. Odin says. “For your protection.”
“My protection?”
“Once the agonistons were implanted in test subjects,” Dr. Shangti says, “some of the subjects lost control but regained it within minutes. Because of the sheer volume of agonistons . . . Well, we’re playing it safe.”
Do they think I’ll go crazy? I picture myself screaming wildly and running headlong into the walls—my own private rubber room. 
There’s a bed with a pillow, crisp white sheets, and a light blue blanket. A white jumpsuit is laid out on the bed. Next to the bed is a small table; its edges are covered in plastic casings. Both pieces of furniture are bolted to the floor. To the right of the bed is a bathroom. 
“There’s running water?” I ask.
“Our engineers designed an elaborate pumping system,” Dr. Odin says. “It provides fresh water and waste treatment.” 
A large Plexiglass window is embedded in the wall on the opposite side of the room. The window’s curtains are drawn. 
“What’s behind the curtains?” 
“That’s the Observation Room,” Dr. Odin says. “Once you’ve been implanted, we’ll observe you around the clock.”
“Homey.”
“We’ve provided you with fresh clothes.” He points to the jumpsuit. “I imagine you’d like to shower and get some sleep.”
I can’t wait to take off my filthy clothes and wash away the grime of the Trials. And then sleep. I feel like I could sleep for days. But what about the implantation? 
“Are you hungry?” Dr. Odin asks. “Thirsty? Is there anything you need?”
“I’m good. When’s the implantation?” 
“Tuesday,” Dr. Shangti says, “at noon.”
I’m relieved I don’t have to go through the procedure now. I could sleep standing up.
“It’ll take the next two days to collect all the world’s agonistons,” Dr. Odin tells me. 
“As long as there are no complications,” Dr. Shangti mutters. Dr. Odin gives her a stern look.
“Complications?” I ask. 
“It’s nothing you should worry about,” he says.
I glance at Dr. Shangti. 
“Some people, those who are resisting the Vessel Project, need convincing,” she admits. “They’re concerned about a repeat disaster, which is irrational—it’ll never happen.”
“Their reluctance is a moot point,” Dr. Odin says. “They’re in the path of our extracting planes.”
“So, they don’t have a choice?” Honestly, I don’t know why anyone would want to keep their devil particles, but it doesn’t seem right not to give people a choice. I suppose if they let people choose, that defeats the purpose of ridding the world of evil, right? 
He ignores my question. “Today, we want you to rest. Sleep as long as you need to.”
“Can I call my dad?”
“Of course,” Dr. Shangti says. “After the implantation.” 
“Why wait?” I ask. 
She hesitates and then admits, “We know your father would prefer you weren’t the Vessel. We don’t want to give him the opportunity to talk you out of going through with the implantation. Reverend Salvage can be very persuasive.”
“I won’t change my mind.” 
“That’s good to hear, Paul,” Dr. Odin says. “Rest assured; your father has been informed of your victory.”
“What did he say?” I ask.
“He was very proud,” Dr. Odin replies. 
“Monday, we’ll give you a thorough physical exam,” Dr. Shangti says. “We’ll also take blood and urine samples and run them through the lab. We want to ensure you’re in perfect health.”
I’m torn between wanting to get the evil implantation over with and delaying it as long as possible. During the physical, will they be able to detect the concussion I had just a few days ago? Will they disqualify me if they know I blacked out? It shouldn’t be a problem, I reassure myself; I only blacked out that one time. 
The scientists walk toward the door. “Goodnight, Paul,” Dr. Odin says as he closes it behind them. 
I pick up the jumpsuit and head into the bathroom. White cotton towels hang over a stainless-steel toilet. The sink and shower stall, with a plexiglass door, are also made of stainless steel. There’s a small mirror. I knock on it. Unbreakable glass. 
I smile wearily at my reflection. The dimple on my right cheek appears, reminding me of Asher. My half-brother. How would he have handled the Trials? Would he have sacrificed himself to save Rune and the rest of us? Or would he have come up with some other, better alternative? I’m pretty sure Asher would have found a way to beat me. I wish he had been given the chance. 
Tears stream down my face, and I crumple to the soft, polyurethane floor. I start to bawl. I can’t help it. It’s as if I’ve suppressed my grief to get through the competition. Now that I’ve made it, grief takes over. I cry myself to sleep just as I did during the first Trial. 
My body twitches and I bump my head on something cold, waking me. I see my distorted reflection in the shiny base of the toilet. Slowly, I push myself up from the floor. It takes great effort to peel off my clothes and get in the shower. The hot water soothes me even as I watch diluted blood swirl down the drain.
I towel off and pull on the jumpsuit. There are no zippers or buttons—only Velcro holds the cotton together. It’s one of those materials—fleece?—that’s surprisingly soft. 
I stagger to the bed and collapse on it. As I drift off, I can’t get over how soft this jumpsuit is. A softness I’d be happy to die in. 
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When I wake, I have one hell of a headache. I glance around the room at the padded walls and floor. My Penchi bedroom. How long have I been out? I glance at the clock—6:28 p.m., Sunday. I slept for almost 14 hours. With all that sleep, why is my head pounding? Maybe it’s because I’m starving.  
I try to take in the reality of being here. Am I actually going to give my body over to science? Become a walking experiment? Then I picture the world as it is and imagine what it would be like without evil. No more wars, no need for guards on every corner, no creepers to avoid, no murdered brothers. And I’m the one who can make this happen. 
Someone knocks. “Come in.”
A pretty nurse pushes through the door, carrying a tray of food and a laptop. “Good evening, Mr. Salvage,” she says. “I hope you slept well.”
My stomach growls at the smell of grilled cheese and tomato soup. 
“I’m Ione. Your primary nurse.” Her brown hair is pulled in a tight ponytail and she wears a neon-pink nurse’s smock over white slacks. My guess is she’s about 30. 
“How are you feeling?” she asks.
“I don’t think I moved.” 
“I bet.” She sets the tray on the bedside table and the laptop next to me on the bed. “Congratulations on your win.” She beams at me—my first groupie.
“Thank you.”
“If you’d rather have something else to eat,”—she gestures to the food—“we can get it for you. We have an incredible chef. He can make you anything you like. Just name it.”
“Grilled cheese and tomato soup are my favorite,” I say. 
“I’d heard that.” She smiles.
What else does Ione know about me? I expect a nurse to review my medical records, but I’m a little surprised that she’d know my favorite food—that’s not really medically relevant. But then I suppose the Vessel Selection Committee shared all my application records with the staff here, and once I won, the staff probably tried to discover everything they could about me. It would have been easy enough to ask Dad what my favorite food is. 
“After dinner,” Ione says, “we want you to relax. Feel free to watch a movie or read a book.” She opens the laptop. “We’ve got an excellent library.”
“Games?” I ask. “Street Clean-Up?”
“No, I’m sorry. This computer doesn’t have access to the internet. Okay then, I’ll let you get to it. Enjoy.” She leaves before I can ask her why they won’t let me browse the web. But would I want to if I had the chance? There are probably recaps of the Trials blasted everywhere. I don’t want to relive that. 
I dip the sandwich into the soup and take a bite. It’s really, really good. 
The first time I had grilled cheese and tomato soup, I was 11 and hanging out at Jaelyn’s house. Her aunt was gone, as usual, so Jae Bird cooked dinner. She made bread from scratch and scraped together what she could find in the cupboards and fridge. She used every pan and utensil. 
The stove was littered with smashed tomato guts, the countertops were white with flour, and the floor was slick from the heavy cream she spilled. I slipped in the cream and skidded into her, knocking the wooden spoon out of her hand. Red soup splattered all over the cabinets. 
When Jaelyn finished cooking, there were gobs of cheese in her braid and tomato stains on her white T-shirt—the kitchen looked like a war zone.   
When I teased her about the mess, she told me the best chefs in the world were messy. After eating her sandwich, I told her she must be the messiest chef in the world. We jokingly say that was the moment we fell in love.
When I went home after dinner that night, I told my mother that grilled cheese with tomato soup was my favorite. Mother cooked it many times, but only when I wasn’t around.
Wait a minute, that’s not true. She did make it one stormy night a few months after Jaelyn had made it for me. I remember Dad was relaxing in his favorite wingback chair in the living room, reading a classic. Asher and I sat cross-legged on the rug on opposite sides of the coffee table, playing board games. Logs crackled and popped as they burned in the fireplace. Icy rain pelted the window, but the fire warmed the room and gave it a soft glow. 
Mother surprised us when she brought out a tray loaded with grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup. I couldn’t believe it. As I ate, I felt cozy, safe, and . . . loved. 
Why hadn’t I remembered that before? Why do I remember it now? Does forgiving my mother have something to do with it? Or is it the lack of devil particles?
Thinking too much makes my head pound harder. I finish off my first Penchi meal, hoping that will help. My headache does ease up, but my mind still spins. In less than 48 hours, I’ll have all the world’s evil inside me. Will my body be able to handle it? Will my mind? 
I want to do something to take my mind off the implantation, so I open the computer and search the vast movie selection. I skip thrillers—I’ve had enough thrills to last me the rest of my life. And I’m definitely not up for horror. I pick one of Jaelyn’s favorite romantic comedies, the one I tease her about whenever we watch it. She’ll laugh when I tell her that’s the movie I selected. I’m hoping this rom-com will be a fun distraction. Or is it that my tastes have changed since the extraction? 
I start to drift off as the movie ends. I can’t believe I’m still so tired after I slept the day away. I set the computer aside, then crawl under the covers. I fall asleep, picturing myself combing a yellow glob of melted cheese out of Jaelyn’s long, red hair. 
[image: image-placeholder]Ione wakes me early Monday morning. My headache is gone, but I’m feeling uneasy. I’m one day closer to implantation. I don’t have any doubts about going through with it, but I am anxious about the procedure. Will all those devil particles hurt? 
I spend all day and most of the night in Central Testing getting poked, prodded, sampled, and massaged. Dr. Shangti is relentless. Her snarky tone is back, and she doesn’t smile. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think she’d had her devil particles re-implanted. 
Dr. Shangti and her staff give me EKGs, CAT scans, and MRIs, wave wands over me, hook me up to machines, make me run on the treadmill, take numerous blood samples, and even give me a shave. When they feed me high-nutrient pellets—super bland, I miss that grilled cheese—my transformation into a human guinea pig is complete. 
At midnight, I trudge down the cave’s hallways, ducking around stalactites, to my room. I wonder if I’ll be able to sleep. 
[image: image-placeholder]Tuesday morning, after a restless night, I eat more nutrient pellets while checking out the Penchi library on my laptop. The devil particle implantation is only a few hours away, and I’m hoping for a distraction. But I’m so nervous; the words and images swim across the screen. I can’t focus, and my head aches. 
I set the computer aside, lie on my bed, and stare at the ceiling. There’s a hairline crack in the white polyurethane, and it hits me that I’m lying under thousands of tons of quartz and limestone. My mind goes back to the Trials and the shaking, collapsing cafeteria. I can hear Kael’s screams.
Someone knocks on the door, startling me. “Come in.” 
Dr. Odin leads Dr. Shangti in, who carries her clipboard. A large stack of papers is attached to it, and they’re pale green. Does the color mean I’m good to go?
“The results,” Dr. Shangti says. “But before I show them to you, I want to confirm that your medical history is accurate.” She pulls out several white sheets of paper. I recognize them. They’re the medical history forms I completed when I applied to the Vessel Trials. 
“Please take your time to ensure you’ve included everything,” Dr. Shangti says, handing the clipboard to me. “It’s vitally important.” 
It’s hard for my eyes to focus and my brain to concentrate, so it takes me a long time to read through all seven pages. When I get to the last page and the section that asks for additional medical information, which I left blank, I think about my concussion. 
“There’s something I should add.” I hand the forms back to her. Then I blurt out, “Last Tuesday, a week ago, I fell down our stairs at home and blacked out.” 
“You’re kidding.” Dr. Shangti frowns. 
“How long were you unconscious?” Dr. Odin asks.
“I’m not sure.” 
“Why did you fall?”  
“I must have tripped.”
“Has anything like that happened to you before?”
“No.”
“Headaches?” Dr. Shangti asks.
“Yeah,” I say. “I had a bad headache when I came to.”
“Any headaches since then?” she asks, making notes on the form.
“During the Trials, but I was severely dehydrated.” I glare at her and Dr. Odin. “And I’ve got one right now, but I think that’s because I’m nervous about the implantation.”
“What about any lightheadedness?” Dr. Shangti asks. “Any confusion?”
“Yes, during the competition,” I say. “None of us ate or drank anything for the first 30 hours of the Trials.” 
Dr. Shangti ignores this and asks, “How are you feeling now?” 
“Good, except for the mild headache.”
She turns to Dr. Odin. “We can’t use him.”
“Now hang on,” Dr. Odin says. “The headache is most likely a tension headache, as Paul said. It’s probably just nerves.” 
“I am nervous,” I admit. “And I’m scared, but I want to go through with it. I want nothing more in the world than to be the Vessel.” 
“We’ll have to discuss this,” Dr. Odin says. As he leads Dr. Shangti out the door, I hear her mutter, “There’s nothing to discuss. We’ll have to find another Vessel. This one is unacceptable.” 
Minutes turn into an hour, and I know that’s it. It’s over. They’ll crown Jaelyn the Vessel, and she’ll be implanted with all the world’s evil. I shudder. 
After an hour and 27 minutes, the scientists return, followed by President Stark Cicero. I’m totally surprised to see her. 
I stand as she walks into the room. She smiles broadly, showing off perfectly straight, white teeth. Neither scientist looks happy. Is it because of their decision or because the president is here?
“Paul,” President Cicero says, switching her cane to her left hand and reaching out her right.
“Madam President.” I shake her hand this time. “I didn’t know you’d be here.”
“I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” 
This seems like an odd response. I like to think she’s expecting this to go well, with no complications, but even so, I’m guessing I’ll get real sick. Other than scientists and sadists, who would want to watch that? 
Dr. Shangti shoves her clipboard at me. “Sign here.” She points to a line under the amended section. Stamped diagonally across the top in bold, black letters is the word “Approved.” I’m excited and scared at the same time. If I tried to speak, the words would come out in a high squeak, so I simply nod, sign at the bottom, and hand back the paperwork.
“President Cicero and I have pointed out to Dr. Shangti,” Dr. Odin says, “you’ve passed all our tests many times. If the concussion had any ill effects on you, we would have spotted it.”
Dr. Shangti says, “His headache.” 
“We won’t be able to give you anything for your headache,” Dr. Odin concedes. “And there’s a good chance the implantation will exacerbate it. However, we’d rather not wait. The agonistons are securely stored, but we’re uncertain how long the container will be able to hold them.”
“A month,” Dr. Shangti says.
Dr. Odin ignores her. “Time is of the essence. If your headache becomes worse, turns into a migraine, you’ll be here, in one of the best medical facilities in the world.”
“The agonistons will put enormous stress on your mind and body, Paul,” Dr. Shangti says. “Migraines might be the least of it. If your untreated concussion should develop into a brain bleed after implantation, you’ll likely die.”
Way to sugarcoat it, Doctor.
“Enough,” President Cicero says. 
There’s an uncomfortable silence.
“In any case,” Dr. Odin finally says, “we’re leaving it up to you, Paul. We’re willing to take a chance on you. Well, Dr. Shangti isn’t quite on board, but the rest of the team is, as is President Cicero. We’ll understand if you’d like to reconsider.”
Until he said these words, I didn’t think I had a choice, not after they’d put all that time and money into the Vessel Trials. I can hear my dad pleading with me not to go through with it.
If I decline, then what? Go home and continue working with Dad? Marry Jaelyn in a few years? Get a place of our own? Have a couple of red-headed kids and a dog? 
Can I have any of that if I’m the Vessel? 
“Once I’m the Vessel, will I be able to lead a normal life? Get married? Live in that mansion Dr. Huginn promised?” 
“Eventually, maybe,” Dr. Odin says.
“But there are no guarantees,” Dr. Shangti admits.
I consider asking them what my chances are of surviving the implantation. I mean, what’s the point if I just die? But I don’t think they know the answer. Then I realize that even if my chances were poor, it wouldn’t make a difference. 
“Let’s do it.”
“Very good,” Dr. Odin says. 
“That’s terrific, Paul.” President Cicero claps me on the back. “I knew we made the right choice.” 
Dr. Shangti shakes her head, but I see a hint of a smile. I’m guessing she has her doubts but is excited to get this grand experiment started.  
“Everything is prepped for the procedure,” Dr. Odin says. “This is it, Paul.” 
Ione enters carrying a fresh jumpsuit, flip-flops, and several towels hermetically sealed in plastic. She also has a black metallic bracelet, which she hands to Dr. Odin.
“You’ll wear this at all times.” He slides the bracelet onto my left wrist and clamps it shut. It’s heavy and cold, much more substantial than the wristbands we wore during the Trials. There’s no clasp or fastener or thicker piece in the middle. It’s one solid, oval tube.
“A tracking device?” I ask.
“It will track you and monitor your vital signs,” Dr. Odin says, “but its primary purpose is a force field generator. Once we’ve implanted the agonistons in you, we’ll activate it. In the event that something should happen to you—”
“I die?” 
“Yes,” Dr. Shangti says. 
“The force field will keep the agonistons in your body until we can get you to a secure location,” Dr. Odin says.
“The devil particles won’t die when I do?” I ask.
“No.”
I study the bracelet on my wrist. “I’ll have a force field around me for the rest of my life?”
“You’ll be able to do everything you normally do—eat, sleep, shower, swim—”
“What about . . . kissing my girlfriend?”
“Yes, even that.”
“The force field is designed to keep agonistons in,” Dr. Shangti says. “It’ll have no effect on anything else.”
“You won’t even be aware when it’s working,” Dr. Odin adds. 
“Except the band will glow green when the force field is activated,” Dr. Shangti says.
I study the bracelet, amazed at what it can do. This is much better than the giant bubble Gaige envisioned. 
“We’ve scheduled the implantation for noon.” Dr. Odin checks his watch at the same time I check the clock. “In 15 minutes,” he adds unnecessarily. “We’d like you to change into this.” He takes the fresh jumpsuit and flip-flops from the nurse and hands them to me. 
A few minutes later, my flip-flops slap the stone floor as I follow President Cicero, Oscar, Dr. Odin, Dr. Shangti, and Nurse Ione down the cold, winding tunnel to the Implantation Room.
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At the end of the tunnel is a metal door labeled  Implantation Room. Strangely, the door bows outward. 
Oscar folds his arms and stands next to it.
“A problem with the builder?” I ask, breaking the long silence and tension with a lame joke. 
Oscar chuckles.
Dr. Shangti studies the convex door as if she just realized it bulges. She shakes her head. 
Dr. Odin says, “The room is a perfect sphere. An architectural work of genius, really.”
Ione takes a towel out of its plastic wrapping and spreads it on the stone floor in front of the door. She holds out her hand. “Please hand me your flip-flops.” 
I take them off, step on the towel, and give them to her. My sweaty feet stick to the soft terry cloth. 
“Careful when you enter the room; there’s quite a slope,” Dr. Odin warns me. “You can stand or sit, whichever is most comfortable. Personally, I’d lie down and pray.” He chuckles. 
President Cicero gives him a stern look. 
“Okay, that was a poor attempt at humor, sorry,” he admits. 
Dr. Shangti shakes her head and then turns to me. “We don’t think you’ll faint, but even so, I’d prefer that you sit.”
“The procedure should take just a few minutes,” Dr. Odin says.
“A few minutes? All the world’s evil?”
“The accumulation of billions of agonistons is smaller than a grain of sand,” Dr. Shangti says as if this should be obvious to everyone.
“The good news is the process won’t take long,” Dr. Odin says. “The bad news—you’ll remain in this chamber for several hours until we’re sure you’re stable.” He pushes a button. The door slides into the wall. Warmth floods from the room out into the chilly tunnel.
“We’ll be in the Observation Room watching you through the hidden camera system,” Dr. Shangti says. “And we can hear and speak to you through the sound system, which is also hidden.”
“Why?”
“We don’t want you to disable them,” she says. 
“Why would I do that?” 
“We don’t know if you would,” she replies. “But some of our test subjects did just that. We lost valuable information. We certainly don’t want that to happen in your case.”
“After we’ve established that you have things under control, that you’ve adapted,” Dr. Odin says, “you’ll be able to return to your room. Soon after that, you can begin your life in Penchi.”
“You mean my stay in Penchi,” I correct. “I’ll go home soon.”
Dr. Shangti starts to speak, but Dr. Odin cuts her off. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
Too nervous to argue, I look through the open door down into the procedure chamber. The room is a perfect sphere, just like Dr. Odin said. It’s also padded with polyurethane and lit with recessed fluorescent lights and is glaringly white. There are no pictures on the concave walls, no warm lamplight, no plush carpeting, no background music. There are no sounds at all, not even the hum of a furnace. A person could go mad in such a sensory-deprived room after only a few minutes, and I might be in there for hours.
I wipe my palms on the legs of my jumpsuit, leaving greasy smears. If I survive this, I’ll never wear white again. 
It’ll be okay, I tell myself; you can handle it. My stomach disagrees, and I start to retch but suppress it with a cough. 
Dr. Shangti shoots me a concerned look. “Are you feeling all right?”
“Just a tickle,” I manage after a second cough and a deep breath. 
“Ready?” Dr. Odin asks.
I nod.
“I’d shake your hand, Paul,” President Cicero says, “but Dr. Shangti has forbidden physical contact. In any case, I wish you good luck.”
“Thanks,” I say. 
As I pass Oscar, he gives me a thumbs-up. I step into the room and have to swing my arms to keep my balance on the sharply sloping floor. When I’m all in, the door slides shut behind me with a whoosh and melds into the wall. No seams. No cracks. No hinges. How is that possible? 
I cling to the slope with my feet and toes, feeling my way on the cushy polyurethane. I lean back for balance and inch down. With each step, my feet make squelching noises as I peel them off. When I reach the bowl-like floor, I sit cross-legged to appear calm and relaxed while ignoring the pain in my head.
Minutes pass, and I think of Jae Bird. I picture the last time I kissed her right after winning the Trials. When I looked down at her, her beautiful green eyes were brimming with tears. I knew what she was thinking because I was thinking the same thing. What will all the world’s evil do to me? 
My headache pounds. I hug my legs and start to rock, then stop, knowing they’re watching. I sit perfectly still and consider all I’ve done to become a Vessel Candidate and all the crap I went through to win. I’ve made it. They’ve crowned me the winner. I’ll do everything I can to show them they made the right decision. 
I’m minutes away from becoming the Vessel and the savior of humanity. This is exactly what I’ve always wanted.
I let go of my legs and sit up tall.
Why is it taking so long? 
“Do it!” I shout, ignoring my splitting head.
Nothing happens. Minutes go by. Why aren’t they flipping the switch?
“Goddamn it! Do it!” 
Another minute passes. Then the humming begins. 
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I close my eyes, tilt my aching head back, and spread my arms wide—opening myself up to evil.  
The humming grows. The devil particles flow into my body, warming my insides and soothing my nerves like thick hot chocolate on a cold winter’s night. I suppose that’s what evil does—it gives people a sense of calm, lulls them in, and makes them feel safe and powerful while they commit horrific acts.   
The humming slows and then stops. I glance at the force field bracelet on my wrist. It turns green. I guess that’s it; the particles are all in. That wasn’t so bad. And my headache is gone. Not only is the pain nonexistent, but my mind is sharp as if someone has polished the neurons in my brain. 
Suddenly, I’m hit with a flood of memories from the morning Asher died. Memories I didn’t know I had. My amnesia is gone. 
I now clearly remember finding Asher’s phone on the bathroom sink and deciding to take it to him. I didn’t need to be at the Child Depository for another few hours, so I had plenty of time. 
I jogged down our street. It was early morning and super quiet. Even the street corners were empty—no creepers or city guards with busted noses. I reached the dead-end side street, took off across the vacant lot, and plunged into the dark woods, thinking Asher might have taken a shortcut. 
I listened for Asher’s out-of-tune humming, but I only heard my sneakers crunching the gravel path and my panting. Did I miss him? Was he already at work?
The trail took me deeper into the forest. It loosely followed the river carving out the ravine far below. Then the woods opened to a clearing, and there was Asher.    
“Asher!” I called to him, waving his phone. 
He smiled when he saw me and felt his back pocket, then shook his head when he realized it was empty. “Thanks, man, you’re a lifesaver. I guess now we’re even.” 
I stopped several feet away from him. “Whadya mean?” I asked, still holding his phone. 
“Oh, you know,” he said. “Yesterday, with the guards. It was good I came along when I did.”
“I would’ve managed,” I said, hurt and embarrassed that he would think I couldn’t handle myself. “I didn’t need you.”
“No,” Asher said, but he wasn’t convincing. 
And suddenly, I was glad he wouldn’t be with me during the Trials, rescuing me at every turn. What kind of a victory would that be if I needed my big brother to hold my hand? “Just like I won’t need you during the Trials,” I said.
“Good,” Asher said a little sharply. He held out his hand. “Can I have my phone?”
“You don’t believe I can win,” I said, realizing this for the first time.
“You have as good a chance as anyone,” he said. Not a ‘better chance.’
“I get it,” I said, “if I win and you didn’t even try, where does that leave you?” 
Asher was always a good, patient older brother. He rarely got angry. But he got angry then. “Be honest, Paul. You only want me in the Trials because you’re scared to go it alone.”
The accusation pissed me off in part because I knew he was right. I was scared. But I was also eager to prove myself, and at that point, I was more determined to do that without his help. “Maybe,” I said. “But at least I’m going to try.”
“Give me my phone,” Asher said. 
“Take it.” I chucked it at him, aiming for his chest. But I threw it harder than I’d intended, and it went higher than I wanted. The phone smacked Asher in the face. There was a loud crack, and I hoped to God it was the phone that broke not my brother’s cheekbone.
Asher cried out. His hands reached for his face as blood flowed from the gash. He stumbled backward toward the edge of the ravine. One step further, and he’d fall.
“Asher!” I yelled, reaching for him. 
“Paul!” Asher’s eyes were wide in surprise.
Pain shot through the back of my head. Someone hit me. My skull felt as if it had been cracked open. The pain brought me to my hands and knees. I was dazed, dizzy. I blacked out.
When I came to, I was utterly alone. Where was Asher? 
I crawled the few feet to the edge of the ravine. “Asher!” I cried, looking over the edge. 
I scanned the river and found him. He lay on his back, his body in the water, his legs on the rocky shore. His arms and legs were flung open as if he were caught in the act of making snow angels. His head and shoulders bobbed up and down in the river’s soft current. Black curls and blood circled his head. The gash in his cheek glistened red. His beautiful blue eyes stared vacantly at the sky. 
There was a sharp pinch of pain at the base of my skull, and the next thing I remember is lying at the bottom of our stairs back home. How did I get there? Did I stumble home in shock? Why can’t I remember that part?
Who cares? I killed my brother. 
I think I’m going to be sick. I curl into a ball and rock back and forth. I moan. Then I sob.
“Paul?” Dr. Odin’s alarmed voice over the speaker system reminds me I’m in the Penchi Lab.  
What do I do? Tell them I killed my brother? If Cole Vy, the city guard, was the one who struck me, he was the only witness, and he’s dead. How did he end up at the bottom of the ravine downstream from Asher? Did I kill him, too? Oh my God, I’m so evil. I moan again.
“Paul?” Dr. Odin asks more gently. 
I should tell them. They have to know. But if I do, what will they do to me? If they know I was evil before I became the Vessel, will they lock me away in a cell forever? I would if I were them. But I don’t want to live the rest of my life in a cage, even if I deserve it. I’ve got to keep this horrific secret all to myself. I can’t confess it even to Dad. Oh God, if Dad knew—
“Paul!” Dr. Odin says for a third time.
I wipe my eyes on my sleeve. “I’m okay.” I uncurl myself. “The implantation surprised me. It was”—I struggle to find the right word—“intense.”
“All right,” he says. “Take it easy. Relax.” 
I nod, but I’m overwhelmed with guilt, remorse, anguish, and self-loathing. I tell myself Asher is dead, and there is nothing I can do to change that. I wish I could take back what I did, but I can’t. It’s over, done. I have to move on because right now, my body’s housing billions of agonistons. I need to focus on that, deal with that, and survive. 
I am now the Devil Particle Vessel. I can save humanity. 
All I have to do is control the evil inside me. 
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Next in The Devil Particle Series: 
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Paul’s story continues. 
How will he handle all the world’s evil? 
COMING SOON!
For more information: kristinoakley.net
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