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	I thought I had perfection

	In reality, I only held a broken mirror

	 

	________________________________________

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 1

	     What had started out as the best day of my life had now become the worst.  My mom sat before me in a pool of tears, her hands covering her eyes.  I watched her shoulders rise and fall with her growing sobs.  Part of me wanted to console her, but I couldn’t.  This was her fault.  She did this.  Life as I knew it was about to end.

	 

	----------------------------------------------------------------------

	 

	     Darkness.  The absence of light was so significant you could feel it in your bones.  I could see nothing, but all around me, I could feel slimy stone walls.  My feet stuck fast in some sort of thick mud, so I couldn’t even lift my legs.  That, however, was not the worst part.  The worst part was the utter despair.  I had no clue where I was, but it was like I intrinsically knew I had no hope of ever escaping this place.  I could feel hot tears falling down my cheeks. I could hear myself screaming, and yet I knew it would do no good.  The darkness and despair only seemed to deepen as I struggled.  I began to feel myself sinking deeper into the mud, and my panic rose. My heart started racing.  Fear enveloped me.  I knew there was no hope—no escape.

	    I bolted upright in the bed, gasping—my heart racing.  “It was just a nightmare,” I told myself, but this wasn’t just any nightmare. I had had this same dream every night for the last month. What was wrong with me? I put my hand over my heart and felt the rapid beating.  I took a deep breath—or tried to.  I am the kind of person that likes to be in control—a leader among followers--and feeling like this was way out of my comfort zone.   

	     My hands instinctively went up to my cheeks to push away the tears—real tears.  Why did this dream scare me like this?  There weren’t many things that frightened me.   I was never afraid of the dark, or storms—or even scary movies.  At home, I was the one they called to kill the “scary” spider or to get rid of a pesky mouse.  Those things never bothered me like they did most girls.  This dream, for some reason, was much different.  

	     I had never had a nightmare that felt so real.  It was like all of my senses were heightened.  I could distinctly remember the way my hands felt along the slimy wall, the smell of the mildew and mud, but most of all, the weight of the despair and the utter hopelessness.  It felt like it would crush me. 

	    The dream was always the same.  I would begin sinking in the mud, enveloped by the fear and darkness, and then wake up in a panic.  Mom always said your dreams were just your subconscious trying to tell you something.  If this dream was trying to tell me something, I shuddered to think what it was.

	     I told mom about the nightmare once.  She just got real quiet and didn’t say anything for a while.  That was so unlike her because she usually talked a mile a minute.  Finally, she just shook her head and said it was because I was stressed out about graduation. Then she just walked out of the room.  It was weird.

	     The funny thing was, I wasn’t the least bit stressed about graduation.  I was excited.  I would even say elated.  I never struggled in school, so I wasn’t worried about my grades.  In my opinion, my life was near perfect.  I mean—we weren't rich or anything like that—we were just a regular, middle-class family--but money didn’t mean much to me.  Money couldn’t buy the important things in life—family, friendship, and love.

	    I pushed off the covers and tried to shake it off.  I knew I was running late. I would love a hot shower to wake me up, but I quickly put that idea aside.  With the water shortage, showers were a luxury, and each household was only allowed one per week.  With five people in the house, a shower was nowhere in my near future.  The most I could hope for was a warm, wet towel and some soap. 

	    Mom loved to tell me stories about the time before the drought when you could take as many showers as you wanted.  I could not even imagine how amazing that would be!  To be able to get up every morning and take a hot shower was beyond my comprehension.  They had no idea how good they had it back then.

	     I quickly pushed those thoughts aside as I got dressed and headed down to the kitchen.  My younger brothers, Canton and Gil, and my baby sister Safra had already left for school on the morning tram. I was running out of time.  I quickly grabbed an apple from the kitchen counter and headed out the door.

	      As I walked out, I smiled as my eyes fell on the car sitting in the driveway—a gift from mom on my 16th birthday.  Mom had a decent job, but I could have never imagined such an extravagant gift.  It was small—only a two-seater--but all cars were small now.  Solar panels on top of the vehicle charged the battery, but on cloudy days I would still have to plug it in.  Electricity was not cheap, so on those days, I would most often ride the tram with my younger brothers and sister.

	     The majority of people rode on small, solar-powered scooters.  Having a car was an extreme luxury, especially for someone my age. Only about ten kids in our entire school had cars, and we had about eight hundred students in total.  Even mom drove an old, beat-up scooter herself.  Whenever I questioned her about it, she would always just sigh and say something like, “I only have so long to spoil you.”   

	     I pulled out of the driveway and quickly drove the two and a half miles to pick up Sever, my boyfriend.  Sever was the complete package--he was the smartest boy in the school and the best looking.  He more than doubled my size with his 6’5” frame and muscular features. I was 5’ 7’” and about 110 pounds, and he looked like a giant next to me. His dark, curly hair and brown eyes only added emphasis to his robust features.  Those piercing eyes—I could just look into them all day!  

	     When most people looked at him, they thought he was a jock.  He looked like a football player.  The truth was, he didn’t play any sports.  He worked out a lot, but only because studies showed that exercise increased brain function.  His IQ was off the charts, and he had already been named Valedictorian for our class.  He thought sports were a waste of time, which was hilarious to me.  Most boys his age lived for sports.

	     Sever and I had been dating since the 8th grade.  There had never been anyone else.  It all began on my first day of 8th grade.  I was quickly rounding a corner in the hallway—my hands full of textbooks--and I ran right into a group of high school students coming from the other direction.  My books went flying, and so did I.  I hit the floor with a smack and ended up with a bloody nose and books scattered across the floor.  Sever saw me and immediately came to my aid.  He was such a gentleman.  He helped me up, rushed me to the nurse, and then went back for my books.  I felt like he was my knight in shining armor.  Since then, we have been inseparable.

	     I pulled up to his house and gave the horn a short beep.  He walked to the car with a massive grin on his face and his hands behind his back. 

	     “Happy Birthday, Tea!”  He pronounced proudly and held out a single red rose. 

	     “Is that real?” I squealed as I gently took the beautiful flower.  “How in the world did you get a real rose?”

	     “I have my ways,” he said ominously.

	     Real flowers were a rarity.  Flowers used to bloom everywhere, but something happened to the insects that used to pollinate the flowers.  These days, most flowers were created in labs.  I heard about some places down south where flowers still grew naturally, but around here it just wasn’t possible 

	    I had seen roses in pictures, but this was the very first time I had held one in my hand.  I took the flower and held it to my nose.  It smelled wonderful!  I touched the soft, red petals, and one fell into my lap.

	     “Oh, no!” I yelped. “I already broke it!”

	     “It’s just one petal Tea,“ he said with a laugh.  “Bring the flower to the biology lab during fourth period. I will encase it in resin for you so you can keep it protected forever.”

	     Forever—I liked the sound of that.  I could already imagine holding that flower thirty years from now and sharing this day with my children and grandchildren.

	    “Earth to Tea,” he teased.

	     He always called me Tea, which was short for Teasarea--a name which I often bewailed my mother for giving me.  I was named after my great aunt, Teasarea Tilia, who had been a soldier during the Drought Wars.  Mom said she was the bravest woman she ever knew.  I once asked mom what happened to my great aunt Teasaria.  She just shook her head and said, “She gave her life for the cause.” 

	     “This gift is amazing!” I said as I flung myself into his arms.  I stepped back slightly, “You do remember that my actual birthday is not until tomorrow, don’t you?”

	     “Of course, I remember!  I thought we would start celebrating today.  You only turn 18 once!”  He reached over, put his arm on my shoulder, and gave me a soft kiss on the cheek.  

	     I chuckled as we drove off to school.  Tomorrow I would be 18.  In 6 weeks, I would be graduating, and soon after, I would be starting college and working towards a degree in biochemistry.  Life was good.  I couldn’t imagine it being any better.  

	     As I drove to school, Sever reached over and touched my hair, moving one of the loose curls behind my ears.  That small motion sent chills up and down my spine.

	     “I think it’s time we began to think about our future,” Sever began.  The words, “our future” made me melt inside.  We had already applied to the same University and had both been accepted with full scholarships.  That in itself was amazing.  Usually, only the rich went to universities, but a small number of scholarships were given to students who went above and beyond.  The fact that we both received awards was a miracle in itself.  We wouldn’t have to worry about trying to make it through a long-distance relationship like some other couples.  

	    In my mind, our future was already mapped out—four years at the university, start a career, get married, and then maybe, if we were lucky, have a child of our own—the perfect fairy tale ending.  I could not stifle a small giggle.  

	     “I am serious,” he muttered.

	     "I'm sorry,” I responded with a smirk. “I'm listening." He grabbed my free hand and squeezed it lightly in affirmation.  

	     "You know I want to spend the rest of my life with you.  I think we should start a savings account and begin putting money back for when we, you know,” he paused thoughtfully, “take the next step.”  He took a deep breath and continued, “I am going to start looking for a part-time job so we can start putting money back."  Sever's hand moved to my shoulder, and I could feel his eyes on me even as I watched the road ahead.

	     "We have plenty of time to think about that,” I huffed. “Right now, you need to focus on school and studying.  We have our entire lives to be responsible adults.  Let's just enjoy being young!" 

	     Most kids our age already had jobs—they had to get employment at a young age to help support their families.  Sever, and I were lucky.  Sever’s dad owned a farm, which was an extreme luxury in this day and age.  The ability to grow your own food was considered a sign of wealth.  

	     My family had struggled financially for many years, but about four years ago, mom got a promotion that finally gave us financial stability.  We were in no wise rich. Still, we had plenty of food to eat and clothes to wear.  

	    "Tea!  Haven't you watched the news lately?  Inflation is growing every day!  The prices of basic necessities are skyrocketing.  If we are going to be on track for our future, we need to start planning now."

	     "You're right," I sighed.  I hated that he was always right.  "I could probably do some math tutoring to make a little extra money myself.  You know that is my specialty."  I giggled.  Sever laughed too.  He knew math was the subject I hated the most.  It wasn't that I was terrible at math; I just despised it.  He, on the other hand, was a math genius and delighted in burying his nose in a long equation.  

	     During the rest of the trip, we rode in silence, with Sever's hand entwined in mine.  I could not believe how lucky I was to have him in my life.  Like I said before, Life was good.

	     My day at school was no less spectacular.  I had always been popular in school.  Not because I had money—because I didn’t.  Not because I was athletically talented—because I wasn’t—I have always had two left feet.  Mom said I was blessed with a face like my grandmother.  

	     I looked at an old photograph of my grandmother once, and it was true, she was stunning.  She had beautiful blond hair, high cheekbones, and large eyes--all features which I shared.  I never thought of myself as beautiful, but I knew I looked good.  In high school, a pretty face and a good body were a big asset-- especially when you wanted to major in Biochemistry.  The popular kids liked me because of my good looks, and the smart kids respected me because of my IQ.

	     I spent the afternoon working with the commencement council team making plans for our graduation ceremony in 6 weeks.  We were trying to decide on a final schedule for the ceremony—we had to squeeze everything within the hour timeframe.

	     “Our list of graduates just dropped to 137...What now?"  Yosha motioned to me as she held out the new printout.  I was in charge of lining up the students for the ceremony, and I thought I had everything planned--until now.  Each graduate would walk in pairs according to their last name. One change, and I would have to redo the entire list.

	      “What?” I said exasperated.  “Please don’t tell me someone else failed.  I will have to redo everything!”  I grabbed the list and began scanning the names.

	     “Someone didn’t fail.  Didn’t you hear about Tori?” Lara questioned as she pulled up the nearest chair to where Yosha and I were sitting.

	     “Tori Brockman?” Yosha asked curiously.

	     Tori was one of the seniors in our school. I knew her, but only as an acquaintance. She wasn’t in any of my advanced classes, but I saw her occasionally at lunch or gym.

	     “I thought something was weird about her,” Lara sneered.  “She turned 18 on Sunday and never came back to school on Monday.  You know what that means.”  

	     Lara's flippant attitude about it made me sick.  It was like she loved to share bad news.

	     “Maybe she’s just sick,” I added, quickly scanning the list for her name.

	     “Not from what I heard,” Lara continued. “Jason said he was walking past her house Sunday morning and saw the van.”

	    “No!” Yosha gasped. “Is she crazy?  Why would she do something like that?”

	    “Who knows,” Lara snapped.  “She was never very popular in school.  Maybe she just decided it wasn’t worth it,” 

	     “What are you talking about?” I stammered.  “Do you think life isn’t worth living if you’re not popular?” Sometimes I thought Lara didn't have a brain in her head.

	    “Well,” Lara replied cynically, “you know sometimes people get depressed and do crazy things!”  She huffed and returned to her workstation.  Lara was never one for showing sympathy.  I scanned the printout and saw that Tori’s name truly was gone.  My heart sank.

	     “I just can’t believe that.  Who’s next?”  Yosha collapsed into her chair and gave a heavy sigh.  “Maybe I should call my mom. She is friends with the Brockmans.  They may need to talk.”

	    “I would just leave it alone for now,” I suggested.  “You know, a lot of people don’t like things like this to get out.  They don’t want anyone to know.”

	     “You’re right,” she conceded as she shut the notebook she was working on and stood up.  “I can’t imagine what I would do if someone in my family, you know.”

	     “I know.”

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 

	 

	In despair, I sank

	like feet stuck in muddy waters

	ever sinking

	never to rise

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 2

	     When I got home from school that afternoon, I immediately knew something was off.  I walked into the house, and it was dead quiet.  It was never quiet in my house.  I had two little brothers, seven, and six, and a little sister, who was five.  Where was everyone?  I threw my backpack on the floor next to the front door and walked into the kitchen.  

	     Mom was sitting at the kitchen table, her eyes red from crying.  

	     “What’s going on, mom?” I yelled as I ran to the table.  She never cried—she hardly ever showed any emotion at all.   

	     “What’s wrong?” I yelled again.  “Where are Canten and Gil?  Where’s Safra?”  Immediately my mind went to the worst-case scenario.  There had been an accident!  Someone was hurt!  Was there an accident on the tram?  

	     “What’s going on?” I yelled as I grabbed her shoulders and looked into her bloodshot eyes.  Had she been drinking?

	     A few years ago, mom had gone through a spell where she was drinking every night.  During that time, I had practically raised Canten, Gil, and Safra on my own. I remember walking into her room one night and demanding that she stop drinking.  I was only 14 at the time, but I had even threatened to take the kids and leave, which I could have in no way done.  For some reason, though, she straightened up after that and stopped drinking.  I never really knew why.

	    “Everyone’s fine,” she quivered.  “I took them to aunt Serenas for a while.  I needed to talk to you--alone.” 

	     Right then, I knew.  I didn’t want to believe it, but I knew.  What had she done to me?  

	     “Mom,” I stammered, “what did you do?” 

	     She collapsed onto the table in a heap of sobs.  “It’s not my fault!  I was alone and pregnant.  I had no money and no job.  There was nothing else I could do!”  The sobs started again; this time, deep moans escaped along with the tears.

	     “Mom...you didn’t!”  I grabbed her by the arm.  I was aware my fingernails were digging into her soft skin, but I didn’t care.  I felt the pain hit my heart, and tears began to sting my eyes. “There must be some mistake!”

	     “You know your father died before you were born.  I was 17 and pregnant.  My parents wanted nothing to do with me.  I had nowhere to go.  I was going to have to live on the streets.  I got so hungry; I was digging through trash cans at restaurants trying to get some food.  That’s when they found me.”  She continued to choke back the sobs as she continued.  “They said they would help me get back on my feet, give me enough money to get an apartment, and have food to eat every day.  They said they would help me find a job.  I figured if I didn’t get some food, we would both die anyway, so I signed the agreement.”

	    It was like being slapped in the face.  I let go of her arm and began to back away from the table in disbelief.

	     “I’m so sorry, Tea!  I’m so sorry!  I wished every day I could take it back!” she moaned.

	     “Why didn’t you tell me?” I screamed. “Why did you wait until now?” 

	     “What was the point?  I wanted you to at least enjoy your years at school--to have a good childhood.  I tried to give you at least that.  Knowing would have just made you miserable.” 

	     Now it all made sense—the clothes, the gifts, the car.  This was why she had always given me more than my brothers and sister.

	     I grabbed her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes.  “Why didn’t you give me away--sell me.  Didn’t you think I would be better off?  You would rather sign my life away then give me away?”

	     “I just couldn’t let you go,” she said in between sobs.  “You were my baby...I just couldn’t let you go.”

	     “So instead of giving me to someone who could love me and take care of me, you just kept me...knowing my life would end at 18.”

	     “I’m so sorry, Tea!” she wailed.

	      “I will run!” I yelled, still half in shock. “I have friends.  They will help me.  I can fight this!”  I ran towards my mother and shook an angry fist into the air.  She just began sobbing again.

	     “The minute you were born, a tracking device was inserted into your bloodstream.  You will never be able to hide, and you know what happens if you run,” she sobbed and gulped in between the words.  “Not just me...but your brothers...and Safra.”

	     As angry as I was at my mother, I would never let anyone hurt Canten, Gil, or Safra.  Safra was so tiny and timid--and so frail.  The Foundation took their contracts very seriously.  If you tried to break an agreement with them, they would come after the rest of your family.  There was no way out.  Mom knew I would never endanger them—she was counting on it.

	     Most of what we knew about the Foundation was second-hand information—mostly rumors.  The corporation itself was very secretive, only giving out the information they wanted the public to see.  Everyone, however, knew one thing for sure—once someone signed a contract, there was no getting out of it.

	     There was a story about a girl at our school whose parents signed her away at birth.  People said that she tried to run, and her entire family disappeared.  I didn’t know if the story was true, but I wouldn’t take any chances with my siblings.

	     “Please forgive me,” mom stuttered. “I am so sorry!  If I could go for you, I would.  I would go instead.  I am so sorry!”  Her words broke up between the cries that racked her entire body.

	     What had started out as the best day of my life had now become the worst.  My mom sat before me in tears, her hands covering her eyes.  I watched her shoulders rise and fall with the growing sobs.  Part of me wanted to console her, but I couldn’t.  This was her fault.  She had done this.  Life as I knew it was about to end.

	      My mind flashed back to my dream.  The pit.  The despair.  It all made sense now.  Maybe the dream was trying to warn me all along.  The feeling of despair I had felt in my dream overwhelmed me now. The utter hopelessness began to envelop me.  I could feel the panic rising, and my heart beginning to race.

	     This was it. My life--my perfect life—was now over.  As of tomorrow, on my 18th birthday, I would be a non-entity.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 

	 

	Ignorance, like weeds

	grows without nurturing

	chokes all life it surrounds

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 

	 


Chapter 3

	     It began many, many years ago, before I was even born.  Some idiot got the bright idea that if he had all the rights of an individual, then he also had the right to end those rights—to sell himself to someone else.  At first, he was laughed at and called a crazy nut.  As the case went through the court system, it began to get more and more interest from the media.  In the end, the courts upheld this man’s right as an individual to end his rights as an individual.  It was a total absurdity.  

	     At first, no one had any idea how this court case would affect anyone.  Then, slowly, people began joining this absurd man and declaring themselves “Non-Entities.”  They sold themselves as slaves to wealthy homes.  Many of them did it just to have a roof over their heads.  Some of them did it so they could leave behind the responsibilities of life--bills, relationships, and all the stress.  Some of them had no reason at all.  It made no sense.

	     As the popularity of becoming a “non-entity” began to spread, some companies began to capitalize on this growing endeavor.  That is when the Foundation was established.  The Foundation produced an immediate media blitz about how they wanted to regulate the trading of non-entities and to monitor their treatment and care.  They soon became the one and only “non-entity” provider system, with branches all over the world.  This monopoly provided them with vast amounts of power, and they were not afraid to use it.

	     They soon began to understand that certain non-entities brought much higher prices than others—specifically young people.  The law stated that no one could give up their rights until they were 18 years of age.  The Foundation began making deals with desperate parents.  They would give them large amounts of money, and in return, they would agree that their child would sign over their rights to them when they turned 18.  Many parents, high on drugs or drunk, signed their children away, thinking they could run away or change their minds later on.  The Foundation, though, had other plans.

	     When a parent signed over a child, they were immediately inserted with a tracking device.  They knew where you were at all times.  Some of these children tried to get out of the contract.  They refused to sign over their rights to the Foundation.  That’s when things got messy.  On the outside, the Foundation was a large business organization, on the inside, they acted more like the mafia we read about in history class.  If you didn’t follow through with the contract, you would disappear, and so would your whole family.  You could not run from them.  You could not hide. 

	     Now, the Foundation was one of the wealthiest corporations in the world.  It had facilities in countries around the globe.  There were a small number of places where the trade of non-entities was illegal, but the rich found ways to smuggle them in.  Even in those countries where it was illegal, the authorities often turned a blind eye when offered favors or bribes.  

	     I ran to my room and slammed the door.  I flung myself onto my bed, finally letting go of the flood of tears I had been holding back.  How could this be happening?  The same despair and fear I had felt in my dream hit me like a wave.   

	     I won’t graduate from high school.  I will never go to college.  I will never marry.  My life is over.  The thoughts kept flying through my head as I began to understand the enormity of what was happening to me.  I screamed over and over again into my pillow.  It can’t be over.  I want to graduate, get a degree--walk down the aisle in a beautiful white dress.

	   Sever's image immediately flashed through my mind.   I would never see him again!  Would he look for me?  Would he try to save me?  Would he even miss me?  The endless line of questions filled my mind, assailing me over and over again.  I had to see him.  I had to talk to him before it was too late.  Maybe he could think of some way out—something I hadn’t thought of before. 

	     I sat up in the bed and used the blanket to wipe the tears from my face. Was it even fair to involve Sever in this?  Would this ruin his life as much as it had ruined mine?  I could not imagine my life without him.  Could he go on without me?

	    I thought back to when we were both applying for scholarships to the university.  Sever was accepted weeks before I was.  I was happy for him but also devastated that we would be separated.  We had finally decided that if I didn’t get the scholarship too, we would just get married right away, and I would move with him to the university.  He had assured me that, no matter what, we would not be separated. No matter what.

	     I reached into my pocket and pulled out the rose petal from this morning.  I had taken the flower itself to Sever, and all that remained was this one soft petal.  I brought it to my nose and inhaled.  The smell reminded me of forever.  Sever told me we would be together forever—no matter what.

	     Even though doubts assailed my mind, I knew I had to see him.  I shoved the petal back in my pocket,  grabbed the keys out of my book bag, and headed down the stairs.  As I ran out the front door, I heard mom’s voice calling.

	     “Tea! Where are you going?  Please, Tea, think about your brothers and Safra!”  

	     She thought I was running.  I could have told her I would be back, but I didn’t think she deserved it.  She didn’t deserve anything.  Let her be frantic with fear for a little while--it wouldn’t hurt her.  Maybe she would get just a small taste of what I was going through.  I ran to the car, jumped in, and peeled out of the driveway as quickly as I could.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	_______________________________________

	 

	 

	The pain thought to break me

	but I locked it away

	-‘tis better not to feel at all

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 4

	     I turned my car down the old country road that led to Sever’s house. I knew I was going 80 miles an hour, but I didn’t care. That was the max speed of this stupid car—I would have gone faster if it would have let me.  Tears streamed down my face once more and blurred my vision.  It made it even harder to navigate at this speed.  What did it matter?  What if I just lost control of the vehicle and never made it back home?  Would that be better?

	    My mind, however, quickly shifted back to Sever.  I knew I had to see him. He was my everything--my world.  We had plans!  Just that morning, we were talking about saving money for our future. The thought of never seeing him again was enough to make me lose my mind.  He was the rock that held my world together.

	     I needed to feel his arms around me, holding me, telling me it would be okay—even though I knew it would never be okay again.  He was always there to encourage me when I was going through something.  He always knew just what to say and what to do.  There was nobody else like him in the world.

	     What would I say?  How could I tell him?  My mind was being overwhelmed with a hundred possible scenarios.  Would he declare his undying love for me and ask me to run away with him?  Would he be repulsed and walk away?  Would he want anything more to do with me?  Why?  Why was this happening?  Why now?

	     I finally reached the long gravel driveway that led to Sever’s house. Sever lived with his dad in an old farmhouse about 10 miles out of town.  These types of homes were in high demand because they allowed the opportunity to grow your own food and raise animals.  With the mounting food shortage, anyone who could grow their own food was considered quite wealthy.  I had been to this house many times with Sever—studying in his bedroom and sometimes eating supper with him and his dad.

	     Anxiety gripped my chest as I jumped out of the car and ran to the front door. Suddenly, I froze.  Weeding the garden next to his house was an older man--maybe 65--in a gray jumpsuit.  My heart stopped. I was looking at a non—that is what they called anyone who declared themselves a non-entity.  That would be me!  The man looked up from his work, and his eyes met mine.  That's when I saw it--the utter hopelessness.  It felt like I was looking into a mirror.  When I was 65, would I be pulling weeds out of someone's garden too?  The reality of seeing him there took my breath away and made my inevitable future feel even more real. I stumbled back a few steps at the realization and nearly fell.

	     Shaking myself out of my daze, I staggered to the door.  I had to look like a crazed animal at this point—my eyes red and puffy, my hair wild from being blown in the wind.  I had no time, however, to think of these things.  I had to see Sever.

	     I quickly rang the doorbell and knocked loudly on the door.  I heard voices inside mumbling—most likely Sever and his father.  His mother died when he was a baby, and his father had raised him.  His father was a nice guy, from what I could tell, and seemed to put everything he had into making sure Sever was happy and successful.  He was always super friendly to me.  He loved the idea that Sever was hooking up with a girl that had a bright future like his own. 

	     The door opened slowly, and Sever’s father stood imposingly in the doorway.  With one hand, he held the door, and with the other, he gripped the door frame, as if he were trying to block my path inside.  

	     “I need to see…”

	     “I know what you want, Tea,” he quickly interrupted.  “I just got off the phone with your mother.  She is looking for you.”  

	     My mother?  Why would she call here?  Did she tell him about what was happening?

	     “I need to see Sever!” I gasped.

	     “I don’t think that would be a good idea,” he responded.

	     “But...” I objected.

	     “I think you need to leave Tea,” he snarled.  “I don’t want to have to call the police, but you are on private property.  You should go home to your mother while you have time.”  Mom must have told him everything. 

	    My mother ruined any chance of me ever seeing Sever again.  I wouldn’t even get to say goodbye.  I looked into his father’s eyes--they were hard and cold.  There was no kindness or compassion in them at all. To him, I was no longer a person worthy of his respect.  I was no longer a person at all.

	     My mind flashed back to the first time I had met Sever’s dad.  He had smiled and put his arm around my shoulder.  He had told Sever he was lucky to find me.  Could this even be the same person?  Could the man who looked at me now with such hatred be the same man who had smiled and hugged me just last week?  I had become nothing in his eyes.

	    “Please!” I pleaded.  “At least let me say goodbye!  I love him!  I just want him to know that!”  Fresh tears began to once again stream down my face.  

	     “If you really loved him, you would walk away right now,” he quickly responded.  “Do you think anything good can come out of seeing him one more time?  What can he do for you?  Do you want him to throw away his future right along with yours?  If you really love him, Tea, turn around and never come back.  He will mourn you for a while, but then he will move on.  He will have a good life.  At least give him that.”

	     What was he talking about? Of course, I loved him—more than life itself.  Was I selfish for trying to see him one last time?  Of course, I wanted him to have a future.  I wanted him to love again--to live the life I would never have.  I wanted to be able to tell him all these things myself.

	     "I do want him to be happy!” I cried nervously. “I just need to see him one last time!"  His father sighed and frowned 

	     "He doesn't want to see you, Tea."    

	     It felt as if I had been slapped in the face—as if my heart had stopped beating.  He didn't want to see me?  It couldn’t be true.  He must be lying.  Just today, Sever pledged his undying love for me. There was no way he could change his mind so fast.  

	     “You’re wrong!” I screamed. “I know you’re lying!”  I tried to grab his arm and push my way through the door.  He gave me a hard shove backward, and I landed on the ground with a thud.       

	     “Don’t you think if he wanted to see you, he would be down here right now?” he yelled angrily.  “I told him all about your choice.  As soon as he saw you driving up the lane, he ran upstairs and said he never wanted to see you again.  I’m going inside to call the police now.  If you know what’s good for you, you will leave NOW!”  

	     With that, he slammed the door, and I could hear the sliding of the lock behind him.  Picking myself off the ground, I turned and walked to the car.  Within seconds, I was speeding down the lane and back onto the road.  

	     There was no way!  Had Sever rejected me that easily?  I just couldn’t understand how this could be happening.  We had plans.  How could he just throw away everything we had together?  We were going to be married.  We were going to have a family.  

	     I pulled the car over to the shoulder and slumped over the steering wheel.  I felt numb—no more sadness.  No anger.  Just numbness.  Maybe this was the best way.  If Sever had been devastated and risked his own life for me, would that have made things better?  Perhaps he had done me a favor.  Now I had nothing to stay for--nothing to hold on to—nothing to live for.  It would be easier to walk away, knowing everything I loved was gone.

	     I put my hand in my pocket and pulled out the rose petal.  I ran my hand over the soft petal once more and rubbed it against my cheek.  Then, I held it up in the air and let go. I watched as the petal was picked up by the wind and swirled up towards the sky.

	    I pulled the car back onto the road. The tears had stopped—I had no more tears to cry.  I would embrace the numbness—feeling nothing was much better than sinking in despair.  I drove slowly and carefully down the road.  I was going home for the last time.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	_______________________________________

	 

	 

	I faced the darkness, cold and bleak

	and entered its sacred halls

	I allowed it to envelop me

	knowing light would be no more

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 5

	    I pulled into my driveway at home and turned off the ignition.  After sitting in the car for what seemed like an eternity, I finally removed the keys and opened the car door.  Everything I knew and loved was being torn from me, yet I felt nothing.  Was I in shock?  Probably.  Was this numb feeling my body's way of coping with the unthinkable?  I didn't care.  I didn't want to feel.  I didn't want to think.  It was easier this way.

	    My mother saw my car pull up in the driveway and ran out the front door.  Her eyes were red and puffy, and her cheeks were stained with fresh tears.  Part of me wanted to feel sorry for her, but I still felt nothing.  

	     "Tea...you came back," she gasped.

	     "Where would I go?" I snapped.  I knew running was never an option.  Not for me.

	    "I was afraid..."

	     "Afraid of what?" I interjected as I pushed my way past her into the house.  "Afraid I would go into hiding and put you, the boys and Safra in danger?  How long have you known me, mom?  Do you think I would ever allow anyone to hurt THEM?"  I pointed to a picture of Safra and the boys hanging on the wall.  

	     I purposely left mom out of that statement.  I still blamed her for this whole situation, and I wanted her to know I didn't come back for her.  If it were just her life on the line, maybe I would have run away.  I would never, however, let anything happen to my brothers and sisters.  I had helped raise them, and no siblings could be closer than we were.  

	     I allowed myself to think, once again, about Canten, Gil, and Safra.  Would they be okay without me?  How would mom even explain my absence to them?  She would probably tell them I had died in some sort of freak accident.  They would be devastated, but eventually, they would get over it. They would go on with their lives with just the memory of an older sister they used to have.

	     That's when I noticed it—the pictures on the walls.  They contained family pictures from the past fifteen years, and I wasn't in any of them!  Dozens of vacation photos, school pictures, even candid photographs stood hanging on the walls, and my face was not in a single one of them. How had I never noticed this before?  Mom had been planning for the day when she would have to forget about me.  She had strategically been lining things up since I had been born to make this day easier for her.  That wasn't fair.  

	     "You have known about this day for 18 years!” I screamed.  “You knew this was going to happen, and you never told me!"  I took one of the family pictures off the mantle and slammed it into a nearby wall.  The frame shattered, and glass flew everywhere.

	     "What would you have done?" she cried.  "Would you have wanted to live your entire life with this hanging over your head?  At least you had a good life!  I wanted you to have some good memories to look back on.  You had some good times, right?   I tried to give you everything I could while you were still with me.” 

	     "You talk about me like I’m dying,” I retorted.  “I won’t be dead, mom!  Death sounds better than the life you’ve signed me up for!"  

	     "Don't say that, Tea!"  Mom broke down into heavy sobs and slunk to the floor.  "I am so sorry!  I’m so sorry!” she pleaded, “Please promise me you won't hurt yourself!  I couldn't live knowing I caused you to..."  Her words were garbled by the loud cries that shook her entire body.

	     That was enough to break me out of my stupor.  This was still my mother, and I didn’t want to see her suffer.  I knew she would go in my place if she could, but the Foundation would never trade an eighteen-year-old girl for a forty-five-year-old mother.  There was nothing she could do.  Yes, it was her fault I was in this situation, but I didn’t want the last memories I had of my mom to be like this.

	     I moved slowly to her side and touched her shoulder.  She latched onto my hand and pulled it to her cheek, still wet with tears.  "I won't hurt myself, mom. I promise."  

	     She looked up at me, the pain still fresh in her eyes.  "I am so sorry, Tea!  I am so sorry!"  

	     "I know...I know."  I didn't want to let her off the hook, but I just couldn't continue to watch her go through this agony.  I couldn’t say, “I forgive you.” I don’t think I could ever truly forgive her for what she had done.  Her pain now, however, was too much.  My life was ending, but hers needed to go on.  She still needed to be here for Safra and the boys. I needed her to be alright—for them. 

	     In a moment, my arm was around her shoulder, and I was comforting her.  As strange as it was, it made me feel better.  It felt good to let go of bitterness and anger.  I knew she deserved the feelings of rage, but letting them go gave me some relief too.  In a way, it also gave me a sense of acceptance of what was to come.  At this point, there was nothing I could do to change the inevitable.

	    My teacher once told me there were five stages of grief—denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.  I felt like I had been through all five steps in the last few hours.  At first, I denied that this could be real. There was no way this could be happening to me. Secondly, I was angry at my mom for putting me in this position in this first place.  Then, I thought, I could bargain—somehow find a way out of this mess. Then the depression set in.  Finally, I began to accept my loss.  Had I just gone through all of the stages of grief in such a short time?  It sure felt like I had.

	     I decided to take a long shower.  I let the hot water wash over me as the steam filled my lungs.  Who knew the next time I would get to enjoy a hot shower, so I was not going to hurry or rush through the experience.  I think I washed my hair twice, and then I just stood there.  I knew I really should get out.  I knew that we had probably already hit our quota for the week, and mom would be fined.  I also knew she wouldn't say anything to me about it--not today.  Anyways, a fine was a small price to pay for what she had done.  

	     Reluctantly, I turned off the shower and grabbed a towel.  I tried to keep my mind from thinking about tomorrow--about the future in general.  Every time I allowed those thoughts to emerge, the worst-case scenario played out over and over before my eyes.  I could not let myself go there.  I had to stay numb, bracing myself against all feelings. It would be my only hope of survival for what was ahead.  Numbness was my friend now, and I would cling to it.  

	     I quickly dried my hair, slipped on my pajamas, and climbed into bed.  I figured sleep would elude me, but the exhaustion won out.  I pushed every thought out of my head, focusing on the blank space on the ceiling above my bed.  Within moments, I disappeared into a blissful state of unconsciousness.  

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	_______________________________________

	 

	 

	Into the unknown, I fell

	knowing not where I would land

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 6

	     I was walking through the hallway at my school.  All around me, I saw my friends and schoolmates.  I reached out to one of them, trying to speak, but no words came out.  They looked at me, averted their eyes, and walked in the other direction.  I kept reaching out, trying to talk to them, but every time it ended the same way.  Then I saw him at the end of the hallway—Sever.  His arm was around another girl, small and blond like me.  He saw me and smiled.  Then he reached over, pulled the girl close, grabbed her face with his hands, and gently pressed his lips to hers.  I tried to scream, but nothing came out.

	    Suddenly, I was back in the pit again.  The despair felt like a one hundred pound weight sitting on my chest.  The darkness was so black you could feel it in your bones.  Hopelessness surrounded me.  I was stuck.  There was no way out.

	     A low knock on the door shook me out of my nightmare.  I could feel my heart racing and tried to slow my breathing to a normal pace and get my bearings. Maybe all of yesterday was just a dream!  Perhaps I would wake up today, and everything would be back to normal. 

	     The knock on the door came again, this time slightly louder than before.  My bedroom door made an unusually loud creaking sound as my mother peeked in. I hadn’t been dreaming.  I looked at the clock next to my bed, 6:00 A.M.  It was time.  They must be here.  I shut my eyes tightly, wishing this was just a bad dream, but all the wishing in the world couldn’t stop what was about to take place—nothing could.

	     "Tea,"  mom whispered.

	     "I know," I said in a low tone.  "I will get dressed."  With that, mom turned around and left the room.  There was nothing more she could say.  There was nothing more she could do.  

	     I quickly donned an old t-shirt, some stretchy pants, and a pair of running shoes.  It didn’t matter what I wore because soon it would all be gone.  I figured I might as well try and be comfortable for as long as possible.  I took one last look at my room.  All of the memories of the past 18 years seemed to rush through my mind at once.  I pushed all of them aside as I opened the bedroom door and walked out towards the kitchen.  My mother sat at the table.  Around her stood two men in black suits.  Their eyes immediately met mine—cold, hard eyes with little feeling.

	     "Are you Teasarea Zoe?" the first man asked sternly.

	     "Yes," I replied softly—my voice barely audible over my own beating heart.  There was no use in trying to deny it.  There was no use in trying to run away. There was nothing I could do that could change what was about to happen.  I reached over to mom and gave her one last hug.  It was more for her then it was for me, but it still felt good.  I knew I would never see her again.  I took her by the shoulders and looked her in the eyes.

	     “Listen, mom,” I said forcefully.  “You have to be here for Canten, Gil, and Safra, okay?  You can’t get lost in that bottle again.  You have to be strong for them!  Do you understand me?”  She just shook her head yes and began to cry again.  

	     "Let's go," the first man said coldly, and they both started walking towards the door.  It was then I noticed the weapons strapped inside their suits.  Guns were outlawed years ago, but technology had produced non-lethal weapons that could incapacitate a person without injuring any vital organs.  These weapons, called breakers, were usually only used by security officers, but it was well known that the rich had access to them as well.  The Foundation didn't play games.  I was going with them no matter what—willing or unwilling.  Fighting, however, was not an option for me.  I wouldn't do anything to risk harm to my family.

	     I followed them out the door and down the driveway.  One of the men opened the back door of a large, white, windowless van and motioned for me to get in.  In the corner of my eye, I could see curtains parting at the house across the street.  I could feel the eyes of my neighbors staring through me as I stepped up into the back of the van.  The door closed behind me with a thud.  The sound of a lock being activated snapped me back into reality.  I wasn't going anywhere.

	     What would the kids at school say about me?  All of my neighbors had seen me loaded into the van, so I knew the whole school would find out soon.  Word got around quickly in this small town.  There would probably be plenty of speculation on why I did it.  Some would say I was depressed.  Others would say I was crazy.  Some may even guess the truth—that I was signed over against my will.  They would all forget about me in a few days though.  That is just how these things worked.  People disappeared--we went on with our lives

	    The back of the van was nothing special.  Plain wood benches lined both sides.  There were no seat belts or handles.  I moved to the bench on the right and sat down.  

	     The van was empty except for me.  In a way, I was glad.  I did not want to have to make conversation in a place like this.  What would you say to someone anyway?  “Hey, so your life is ending today too—small world.”

	    The van lurched forward, suddenly causing me to slip forward on the bench.  I grabbed the bottom ledge with both hands to steady myself.  Evidently, they weren't concerned with getting me there in one piece.  I could see the two men through the glass window in the front of the van.  They never once looked back at me.  Their faces were like hardened steel, staring straight ahead at the road.  My mind went back to the dream I had this morning, and how I had reached out to my friends only to have them turn away.  This would be my life now--a life of averted looks and downcast eyes—the life of a non-entity.

	     A half an hour later, the van came to a stop, and the two men exited the vehicle.  We had arrived at the local headquarters of the Foundation.  The back door was quickly unlatched and opened, and the sun streamed into the back of the van.  

	     "Let's go.  Hurry up," the first man mumbled.  I must have caught him in a bad mood.  I quickly rose from the wooden bench and climbed out.

	     We were at what appeared to be a loading dock.  I guessed this was the backside of the Foundation’s main facility.  "Why are we going this way?" I questioned softly.  Rough hands grabbed my shoulders and pushed me along.  

	     "Just keep moving," one of the men said roughly.  We entered through a large steel door on the right side of the building.  We walked down a long hallway, which reminded me more of a prison than a place of business.  At last, we entered into what looked to be a small waiting area.  Chairs lined the walls, and a single secretary sat behind a desk at the back of the room.  The two men in black suits pointed me to a chair and then handed a folder to the secretary at the counter.  The woman looked at me and grimaced.  You would think I had the plague.  She began to thumb through the papers in the folder and enter information into the tablet she held in her hands.  A few minutes later, she took the folder through the back door and left me sitting alone in the waiting area.

	     The waiting room consisted of about ten chairs, which outlined the perimeter of the room.  In the corner of the hung a large monitor that played a constant stream of Foundation propaganda.  

	     A middle-aged woman sits holding a fist full of bills—her face filled with frustration.  

	     "Are you tired of dealing with a life of anxiety and stress?"  

	     Another picture appears, an older gentleman standing in the rain, being pushed away by a young woman.  

	     "Are you tired of the rejection and betrayal that everyday life brings?"

	    A new picture emerges.  In a sunlit meadow, an older woman sits planting flowers in a garden.  A broad smile crosses her face as the camera closes in.  She is wearing a gray jumpsuit.  

	     "That used to be me, but not anymore.  Now, I don't worry about bills, stress, or the troubles of everyday life.  I just do what I love.  I am a non-entity."

	    Another image flashes across the screen--a man wearing a chef's hat, stirring a pot of food in an immaculate kitchen.  He lifts a spoon to his lips to taste his creation, then he smiles and looks at the camera.  

	     "I am a non-entity."

	    The next image was a young girl, maybe 18 or 19.  She lifts a laughing baby out of a crib and holds him close to her.  She smiles and coos at the baby then turns toward the camera as if she were talking to an old friend.  

	     "I am a non-entity."

	     I quickly look away.  They never showed the hopeless faces of real people.  These were just actors.  If they were to show what really happened to nons, it would be bad for business.  That’s all we were to them --a business—nothing more, nothing less.  I was nothing more than just a piece of merchandise to them, and that idea made me sick.

	     Another commercial flashed on the screen--a housewife standing in a messy kitchen, her children running rampant. 

	      “Do you feel like you can never get everything done around the house?” 

	     Another picture emerges, showing an older man sitting alone in an armchair. 

	     “Are you tired of being alone all the time, and wish you had some companionship?” 

	     Then they showed a man working at a factory looking overwhelmed at all the work he had to do.

	     “Are you finding it impossible to find good help for your small business? Well, look no more!  Non-entities can help make your life easier in every way.”

	     The picture showed the same housewife, now sitting in an armchair relaxing, while a smiling non in a gray jumpsuit happily did her dishes and tended to the children.  The housewife looks at the screen and smiles.

	     “I bought a non-entity!”

	     Next, the screen shifts to the old man sitting alone in the armchair, only now, beside him sits a non--a young man--playing checkers with him and smiling.  The old man turns to the camera and smiles. 

	     “I bought a non-entity!”

	     Finally, the camera moves back to the factory supervisor, who is now happy and smiling, and turns toward an assembly line full of nons in gray jumpsuits.  

	     “I bought a non-entity!” 

	     The absurdity of it all made me sick.  Get a non-entity, and all your problems will be solved!  Become a non-entity, and all your problems will be over!  I wondered how many people fell for this propaganda?

	     At that moment, an old memory jumped into my brain. Mom was working late every night, and I had to do most of the housework.  I was exhausted from going to school all day and then working at home too.  I went to mom and told her I had a brilliant idea--we should get a non-entity to help around the house.  Her face went white as a sheet.  Now I knew why.  She had explained that only rich people bought non-entities, and we were more than capable of doing the work ourselves.  That was the last we spoke of it.  I hadn’t thought about that memory until today.

	     My stomach began to growl, and a brand new problem began to arise.  I hadn't eaten anything since mom gave me the news yesterday.  How stupid was that?  Who knew how long I would be sitting in this room?  My stomach began to growl, and I started feeling a little nauseous.  About that time, the secretary re-entered the room and returned to her desk.

	     "Excuse me..." I muttered.

	     "Someone will be with you shortly," she interrupted sharply.

	     "I was just wondering if I could get something to eat."

	     "I said someone will be with you shortly!" she repeated loudly.  

	     I slumped back in my chair and tried to take deep breaths.  I would not allow myself to feel.  Think like a machine, I told myself.  Machines don’t get hungry.  Machines don’t get sad or angry.  They just go through the motions.  That is what I had to do from now on--just go through the motions.  I was nothing more than merchandise now, and I needed to act like it.

	     A woman’s loud voice broke me out of my stupor.  “Teasarea Zoe?”  I was the only one in the room, so I’m not sure why she found it necessary to ask if it was me.  I nodded, stood up, and followed her into a nearby office.  This woman was in her mid-forties, I would guess.  She was dressed in a bright purple pantsuit that was so tight it looked as if the buttons were about to burst open at any second.  On her desk were the remains of her lunch.  My mouth watered just looking at it.

	     “My name is Arana, and I will be your processor today,” she said with a smile.  “Would you like some water?” 

	     “Yes,” I replied quickly.  “Thank you.”  Could it be that there was one decent person in this organization after all?  She handed me a bottle of water from a small refrigerator in the corner of her office.  I quickly unscrewed the lid and took a long sip. It felt good on my dry, parched throat.

	     “I am here to walk you through the non-entity disillusionment of rights,” she explained as she handed me a thick stack of papers.  “This is your disillusionment of rights contract.  I am required to read it to you aloud.  You may read along with me if you desire.”  I stared down at the contract in my hand.

	I Teasarea Zoe, do on this day acknowledge that I do hereby and forevermore renounce my personhood and all the rights contained therein.  I understand that by signing this document, all of my previous livelihood will be null and void, including any previously binding relationships (Husband, wife, son, daughter, etc.) I understand and acknowledge that all my rights of personhood will be transferred to the Foundation for Non-Entity Trade Inc. from this time forth.  I agree to abide by the rules and regulations of the Foundation, as outlined in this contract.  I understand that by signing this document, I am ending all personal, legal, religious, and constitutional rights that were previously applied to me.

	 

	     The rest of the document contained more of the same stuff.  I was signing my life away.  I was signing away everything I was—or had ever been.  Arana finished reading the contract and handed me a pen.  

	     “Do you understand everything that was read to you?”  She asked blankly.

	     “Yes.”

	     “If you agree to the contract, please sign at the X on the bottom of the page,” she continued.

	     “Like I have any other choice,” I muttered softly as I picked up the pen.

	     Arana sat up in her chair. “Of course, you have a choice!  It is your decision only.  No one can make it for you.  If you don’t want to do this, you can walk out right now.”

	     Could this be true?  Could I really walk out right now without any consequences?  Something didn’t seem right about this.  I fiddled with the pen in my hand and looked around the room.  The woman at the desk picked up the folder with my information in it and opened it nonchalantly.  

	     “Oh look,” she exclaimed gleefully as she pulled a photo from the folder.  “This must be your sister...Safra is it?  What a pretty little girl.”

	     “Where do I sign?” I stuttered.  She smiled.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	_______________________________________

	 

	 

	How do you determine value?

	To one, a crust of bread is trash

	To another, it is like gold

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 7

	     Arana quickly snatched away my signed contract and buzzed the secretary.  I was told to wait, once again, in the small waiting room until they could finish my processing.  I still had the water bottle Arana had given me, and I took this time to finish what was left of it.  It tasted good, but it didn’t stop the hunger.

	     The door to the waiting room opened again, and the two men who had escorted me here brought in another young girl.  Once again, they handed a folder to the secretary and directed the girl to sit down.  The girl was hysterically sobbing, which seemed to annoy the secretary quite a bit.  The girl couldn’t be a day older than 18—she looked younger than me.  Her sobs began to get louder and louder.  

	     The secretary picked up her phone and quickly dialed a series of numbers.  A few minutes later, two men, in what looked like medical uniforms, entered the room.  They immediately walked over to the hysterical girl and pulled her back onto the chair.  She thrashed around, trying to escape their hands.  One of the men withdrew a syringe from his pocket and plunged it into the girl’s arm.  She screamed and cried harder, but a few moments later, she was slumped over in a drug-induced stupor.  Is this how they got their recruits?  The sight of her glazed eyes sickened me, but I knew there was nothing I could do for her.  I tried to focus my thoughts on other things, but that idea was futile for apparent reasons.

	     I sat in that room for another two hours.  I was getting more and more hungry, and the single water bottle I had been given was long gone.  I had stopped trying to obtain any information from the secretary, recognizing that she was about as helpful as a box of rocks.  Finally, the door opened again, and another man appeared.  He was tall and wore a grey jumpsuit.  On his wrist was the telltale silver band that identified him as a non.  

	     “Teasarea Zoe?  Kaisha Polea?” he called impatiently.  That must have been the name of the young girl who sat in the waiting room with me.  It seemed she was finally coming out of the medicated stupor, but still stood a little unevenly, as if she were dizzy.  I grabbed her arm to steady her, and she latched onto me.  We both walked to the door and followed the man down the hallway.  

	     “I am Varan, or more importantly,  number 6734t.  I will be escorting you to processing.”  He looked at both of us and frowned.  

	     “Welcome to the Foundation,” he said coldly.  

	     We kept walking down a series of long barren hallways.  As we came to a large metal door at the end of the hall, Varan stopped and turned to us. “I am going to give you a piece of advice.  Do whatever they tell you to do here, and you won’t have any problems.  If you try to do things your way,” he paused, looking very troubled, “it can get bad for you.”  His eyes scanned the hallway, looking back and forth multiple times.  “Don’t trust anyone here.  Just follow the rules and keep your head down.  Don’t attract attention.”  He walked a few steps toward the door and then turned around once more.  “You are about to go into the main processing and training center.  We call it the lab.”  

	     Varan pressed his wrist against a small metal panel on the door.  It made a soft beeping sound, and you could hear the sound of a lock being disabled.  He opened the door and gave us a slight push inside.  The room was huge.  Immediately I understood why Varan had called it the lab.  The massive room was filled with what looked like hundreds of different stations.  At one station stood rows and rows of exercise equipment--most of them filled with nons hooked up to wires and other machinery.  At another station, rows of desks sat in front of digital displays while instructional videos played.  Other stations were set up like different rooms you would find in your house.  I watched as Nons ran around cooking, cleaning, making beds, and doing laundry.  That was just the beginning of the massive amount of activity that was happening right before my eyes.

	     Varan herded us to a nearby desk next to a door marked “Medical” and instructed us to take a seat.  The secretary, or nurse, I wasn’t sure which one, called Kaisha’s name, and she jumped slightly in her chair.  She was afraid.  Who could blame her?  Neither of us had any clue what was going on.  She was still holding onto my arm.  She looked into my eyes, released her grasp, and staggered towards the desk.  She must still be feeling the effects of the drugs they had given her earlier.  The nurse directed her to put both of her palms on a device on the desk.  I guessed it was some sort of handprint identity device, probably used for record-keeping.  The woman at the counter said nothing but concentrated on entering information into her workstation.  A few minutes later, I saw a panel behind her desk turn green and began to buzz.  The woman at the counter got up, opened the door of the panel, and took out a wide, silver band.  

	     This was it--the mark of every non.  It was the band that marked us as a non-entity for the rest of our lives.  It was the end of our personhood—our individuality.  From now on, we would just be a drone, a number, an entity that no longer belonged to ourselves. 

	     I had seen the band many times before.  We didn’t own any nons, but some of my friends did.  We also would see them when we went to the store to buy food.  I guessed it was cheaper to buy a non than to hire people you would have to pay every week.  I had never stopped to talk to any of them.  I was just like everyone else.  I had looked away, uncomfortably, and went about my business.

	     I shuddered unexpectedly as the nurse casually carried the band towards Kaisha.  Kaisha also understood what this meant.  Fresh, silent tears began to flow from her eyes.  She didn’t make a sound, but her agony was apparent.  

	     The woman at the desk put the silver band into some sort of machine on her desk and directed Kaisha to insert her hand. She hesitated slightly, but then lifted her hand and placed it into the device.  She must have known it wouldn't do any good to try and resist.  The machine closed over her wrist, and the woman began to fasten tightly woven straps across the rest of her arm.  The way they had her restrained, you would think they were doing surgery instead of just putting on a wrist band.  I was astonished when the woman got up from her desk and began to adjust and fasten restraints in Kaisha’s chair.  I hadn’t even noticed those before.  Why would they need to restrain her just to put on a metal band?  It just didn’t make sense.  

	     If Kaisha was nervous before, her panic now rose to a whole new level.  Her silent tears became loud sobs, and she began struggling in the restraints.  Those restraints must have been made of some pretty sturdy stuff because even though I could tell she was struggling, her body didn’t move from the chair.  The nurse seemed annoyed at her cries but still said nothing.  She simply went back to her workstation and began typing again.  Finally, the nurse broke her silence.  

	     “This machine will install the non-entity band onto your wrist.  Tiny fibers within the band will connect to the nerve fibers under your skin as it is installed.  You may feel some discomfort,” she recited.  “Try and keep still and take deep breaths.”  

	     A green light shone at the top of the machine, and another loud buzz told us it was ready.  I was in no way prepared for what happened next.
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	True strength comes not through training

	but through trials
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Chapter 8

	 

	     It looked as if Kaisha had been struck by lightning!  Her body tensed and straightened abnormally—as much as the restraints would allow.  Her face contorted into a look of sheer terror.  Take deep breaths?  How could she?  She looked as if she could barely breathe as what seemed like volts of electricity ran through her body.  My mind began to reel.  What was happening to her?  The worst part was knowing that the horror I saw in her eyes would soon be my own.  

	     I heard a low chuckling sound from the corner of the room.  I noticed two large men--orderlies, I guessed—pointing and laughing at the small girl being electrified.  I was mortified!  How could they be laughing at this level of pain?  Suddenly, the numbness I was experiencing disappeared.  It was replaced by pure rage.  Deep hot anger pulsed through my body and turned my face a deep shade of red.  One of the orderlies saw me staring at them and winked.  He then smiled at me and mouthed the words, “You’re next.”.

	     With another loud buzz, the light on the machine turned red, and I saw Kaisha’s body relax in the restraints.  She began to gasp for air, hyperventilating from the shock and the pain.  The machine opened with a hissing sound, and I could see her arm.  The silver band was now attached to her wrist.  She would wear this for the rest of her life.  Forever she would be branded a non-entity.

	     The two large orderlies behind me were laughing loudly now.  Jerks!  They seemed to get a kick out of watching someone in pain.  I had met boys like this before--the jocks who loved to pick on the little guy.  It made them feel powerful to have physical dominance over another person.  Red hot anger swelled up in my chest once again as I glared at the two men.  They paid me little attention because the nurse was motioning for them to come and help her with Kaisha.  

	    The nurse worked on unfastening the restraints, and one of the orderlies roughly lifted her to her feet.  She looked only half conscience as she was pulled out of the chair.

	     “Your Non-Entity Identification Code is 98y786b2.  This code is imprinted on your ID band.  You need to memorize it right away,” the nurse droned.  I wondered if Kaisha would even remember this conversation.

	     “Take her to entrance processing and medical testing,” she said to the orderly.  He grabbed her arm and pulled her toward a door at the far end of the room.  As she stepped through the door, she looked back at me with frantic eyes.  My heart began to race.  I knew we had never even spoken a word to each other, but I felt a connection with this small, broken girl.  What other kinds of inhumanities would she face behind that door?  As much as I wished I could help her, there was absolutely nothing I could do.  Sadly, the same atrocities that awaited her were waiting for me too.

	     I tried to prepare myself mentally.  I knew that in just a few moments, I would be going through the same procedure.  “I will not break down. I will not scream.  I won’t give them the satisfaction.”  I mumbled softly to myself.  I glanced back again at the one orderly that was left in the room.  He had returned to his spot in the corner, but I could still see his face.  He was staring intently at me with a sardonic grin.  I quickly looked away, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of making me uncomfortable.  

	     “Teasarea Zoe,” the nurse called.  I was the only one in that part of the room.  Who else would I be?  I wanted to run.  I wanted to get as far away from here as I could, but I knew that idea was useless.  Armed guards were stationed throughout the room, and I imagined every door in the building had the same computerized locks the entrance door had.  I did the only sensible thing--took a deep breath, rose to my feet and walked towards the desk.

	     I took a seat in the large wooden chair in front of the desk.  The desk itself was more like a large digital processor.  Many different displays were running at one time.  With one swipe of her finger, two red handprints appeared on the surface of the desk. 

	     “Place your hands on the display,” the nurse said dryly.  I placed my hands on the display, and it immediately began to scan my handprint.  Information began popping up all over the desk—my picture, my address, my age—even pictures of me from the time I was a baby until now.  I was amazed at the amount of information they had collected.  Had they been watching me since I was a baby?  Why?  What possible purpose could this serve?  Did mom supply them with all this information?  My heart ached at just the thought of it.

	      The wall behind the nurse began to light up with the same green display I had seen before.  The nurse got up, walked to the wall panel, and waved her hand in front of the screen.  The panel opened and revealed the silver identity band.

	      My heart began to race.  Even with my fierce determination to stay strong, my body was reacting to the fear of what was about to take place.  I could feel my insides shaking, and I began to break out into a cold sweat.  Why was this happening to me?  My thoughts immediately went back to just yesterday when my life was perfect.  Just yesterday, I had everything I could have ever wanted.  Now, that seemed like a lifetime ago.  That part of my life was over.  Now, I had to be strong.  I couldn’t let them see any weakness in me.

	     The nurse returned to her seat and waved her hand over a section of the desk.  A machine rose from inside.  

	     “This machine will install the non-entity band onto your wrist.  Tiny fibers within the band will connect to the nerve fibers under your skin as it is installed.  You may feel some discomfort,” the nurse recited.  “Try and keep still and take deep breaths.”  I could tell she had given this same speech many times before.  

	     “Why does it need to connect to my nerve fibers?”  I stammered.  The nurse looked up at me with an almost confused look.  She must not be used to people asking questions.  She looked at me and then at the man in the corner.

	     “Uh...it makes sure the band stays in place.”  She looked down at her desk and continued to swipe the display on the counter.  

	     “But why the nerve fibers?  Couldn’t they just make the metal super strong, or even connect it to your bone?  Why do they connect it to the nerve fibers?”

	     “If it was connected to a bone, someone could just chop off their hand and get rid of it.  If anyone ever tries to remove this band, the fibers inside the nerve endings will immediately release a large enough voltage of electricity to stop the heart.”

	     “They would rather kill us then let us go?” I gasped.

	     “There is one thing you need to understand,” the nurse replied tersely, “you are no longer considered a person.  You have no rights.  No one cares about whether you live or die.  The only way you stay alive is if you are useful in some way.  When you are no longer useful…It doesn’t matter!  You will find out soon enough just what the band can do.  Just put your hand inside the machine.”

	     I braced myself.  I could hear the orderly behind me chuckling.  I wanted nothing more than just to punch him in the face. I was determined not to react as Kaisha had. There is no way I would give him the satisfaction.  I carefully lifted my hand and put it into the machine.

	     The nurse began strapping down my arm and then came around to fasten me to the chair.  I just kept telling myself over and over again, “You are strong.  You will not react.” 

	     She returned to her desk and swiped another section of the display.  I tensed my muscles in anticipation of the pain I knew was about to hit me, but there was no way I could have been prepared for what happened next.  It felt as if my entire body was on fire.  

	     It took everything in my power not to jump out of the chair, restraints, or no restraints.  I was determined not to let them see how I was feeling.  I grabbed the chair with all of my might and wrapped my feet around its legs.  I did not scream, but instead clenched my jaw tightly and determinedly.  It had to be only a few seconds, but it felt like an eternity passed before the buzzer sounded, and the machine released my arm.  

	    Instant relief!  I untensed my muscles and relaxed slightly in the chair.  The nurse looked at me, quizzically.  I imagine she was used to seeing people scream and yell.  She stared at me for a moment longer and then returned her gaze to the machine in front of her.  She silently began unstrapping the restraints one by one.  

	       “Your Non-Entity Identification Code is 98z484B7.  This code is imprinted on your ID band.  You need to memorize it as soon as possible,” the nurse said dryly.  “You will now go to entrance processing and medical testing.  Follow Jaer through that door.”

	     I turned and saw the orderly walking toward me.  His expression had changed from a mocking grin to one of strange curiosity, but only for a moment.  As he came closer, he began to laugh again like he knew something that I didn’t.  He silently motioned for me to follow him to the door at the end of the room.   

	     I rose from my chair, trying not to look shaky, but I felt like my insides had turned to liquid.  I couldn’t believe they could treat someone like that!  It was almost like they relished in my pain.  To them, maybe to everyone now, I was just an object—a piece of merchandise to be bought or sold.  The nurse’s words played back in my mind—no one cares whether you live or die. Whatever happened next, I was determined to live.  Somehow, someway, I was going to live.
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	Your worth must never be determined

	by another man’s measuring rod
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Chapter 9

	     I followed the orderly through the long hall until we came to a door marked “Processing”.  

	     “Great,” I thought, “What now?”  The orderly opened the door and motioned for me to step inside.  

	     We stepped into another small waiting area connected to a hallway full of doors.   A woman, dressed like a nurse, sat at a desk, swiping at a display and entering information.  She barely looked up as we entered the room. 

	     “Put your identity band under the scanner,” she said dryly, pointing to a device sitting on her desk.  I walked to the counter and placed the band under the scanner.  Instantly her display screen came alive with my picture and all of my identifying information.  

	     “Take her to exam room seven,” the nurse droned.  The orderly grabbed me by the arm and pulled me toward the long hallway.  It only took a moment before we were standing in front of the door marked with a large number seven.  Jael, the orderly, knocked twice on the door, and we heard a voice inside telling us to enter.  

	    The room we walked into was frightening enough to make anyone nervous.  It looked like a doctor’s exam room but was much more extensive and filled with many more machines and devices.  Three people dressed in scrubs stood tinkering with different machines around the room, but they all shifted their focus to us as we walked in.

	    One of the nurses walked over to me.  “Thanks, Jael, you can leave now,” she said politely.  Then she looked at me and muttered, “Put your identity band in the scanner.”  She pointed to a machine on the wall.  I swiped my band, and the display modules came alive with all of my information again.

	     “All clothing brought from your prior personhood must be disposed of,” she said dryly.  “Remove your clothing and drop them in the receptacle.”  She then proceeded to hand me a paper gown, the kind that you wear at the doctor’s office, but even thinner.

	     “Where do I change?” I asked inquisitively.

	     “What do you mean?” asked the nurse, seemingly annoyed.

	     “You want me to remove my clothes and put on this gown.  Where do I go to change my clothes?” I questioned again, slightly annoyed myself.  What was wrong with these people?

	     “These newbies crack me up,” laughed the nurse behind me.  “Do you think you are in the dressing room at Jax? You have no privacy rights anymore!  Now take off your clothes and drop them in the receptacle.”

	     “I can’t take my clothes off in front of all these people!”  Now my face was getting red, and my voice was getting louder.  They all turned around at once and looked at me.  Then I noticed the man in the back smiling.  He got up from his chair and walked toward me.

	     “Do you see this watch?” he sneered as he held up his wrist in front of my face.  “I purchased it last week at Jax.  Cost me a pretty penny too.  Whenever I push this button, it tells me the time.  It never argues with me or tries to tell me it doesn’t know.  It just does what it was purchased for.  You are now like this watch—just an object for purchase.  You don’t argue. You just do what you are told.”

	     Anger rushed through my veins once more.  Who did he think he was?  “I am not a watch!” I argued through clenched teeth.

	     “I guess your training starts early then,” he said with a sigh.  “Hand me the remote Yen.”  The nurse beside him handed him a small metal object.  It looked like it was made of the same metal that my identity band was.  He grabbed my wrist and scanned the identity band with the remote.

	     “You know we got this idea from how they used to train dogs,” he commented to the other nurses.  “That is before the animal rights activists made people stop using them.  Of course, our system is much more advanced.”  He turned, looked at me, and commanded, “Remove your clothing and put it in the receptacle.”

	     “No,” I said calmly.  I could play this game as long as they could.  What would they do?  If they beat me, they would be damaging their merchandise.  That would hurt their profits.  It was time I called his bluff.  He took the silver remote and swiped his hand across the display panel.

	     I was instantly knocked off my feet.  The pain was more intense than anything I had ever felt.  There was much more to this identity band then the other nurse had let on.  It felt as if every part of my body was on fire!  A second later, the pain ended.  I found myself on my hands and knees, gasping for air.

	     “You see,” the doctor continued, “your identity band contains fibers that connect to every single nerve in your body.  One swipe on this remote, and it lights up every single one of those nerves.  That was on the lowest setting.”  He slowly turned the remote around in his hands.  “It’s an amazing tool.  It doesn’t leave any permanent damage to the product, but it works wonders for behavior modification.”

	     “You do this to people?” I stammered as I struggled to get to my feet once again.

	     “What?  Of course not!  We would never do this to a person.  You, however, are a non-entity.  You are not a person.  Now, remove your clothing and put it in the receptacle.”

	     I glared at him.  These people were monsters hiding behind a multi-million dollar corporation.  We were being treated with less dignity than dogs!

	     I gritted my teeth and yelled, “No!”

	     “This one is strong-willed,” the nurse in the corner laughed.

	     The doctor sighed and swiped the remote again.  I braced myself against the wall, but it did little good.  I felt like I had been hit by a car and was burning alive.  I could hear myself screaming, but I had no control over it.  The seconds seemed like hours.  I waited for death--I wished for it, but it never came. 

	     Finally, relief came like a flood.  I was lying flat on my face on the cold, hard cement floor.  I had to force myself to breathe. The muscles all over my body trembled from the impact of the jolt.  My limbs felt like jelly.  This was completely insane!  The two nurses in the room each took one of my arms and forced me to a standing position.

	     “That was on level 2.  Now remove your clothing and put it in the receptacle,” he said calmly.

	     What was I going to do?  These people were animals!  They were insane. I knew I couldn’t take a shot like that again.  I was still gasping for breath from the last one.  There was nothing else I could do.

	     Red, hot shame filled my face as I removed my shoes, t-shirt, and stretchy pants as quickly as I could while at the same time trying to keep the flimsy gown draped over my body.               

	     “Undergarments also,” the first nurse declared as the other two began gathering up trays of medical tools and utensils.  They were not going to make this easy.  I slid my bra and underwear off under the paper robe and threw them into the receptacle with my other clothing.  

	     “Now, that wasn’t so hard now was it,” the doctor chided.  He motioned for me to sit down on an exam table at the center of the room.  As soon as I sat down, I felt a prick in the back of my neck like I was being stung by a bee.  I turned and saw the nurse injecting me with some type of green fluid in a long syringe.  

	“What are you...” but before I could finish my sentence, my world went black.
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	Inside a dream can be great darkness

	or great light

	depends on the dreamer
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Chapter 10

	     “Tea.”

	     I could hear Sever calling my name.  It was dark—just blackness.  Where was he?

	     “Sever!” I screamed.  “Where are you?”

	     “Tea,” the voice called again.  Why couldn’t I find him?  I felt a hand on my shoulder.  

	     “Sever?” The hand was squeezing my arm harder now and shaking me.  

	     “Wake up!”  What?

	     “Wake up!”  My eyes sprang open, and I was looking into the eyes of the nurse who had injected me only moments before.  She was shaking my shoulders roughly and looking annoyed.  

	    “What’s going on?” I mumbled as I tried to set up on the examination table.  My head swam, and my stomach lurched.  I knew I would have vomited right then and there if it hadn’t been for the fact that I hadn’t eaten in...how many hours had it been?  Days?  I dropped my head back on the table.  It was cold.  I looked down and noticed the paper gown they had given me was only halfway covering my body.  I grabbed it and quickly pulled it over my shoulders.  What was wrong with these people?

	     “Your medical processing is complete,” the nurse said mechanically.  “Put these on, and someone will escort you to your next station.”  She pushed a folded pile of clothing on my knees and started to walk away.

	     “Please, could I get some water and something to eat?”  I wasn’t sure if I would be able to keep anything down, but I also knew that if I didn’t eat something, I wouldn’t have the strength to stand up.  The nurse sighed and swiped her portable display device.  She then went to another panel on the wall and entered some information there.  The panel opened, and a bottle of water and some kind of bar lay inside the panel.  She removed them from the panel and placed them on a small stand sitting next to the exam table.

	     I attempted to sit up again.  This time it was somewhat more manageable.  My head was still spinning, but not quite as much, and the thought of the water made me want to fight through the dizziness.  I grabbed the bottle of water and drank a sip.  My throat was dry, and I knew I could gulp the entire bottle in a second.  I also knew that, in my current state, if I tried to drink it all at once, it would never make it down.  I took another sip and looked down at the bar.  It was dark brown and grainy in appearance.  It didn’t look like any granola bar I had ever seen before.

	    “What is this?” I asked inquisitively.  The nurse looked up from her work, annoyed, but she still answered.

	    “That is a new hybrid of nutrition—invented right here at the Foundation.  The computer takes all of the health information we have about you and designs this bar to meet your exact specifications.  It contains every vitamin you need to keep you at maximum health and just the right amount of calories to keep you at your optimum weight.  It even contains a special ingredient, so you don’t feel hungry after eating it.”  The nurse looked proud as she continued her explanation, “It’s a marvel of medical science.”

	     I turned the bar over in my hands.  That did seem impressive.  At least they wanted to keep us healthy.  Why?  Of course, healthy nons got more work done than hungry, weak nons.  I bit carefully into the side of the bar.  It was disgusting!

	    “This tastes awful!” I squealed.  The nurse looked at me and laughed.

	    “Do you think they were concerned about how it tasted?” she retorted.  “Just eat it and be thankful I’m giving it to you before nutritional supplement hour.”

	     I turned it over in my hands again.  I wasn’t sure I could even force it down, but who knew the next time I would get a real meal.  I raised the bar to my lips and took another nibble.  Still disgusting.  I took a few more sips of my water.

	    “You have about ten minutes before someone will come and get you.  Finish that quickly and get dressed,” the nurse snapped.

	     I looked at the pile of clothes sitting on my legs—a simple grey t-shirt and pants, white cotton underwear, a sports bra, a pair of plain white socks, and tennis shoes.  I laid the water and nutrition bar aside and began donning the new attire.  It didn’t take me long at all.  I put on my socks and pulled on the slip-on shoes.  They were a perfect fit.  Strangely, all the clothes fit me perfectly.  What did they do, take all my measurements while I was unconscious?  A shiver ran down my spine as I thought of the possibility.  What had they done to me while I was sleeping?

	     I reached for the water, and this time took a long gulp.  Then I forced myself to take a bigger bite of the nutrition bar.  I could refuse to eat it, but the only one I would be hurting was myself.  I needed food, and for now, this would have to do.  I finished the last swallow of the water just as the far door opened again.  This time, a young boy walked in.  He was wearing the same grey pants and t-shirt that I was, and could not have been much older than me.  In fact, he looked much younger—a lot younger.  

	     “Are you 4B7?” the boy asked as he looked down at his paperwork.

	     “What?” I asked, confused.  He gently took my right hand in his and pointed to the identity band.  

	     “Your number?  The last three digits.  4B7.  You need to memorize your identification number,” he said softly.

	     “I am not a number.  My name is Tea,” I stated defiantly.  I noticed the nurse looking up from her display with a frown.  The boy in front of me looked forlorn.

	    “Follow me,” he mumbled and turned towards the door.  I carefully hopped off the exam table and followed him through the exit.  As soon as the door closed behind us he grabbed my arm and turned me towards him.  

	     “Listen,” he growled, “I know you are new here, but you have to get with the program.  You can’t just say things like that in front of the freeds.  They can make things really bad for you.  Didn’t anyone tell you about the identity band?”  He pointed to the silver band on my wrist.

	    I pulled my hand away from him roughly.  “Yeah,” I retorted, “I learned the hard way.”

	   He frowned.  “Stupid freeds,” he mumbled under his breath as he held his hand out to me

	“My name is Sil,” he offered politely.

	    I kept my hand at my side.  I wasn’t sure if I could trust this kid yet. 

	     “I am sorry you had to go through that Tea, but you need to understand how to survive here.  When the freeds are around, you have to act like a model non.  Do what they say--no questions asked.  Otherwise…” he hung his head, “they can make your life miserable.”

	    “Really!  Worse than this?”  I pointed dejectedly to the silver band now permanently embedded on my wrist.  He grabbed the hand I held out and stared into my eyes.  

	     “It can get much worse,” he whispered.  “Let’s go. They’re going to be wondering what is taking us so long.”  As we walked down the hallway, I was still in awe about how young Sil looked.  

	    “Look.  I’m sorry I snapped at you.  I know you are not to blame for this,” I explained as we walked. “I just don’t understand….”

	    “Hey, it’s ok,” he broke in.  “We nons have to look out for one another. No one else is going to.”  Then he looked at me and smiled.  He reminded me so much of my little brother.

	     “How old are you?” I questioned as we continued to walk through the long corridors.  

	     “You mean my ‘official’ age or my real age?” he chuckled.  I winced.  I had heard rumors about underage nons, but I always thought it was just an urban legend.  I looked again at Sil.  His was the first smiling face I had seen since I arrived.  

	     “How can you be smiling here...like this?” I asked him quizzically.  Sil chuckled.

	    “They can take our rights away, they can make us slaves, but there are some things they can’t take away.”  He held up his hand palm facing outward, and I saw a small symbol tattooed on the bottom of his palm.  It looked like a weird cursive letter inside of a small circle.  For some reason, I thought I had seen it before.

	     “What does it mean?” I stammered as I traced the symbol on his palm with my finger.  

	     “We’re here,” he said.  “I will find you another time—as soon as I can.  I will tell you all about it then.”

	     “Ok then, give me the heads up.  What are they going to do to me here?” I asked dejectedly.  

	     “This is the easy part!” he laughed.  “You will take a series of computerized tests to see how you rate academically.”

	     “Great,” I mumbled

	     Suddenly Sil’s countenance changed to one of grave concern.  He retook my hand and squeezed it tightly.  “Listen, Tea.  Do your very best on these tests.  The higher you score, the higher rating you will get.”

	     “Rating? What..” I questioned.

	     “I don’t have time to explain it all now,” he interrupted, “but some kids come in and think if they bomb the test, they will get an easier job.”  He shook his head.  “It doesn’t work that way.  Those who score the lowest….well let’s just say the horror stories you have heard about nons—some of them are true.  Just do your best, please!”  He quietly pleaded.

	    “I will,” I stammered.  I believed him.  As bad as things were right now, I knew they could get worse—much worse.  I would not make things harder for myself.  I hated the people that put me here, but I would not sabotage myself to try and get back at them.

	     I had heard the horror stories.  Nons purchased by psycho killers.  Nons purchased just to smuggle drugs.  Then there were the nons that worked at those dirty places at the old strip malls.  The things they were required to do!  Just the thought of it made a shiver go up and down my spine.

	    “Don’t worry,” I reassured him.  “I got straight A’s in school.  I’m sure I’ll do fine.”

	    His face relaxed, and his smile returned.  He swiped his band in front of a plate by the large, gray door, and then together, we stepped inside.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	_______________________________________

	 

	 

	The greatest pain lies

	not in reality

	but in our fear of what is to come

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 11

	    We walked back into the large room I had seen earlier today.  Varan had called it the lab.  The room itself was massive.  I would guess it was about the size of ten of our school gymnasiums put together.  Every station around the room was filled with people busy doing something.  We walked past a section of the lab that looked like a movie set.  Nons were working hard to clean “pretend” rooms while freeds walked around critiquing their work.  We quietly headed to a group of computer stations at the back of the lab. 

	    One of the Freeds, a large, stern-looking woman who was supervising the lab, quickly approached us.  “So, this is the new one, huh,” she said dryly as she looked me up and down.     

	     “4B7,” Sil responded.

	     “You can go,” she replied curtly, dismissed Sil with a wave, and then turned her full attention on me.  “Follow me, 4B7,” she muttered. 

	     We walked down a line of computers until we reached an empty station.  “Scan your ID band here,” she said as she pointed to a scanner at the base of the digital display.  “You are starting late today, but you should be able to get through quite a bit.  Every two hours, you will be permitted a five-minute restroom and water break.  Your wristband will alert you when it’s time.”  She put a pair of headphones on my head and pushed a button on the computer screen.  Instantly, the tests began.

	    The first test was in Mathematics.  At first, I was amazed at how easy it was.  The more questions I got correct, the harder it became.  I stared at the monitor for what seemed like hours.  My eyes burned, and my mouth was achingly dry.  After what felt like an eternity, I felt a buzz on my wrist and saw a blinking indicator which read, “Restroom and water break.”  Beside it, a five-minute timer began to count down.  I quickly stood up and saw the station supervisor walking towards me.  

	     “The restrooms and water are through there.  Be sure to be scanned back in at your computer before the timer is up, or there will be consequences,” she said with a laugh, and turned on her heels and walked away.  

	     I quickly made my way to the restroom doors.  I noticed right away there was no distinction between a men’s and women’s restroom area.  “Great,” I thought. “No right to privacy anymore.”  I was thankful, however, that the bathroom did contain stalls with doors and a couple of drinking fountains.  I closed myself in and took some deep breaths.  I took care of business and looked down at my wrist--three minutes and two seconds left.  I quickly washed my hands and headed to the drinking fountain.  The water was so cold and refreshing that I know I stood there, gulping it in for a good two minutes.  When I looked down again, only thirty seconds remained.  I wiped the excess water from my mouth and walked quickly back to my station.  I scanned my wrist band with ten seconds to spare.  I noticed the station supervisor looking at me and frowning.  She must enjoy seeing people accept the “consequences” of being late.  She wasn’t going to get the satisfaction from me—not today.

	     The Mathematics test continued for another hour.  How much could one person know about math?  They tested me over every math concept imaginable--from grade school to university level.  Some of the equations I had never seen before, and I just had to take an educated guess.  I hoped they wouldn’t penalize me for any wrong answers.  As I was considering question 184, a loud buzzer sounded, and everyone began rising from their stations.  My computer screen suddenly blanked out.  I turned around and saw Sil walking towards me.  

	    “How are the tests going?” he asked.  

	     “So far, I have only worked on math,”  I replied glumly.

	     “That’s good!  If you were working on Math that long it means you have a high score!”  He motioned to the back of the lab.  “Follow me, and I will show you all the nighttime procedures.  All the nons get a mentor to show them the ropes the first week.”  

	     He began walking towards a large group of people exiting through the back double doors.  I stayed close by his side, not knowing what in the world to expect next.  

	     “Everyone works until nine each night.  Then we get dinner,” he remarked cheerfully as he continued leading the way towards what I now knew to be the cafeteria.  

	     “I am starving,” I exclaimed.

	     “Well, the food is not great, but it is much better than the energy bars we get for breakfast and lunch.  The energy bars are designed to keep your stomach full and keep your energy up, but they taste disgusting after a while,” he said with a chuckle.  

	     We started through a long cafeteria line that looked completely automated.  Each person scanned their ID, and a tray of food was dispensed. 

	    “Why does everyone get something different?” I asked, noticing the discrepancy between some of the meals.  

	     “The meals are based on each person’s BMI, and what they need to stay the “optimal” weight for the highest value,” he stated dryly.

	     I gritted my teeth again.  We were nothing more than a product to them--being engineered to “optimal” specifications.  It made me sick.  In front of me, I noticed a group of nons pointing and laughing.

	     “Look, fresh meat!” one of them yelled, as the others laughed.

	     “Ignore them,” Sil whispered as he stood in front of me in line, blocking my view of the offenders.  We picked up our trays, and he led me to a table in the back corner of the cafeteria.  

	    “We can talk easier back here,” he stated as he set his tray at an empty table.  I sat directly across from him.  I liked Sil.  He reminded me so much of my little brother.  I felt like I could trust him, so if he could help me find a way to survive here, I would listen.

	     “That group back there...they are bad news,” he muttered as he pointed back to the direction of where the rowdy group was sitting.  Their loud voices and rude comments were clearly heard above the din of the cafeteria.  “Your best bet is to find one or two people you can trust and distance yourself from everyone else.  One of the “games” these jerks play is to see how they can get the newbies in trouble.  They feed off the pain of others.  Just be careful who you trust.”  He put a forkful of the bland food in his mouth as he glanced again around the cafeteria.

	    “I know I may look like easy prey, but I’m not pushed around so easily. You don’t have to worry about me,”  I responded quickly.  

	     Sil looked at me forlornly, a frown creasing the lines of his pale white face.  “Tea, you don’t get it.  You are not in high school anymore.  These people have nothing to lose.  They're not under any laws, and they often don’t care about the consequences.  In the real world, if someone beat the daylights out of you, they would go to jail.  Here, they may get some voltage.”  He looked down at his ID band.  “Your only protection is to keep your head low and try to stay off their radar.”  

	     “Sil,” I asked shyly, “how exactly did you come to be in a place like this?”

	     He shrugged, gave a sigh, and then began his tale.  “My mom died when I was five, so my father had to raise me alone.  He loved to drink.  He was usually at the bars every night of the week.  He also loved to gamble.  I am afraid those two things don’t mix well.”

	     “What happened?” I gasped.

	     “One night, he got extremely drunk and ran out of money in a poker game.  In his drunken state, he must have mentioned he had a son at home.  One of the men playing poker with him worked for the Foundation.  He told my dad that, since he was out of money, he could bet me instead.”

	     I couldn’t believe what I was hearing!  “Your father lost you in a poker game?” 

	     “As crazy as it sounds...yes,” he sighed again and then continued.  “The next morning, he had no recollection of what had happened—that is until the Foundation van showed up at our door.  His face went white at the realization of what he had done, but there was nothing he could do.  He had signed me away in a drunken stupor.”

	     “Wow,” I exclaimed sadly, “I thought my story was heartbreaking, but that is terrible.  My mom just sold me at birth for money to live on.”

	    “It happens all the time,” Sil continued. “That is the only way the Foundation can get young people these days.”

	     I took a bite of my food and looked around the room.  How many of these nons had been sold off by their parents?  As I scanned the room, I noticed again how many young people were in here.  Where were the older adults?

	    “The next few days, you will be testing so you won’t interact with anyone, except at dinner, but after that, you will be placed in training areas with the other nons,” Sil informed.

	     “Will I see you again?” I questioned.  I realized Sil was the only person I had met here that I trusted.  I wasn’t even sure why.

	     “I will escort you in the morning and the evening this first week, and after that, I will find you at dinner every night,” he said, smiling.  “I haven’t got a chance to finish our conversation from earlier today.”  He pointed to the symbol on his hand.

	    “What does it mean?”  I asked quickly, recalling our previous conversation.  My question was cut short by the buzzing of our wrist bands, which alerted us to the end of dinner.  

	     “Bring your tray over here,” he said as he pointed to a line of trays on a conveyor belt.  As I looked down the conveyor belt, I saw nons in another room, removing the trays and washing them.  

	     “Do they stay here, or are they being trained too?”  I quietly asked as I pointed down the conveyor belt into the kitchen.  

	     “Those are the seconds,” he said sadly, “--nons who have some type of flaw that makes them less than desirable for purchase.”  As he was saying this, I noticed a man with a patch over one eye, and a woman who had one arm.  

	     “They can still work so they are kept here,” Sil continued.  “They are lucky they can still do this job.”

	    “Lucky?” I questioned. “How is that lucky?” 

	     “We have to hurry,” Sil stammered. “We need to get you logged in to your sleeping cubicle.”

	     “My sleeping cubicle?  Don’t you mean bed—or do the nons not get to sleep?” I questioned.

	     “It’s all about efficiency!” Sil said in a mocking tone as he waved his finger in the air.  He snickered at himself and led me down the immense hallway.

	     Soon a line began to form, and we were herded towards a large open door at the end of the corridor.  I looked at Sil once more.  “This just seems unreal,” I stammered.  “Yesterday, I was at home, lying in my own bed—and now this!” 

	     “You are strong, Tea,” he whispered.  “You will be okay.”  He smiled as we inched forward in the line. Suddenly his face became solemn.  “Tea,” he stammered, “remember, no matter what happens here…” he grabbed my arm and stared intently into my eyes, “you cannot lose hope.  That is the one thing they can’t take from us.”

	    “How can you possibly find hope here?” I jerked my hand away and spun around.  “We are nothing now.  We have no rights.  We have no life.  How can there be hope here?”

	    “There is always hope,” he whispered.  

	    “I lost all hope when I signed my life away,” I responded dryly.

	     I turned my face away from him and stared straight ahead in the line.  Ahead of me, each non scanned his or her identity band, a door slid open, and they walked in.  The door would close again, and a new door would appear.  You could hear the whirring of machines behind the door as each non was scanned.  Sil looked at me apologetically and then put his band under the scanner.  “I will see you tomorrow, Tea,” he said quietly and walked through the door.  

	     As the door began to close between us, I started to feel guilty about the way I had spoken to Sil.  He didn’t know me.  He didn’t know how much I had lost.  In all actuality, the way he arrived here was much worse than what had happened to me.  I should not have taken my frustration out on him.  I wanted to smile or wave to let him know I wasn’t angry, but I just stood there frozen, staring at the door until it was completely closed.  

	    “My turn now,” I thought as I placed my wrist under the scanning device on the wall.  The machine beeped, and my picture immediately flashed on the display by the door.  Another moment and the door in front of me swished open.  I must have been lost in thought because someone behind me gave me a slight shove, and I stumbled through the opening.

	    I found myself in a small room or closet with a low ceiling.  So low that if I reached my hand up, I could touch the ceiling.  The room itself was probably about 4 feet wide.  There was no way you could lay down in here.  Suddenly the room began to move, and I could tell I was being lifted, like an elevator.

	     “Stand against the red wall,” an electronic voice pronounced.  I looked around and saw the wall to my right.  It was red and padded with some kind of vinyl material.  I moved my back against the red vinyl and waited.  I felt the machine stop moving, and all of a sudden, the room began to tilt backward.  I reached out to grab onto something, but there were no handles—nothing to grab.  I pushed my hands against the sides of the walls and pressed my body into the red padded vinyl the best I could. In a few seconds, I was lying down on my back.  The red wall had now become the floor--and I guess, my bed.  My heart began to pound.

	    I imagined thousands of nons parked like cars—each in their own little sleeping cubicle.  I had never liked small spaces, and this was like being locked in a small closet with no way out.  What if there were a fire?  Would they just let us all go up in flames, suffocated in our own little caskets?  It made me angry.  I sat up quickly.  There was just enough room to sit up without hitting my head.  

	     “This isn’t right!” I yelled and kicked the side of the box.  “Let me out of here!”  

	     I screamed and began punching and kicking the box with all the strength I had left—which wasn’t much. That’s when I noticed the stream of yellow gas pouring in from a vent above the red flashing light.  

	     Was I being poisoned?  Did they conclude I wasn’t worth selling?  I tried holding my breath, but I knew I couldn’t stay that way for long, especially after all that screaming and yelling.  I lasted all of about two seconds before my body sucked in a massive gulp of air.  My head began to swim, and I fell into the blackness.  
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	The darkness can only consume you

	when the last flicker of light goes out

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 12

	     Darkness.  The absence of light was so significant you could feel it to your bones.  I could see nothing, but all around me, I could feel slimy stone walls.  I was in a pit, or well, or maybe a cave.  My feet stuck fast in some sort of thick mud, so I couldn’t even lift my legs.  Then came the despair.  Thick, black despair surrounded me—the weight of which pulled me in deeper. I had no idea where I was, but it was like I intrinsically knew I had no hope of ever escaping this place.  I could feel hot tears falling down my cheeks.  I could hear myself screaming.

	 

	     I bolted upright and screamed.  I was still in the cubicle I had been placed in the night before.  My breath came in rapid gulps, and I pressed my hands against the sides of my head.  I needed to get my bearings—clear my head.  Lights were flashing, and an annoying beeping sound was coming from the walls.  

	     The gas—the yellow gas coming from the wall, must have been a sleeping gas.  It seemed to have worn off now, but my heart was still pounding from the nightmare.  It felt like I had only been asleep for a few minutes, but I imagined much more time had actually passed.

	     Why was I still having this nightmare?  The dream had already come true.  I had entered a place with no hope—with no way out.  Why did it continue to haunt me?

	     “Lie flat with your feet on the marked section,” an electronic voice buzzed.  

	   “We must be moving again,” I thought absentmindedly.  I quickly pushed my feet down to the end of the cubicle to a spot simply marked “feet”. Immediately, I felt the box begin to tilt until I was in an upright position.  For some reason, being upright helped calm me down.  At least it didn’t feel like I was in a coffin any more--more like a small elevator.   

	     The cubicle stopped moving once again, and what looked like a drawer opened in front of me.  

	     “Place all clothing in the open receptacle,” the voice commanded and suddenly, displayed on the wall next to me, was a countdown clock showing sixty seconds.  

	     “Great,” I thought.  Evidently, I had sixty seconds to get undressed and put my clothes in this drawer or...or what?  

	     What if I refused?  What if I didn’t do what they asked?  I looked down at the band on my wrist.  I knew what would happen if I refused.  The clock now said forty-five seconds.  I could fight it—let them knock me on the floor with the pain, but what was the use.  Eventually, it would be too much for me, and I would give in.  At least in here I was alone—no one was watching me.  I pulled off my shirt and pants, shoes and socks and put them into the drawer.

	    “Place all clothing in the open receptacle,” the voice chimed out again.  I guess I was to include all of my clothes in the drawer—even underwear.  How embarrassing!  The clock now read fifteen seconds.  I slid them off as quickly as I could and threw them into the drawer.  As soon as they landed in the drawer, it closed, and the clock disappeared.  

	     “Prepare for cleaning.  Stand with your feet on the diagram and your hands placed above your head,” the voice commanded  

	     I looked down at my feet and saw the two feet symbols light up.  Was this thing a shower too?  All of a sudden, something like a mist surrounded me.  It looked like steam, but it wasn’t hot.  As it touched my body, I felt the slight sting of what felt like antiseptic.  Twenty seconds later, I was being blown dry--if that is what you would call it—from all sides.  This lasted about 10 seconds, and then a bell rang to tell me I was done.  I felt like a turkey in an oven, and the bell was the oven timer telling me I had been cooked.  

	     “Put on the clothes in the receptacle,” a voice chided.  

	     Another drawer opened in front of me.  This time, it held clean clothes.  They didn’t have to tell me twice because I hated the feeling of being so exposed.  A two-minute timer displayed on the wall, but I was done within thirty seconds.  I began to explore the box and found it had many different compartments and areas I had not noticed last night.  We were like rats in technologically advanced cages just waiting to be put back in the maze.  

	     Everything we needed was in this tiny box.  I even found a button marked “Waste” on the side of the wall.  I pushed it just to see what would happen and found it opened a small hole in the bottom of the box.  That, I guessed, was my toilet.  They had thought of everything. 

	     The two-minute timer buzzed again, and another drawer opened.  This time, a small sink and a toothbrush appeared.  I grabbed the toothbrush and went to work. 

	     I knew a lot of people who didn’t take care of their teeth and had to pull them out when they went bad.  Dental care was an extravagance mainly for the rich.  You learned quickly to take care of your teeth when you saw people walking around your neighborhood with toothless smiles, or when you heard the screams of someone pulling out a tooth with a pair of pliers.  I knew they just wanted to keep us looking good for potential buyers, but I wasn’t going to waste this opportunity.

	     The timer buzzed again, and the lights in the box began to flash.  Suddenly, the box was up and moving, and the robot voice pronounced, “Prepare for exit.”  

	     The box moved along like a sideways elevator.  I wasn’t prepared for the sudden jolt as we stopped, or the rush of air as the doors swished open. 

	     I quickly stumbled out and could feel the swish of the door behind me as it closed and moved to the right.  

	    “Move along,” a guard said roughly and pushed me towards the open corridor ahead.  Where was I supposed to go?  I stumbled forward, slightly panicking because I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do.  I felt a hand on my shoulder, and spun around to see Sil smiling at me. 

	     “Come with me 4B7,” he said mechanically, and I saw his eyes dart towards the guard.  I quickly followed him down the corridor.

	     “My name is Tea,” I whispered angrily as we walked along with the mass of other nons down the dimly lit corridor.

	     “I told you yesterday, whenever there is a freed watching, you have got to be a model citizen.  Nobody calls people by names here.  At least not when they are watching  It's all about survival, Tea.”

	     “How do I even know where I am supposed to go every day?” she mumbled as they pushed their way through the lab. “This place is massive.  How do you ever find your way around?”   

	     Sil stopped and held up his silver wristband.  Digital letters scrolled across the back of his wrist.  How had she not noticed that before?

	     “Every day, you will get instructions on where you need to go and what time you need to be there.”  He pointed to her wrist band and continued, “This first week, I will help you get to where you need to go.  The biggest thing you need to remember is never to be late--no matter what.”

	     A chill ran down my spine as I pondered the ramifications of being late.

	     “You will have it easy for a couple of days.  They do intelligence testing first.  Those tests are a big part of your rating,” Sil explained as we continued to push our way through the massive hub.  He led me to the far wall, scanned his wrist band, and a panel opened up to reveal a nutrition bar.  He grabbed the bar and motioned for me to scan my band too.  

	     “Breakfast,” he said bluntly as he took a large bite out of the bar.  “It’s better if you just eat it quickly.”

	     “Yummy,” I mumbled as I scanned the panel and grabbed my bar.  

	     “We have five minutes left before you have to report to the computer station.  Usually, people use this time to eat their breakfast and go to the restroom if they need to.”  He pointed to the restroom I had seen yesterday during my math test.  As I started towards the door, he grabbed my arm to stop me. 

	     “If you can wait until your designated break, try and do it,” he said intensely.

	    “Why?” I questioned, shaking his hand off my arm.

	     “The bathrooms aren’t monitored...you remember those jerks from yesterday?  This is their favorite time.”

	     “I can’t help it!” I countered.  “There is no way I can hold it for another two hours.”  I pushed my way past Sil into the crowded restroom.  I could hear Sil calling my name as I went in, but he didn’t follow me.  I had dealt with bullies before.  Even though I was small, I could be pretty imposing when I needed to be.  

	     The bathroom was crowded, but there were still empty stalls.  I checked my wrist band and saw I had about four minutes left.  I quickly jumped in a stall and latched the door.  

	     Sil probably saw me as weak and in need of protection.  It should have been the other way around.  He reminded me so much of my little brother; it almost hurt.  He shouldn’t be here--none of us should--but especially not him.

	     I looked at my band—three minutes left.  That’s when I heard it.  The voice in the next stall.  It sounded at first like a whimper, and then I began to hear the words.  

	     “Please….don’t hurt me...please...I won’t tell...please let me go.” I heard shuffling and pushing against the sides of the stall.  Part of me wanted to walk away--to run away as fast as possible.  However, there was a stronger part of me that wanted to fight—not just whoever was in that stall, but the whole Foundation.  It was like a fire burning inside of me, and I knew it was going to get me in trouble.  

	     I stepped up on top of the toilet and peered over the side of the stall.  There he was—the jerk from yesterday.  He reminded me of one of those obnoxious guys from my high school--the ones who thought they owned the world and made everyone else’s lives miserable.  He had her—a tiny girl with short red hair and huge eyes--pinned up against the side of the stall. 

	     “Hey!” I yelled.  “What do you think you are doing?”  

	     Both of their heads snapped up and stared at me with eyes wide.  I figured I must have spooked him because he ran out of the stall in a matter of seconds.  What surprised me more was how the girl ran out right behind him.  I opened the door to the stall and saw everyone running towards the exit as quickly as they could.  What in the world was going on?  That’s when I saw them. What’s worse—they saw me.  The two large enforcers came barreling down the room, and they looked ticked off.  Within seconds they were towering over me.  One of them grabbed my wrist and scanned it with some device.

	     “A newbie,” he muttered.  ”What do you think you are doing?” he yelled.

	     “I don’t understand.  What have I done?”

	     “You were yelling...making a scene,” the man interrupted angrily.

	     “A girl was being held in that stall by….” I was knocked off my feet instantly with a jolt that took my breath away.

	     “I don’t know who you were before this, but you are not that person anymore.  You don’t have the right to yell, to speak, or to breathe unless we tell you to.”  He swung around to the man next to him and grimaced.  “Who is supposed to be her mentor?” he growled.  

	     “F43,” the other one barked, “evidently not doing his job.” 

	      My heart dropped.  Sil.

	     “Take this one to Computer training, and I will go find him.”

	     “Please….” I stammered, “it was my fault…”  Another jolt racked my body before I could get the words out. Once again, I was knocked to the floor.

	     “I told you.  You don’t speak unless I say so,” he yelled as he grabbed me by the arm and pulled me off the floor and towards the exit.  “This is a warning because it is your first week.  If it ever happens again, there will be no warning.  You will have to face the consequences.”  

	     The bracelet on my arm started buzzing.  I was late.
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	Trouble followed me

	It tracked me like a lion to its prey

	refusing to stop the chase

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 13

	     I continued to be half pushed, half pulled towards the computer station. The enforcer grabbed my buzzing wrist band and scanned it again with his handheld device.  The buzzing stopped.  My heart was still racing—both from the jolts of what felt like electricity coursing through my body and the fear of what would happen to Sil.  Before I knew it, I was standing at the desk of the same monitor I had seen last night.

	     “So we got a troublemaker, do we?” she grumbled as she grabbed my wrist and scanned it.  “Be thankful you are considered prime merchandise.  Go to station five and start working.” 

	     The enforcer walked behind me as I headed to station 5, but then turned and left after I sat down.  I let out a breath.  What had just happened?  My hands were shaking, and I had a sick feeling in my stomach.  Not for myself—I really couldn’t care what they did to me.  In my mind, I began imagining all the terrible things they could be doing to Sil at this moment—all because of me.  I wanted to throw up, but I figured I would probably get in trouble for that too.  I looked up at the computer screen and began the first test.  Calculus.  

	     It was four hours before I got my first restroom break—a consequence of this morning perhaps?  By this time, my mouth was dry and my eyes were stinging. I went quickly to the restroom and then gulped down as much water as I could.  I couldn’t help but feel like I was unsafe--like crouching around the corner was someone with a remote ready to zap me.  The truth was, I was unsafe.  They could do whatever they wanted.  This was not life.

	     I made my way back to the computer terminal with 3o seconds to spare.  I could see the woman at the desk glaring at me and looking at her watch.  She wanted me to be late.  She wanted me to fail.  I, however, would not give her the satisfaction.  I should feel hopeless. That is how I am supposed to feel.  Instead, I just felt anger.  Anger towards the woman at the desk that would like to see me in pain.  Anger at this place that treated us like cattle.  Anger at a country that allowed this to take place.

	     There were people out there trying to stop the trade of non-entities.  A few politicians voiced their opposition to the system, but their voices were drowned out by the millions of others who cheered it on. 

	     I remember watching a speech once by one of those politicians who opposed the trading of non-entities.  He talked about a great man who had helped end slavery hundreds of years ago, and how sad that man would be today.  His opponents argued that it wasn’t the same as it was back then, because nons gave up their rights by choice.  I wish I would have had a choice.

	     I finally finished the math portion and moved on to some sort of reading and writing test.  I did my best to focus on the test and not to think about my present circumstances, but my mind was swirling.  If I was going to survive, I had to be smarter.  I had to be able to work the system.  

	     A non came walking by with a large white cart.  He scanned each person’s wrist band, and the machine popped out one of the energy bars we had eaten for breakfast.  Yum.  He came by my cubicle, and I held out my hand willingly.  Those things may taste bad, but they did get rid of your hunger and give you enough energy to survive.  I needed that energy to keep myself sane in this place.

	     Out of the corner of my eye, I could see another person being escorted to the computers.  I turned my head slightly, and I saw her—Tori Brockman—the girl we were talking about at school.  She had a dazed look on her face and was guided to a computer a few rows in front of me.  She was taken the day before I was, so why was she just now getting here?  I shuddered, wondering what the last few days must have been like for her.  

	     A few days ago, we sat at school talking about Tori like she had died.  I wondered if my friends were talking about me like that now.  Poor Tea, gone forever.  I can’t believe I was ever that stupid, but I was.

	     Tori and I were never really friends, just acquaintances.  She didn’t run with the same crowds I did.  Not to say that she wasn’t a nice person, she and I just never got to know one another.  In this place, however, any kind of familiar face was a blessing.  I looked at my wrist band and rubbed the silver metal.  The next time I had a bathroom break, I would try and approach her.  

	    It was another two hours before the wrist band started buzzing, indicating my five-minute break.  I quickly jumped up and ran towards the restroom.  I immediately used the bathroom, washed my hands, and took a long drink of water.  Then I waited--three minutes left.  That's when I saw her stumbling out of a stall, still dazed and confused.  I walked up to her and put my hand on her shoulder.  She immediately jerked back.

	     “Tori?  It’s me, Tea.  Tea from school,” I whispered as I took a step back, not wanting to scare her any more than she already was.  

	     “Tea?” she mumbled as she looked cautiously around the room.

	     “Yes…” I replied, but before I could finish my sentence, she had her arms around my neck and was clinging to me for dear life.  She quickly let go and held me at arm's length.  Tears filled her eyes and began to spill down her cheeks.

	     “What are you doing here?” she mumbled.

	     “We don’t have time now,” I said as I pointed to my wristband, slowly counting down.  “Find me tonight in the cafeteria.  I will be at a table in the back, right-hand corner.” 

	     She nodded and then grabbed my hand and squeezed it.  I turned on my heels and headed quickly back to my cubicle—twenty seconds to spare.  

	     They say that misery loves company, and I guess they are right.  For some reason, having someone here I was even slightly acquainted with made me feel better.  It shouldn’t.  I shouldn’t feel better knowing someone else was in this place of terror, but I did.  What kind of person did that make me?   

	     Once again, I shook away my thoughts and focused back on my work.  Sil had told me how important these tests were in establishing my rating, and I knew I had better take his advice.  Reading and writing came easy for me, but these tests were tedious.  My eyes were red and dry from staring at the screen for so long.

	     I had heard a little bit about the rating system before I came here.  From what I heard, the higher your rating score was, the more expensive you became.  Low scoring nons often worked menial jobs doing hard labor. Large factories purchased masses of nons to do the assembly line work that used to be done by freeds.  That is one of the reasons jobs were so scarce anymore.  Rich freeds often purchased higher scoring nons as housekeepers, nannies, or even tutors. 

	     I had no watch, and there were no clocks around, but inside I figured it had to be getting close to quitting time.  Sil would be here soon to escort me back.  Sil.  Was he ok?  I would be so relieved to see him—just to know he was okay.  If he was punished, it was because of me.  I would never let that happen again.   

	      It was about an hour later that my wristband finally buzzed, and the monitor told us to stop working.  I stood up from my station and rubbed my aching neck.  Sitting too long in front of a computer screen had given me a headache.  That's when I heard it.

	    “4B7,” a voice called gruffly.  I turned quickly, and my heart sank.
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	It only takes one small flicker of light

	to pierce the darkness
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Chapter 14

	     Instead of Sil, I found myself face to face with the same jerk from earlier today.  The dumb, jock type that loved to make people’s lives miserable.  I tried to think quickly.  I had to play this smart.  I took a deep breath, threw my shoulders back, and walked up to him.  

	    “Where’s Sil?” I asked calmly.

	    “That is none of your concern,” he said gruffly. “I will be escorting you tonight.  Follow me.”  He turned on his heels and headed into the mass of people walking towards the cafeteria.  

	     I followed quickly, knowing the consequences if I didn’t.  He pushed through the throngs of people, slowly making his way towards the side of the massive room. He suddenly stopped cold, next to a long hallway.  In fact, he stopped so quickly I almost ran into him.  He then grabbed me, spun me into the hall, and slammed me up against the wall.  

	     “Listen up, 4B7,” he whispered into my ear.  “I don’t know what you were trying to do yesterday, but you made a huge mistake.”  I could feel his hot breath against my skin.  I was wedged against the wall, and couldn’t move.  One swift kick to his groin area would get him off of me, but I had a feeling that could backfire in a big way.  

	     “Let go of me,” I gasped.

	     “I will let go of you when I’m finished,” he declared as he pressed in closer.  “From now on, you belong to me. You do what I say when I say it.  Do you understand?” He pushed me harder against the wall.

	     “Yeah,” I mumbled.  I had to get this guy off of me.  

	     He pressed in close to my ear and whispered, “It’s time to get with the program 4B7.”  He dropped me and walked off towards the cafeteria, laughing.

	   I picked myself off the floor and watched as he strolled off through the massive crowd.  I wanted nothing more than just to chase him down, climb on his back, and pummel his brains in.  I knew, however, one thing he had said was true—I had to get with the program.  I had to learn how to work this place if I was ever going to survive.  I dusted off my pants and started towards the cafeteria.

	     As I went through the food line, I took the time to scan the room.  There he was in the same spot as usual--Sil.  I gave a sigh of relief.  He was okay.  Of course, he was okay.  What did I think was going to happen?  He was considered prime merchandise, and they wouldn’t risk damaging him.  I grabbed my tray and walked quickly over to the corner of the room.

	     “Sil!  I’m so sorry….”

	     “Stop, Tea,” Sil interrupted.  “It’s okay.  I know what happened.  I was able to explain to the enforcers that you were just really confused.  My question is, where were you when I came to pick you up today?”

	     I sat dumbfounded.  “Someone else was there to pick me up,” I said through gritted teeth.  Now I was furious. My eyes flew over to the jerk that had held me against the wall.

	     “You have got to be kidding me?” he sputtered. “Didn’t I tell you to stay away from him?”

	     “He pretended that he was my escort, and you were….indisposed,” I muttered.

	     “That’s Rhys...his favorite pastime is making people’s lives miserable.”

	    “Yeah, he’s a real winner,” I said sarcastically.  “My question is, how did he get in here?”

	     “Probably the same as most of the people here—signed away before he was born.”

	     I shifted in my seat and stuck a fork into what slightly resembled some sort of meat. 

	      “When I was processed, they gave me the impression that you have the choice whether or not to sign your rights away, but it would have repercussions for your family if you didn’t.  Rhys doesn’t strike me as the type that would care about any repercussions to his family.  So how is he here?” 

	     “Tea,” he said gravely, “once you’ve been promised to the Foundation, you are in.  There is no changing your mind.  They may have acted like you had a choice, but in all truth, nobody does.”

	     Inside I had known this, I guess.  I had never heard of anyone being signed over to the Foundation and not going.  For some reason, it just now began to sink in. Nobody wanted to be here.  I thought about the promos playing in the lobby when I arrived.  It was all propaganda.  Maybe there were a few that signed away all of their rights freely, but looking at the young faces around this room, I would guess they were a small percentage.

	     As I was scanning the faces around the room, my eyes caught hold of Tori just exiting the food line.  I quietly gave her a wave and motioned for her to join us.

	     “That’s Tori,” I murmured quickly to Sil.  “You don’t care if she sits with us, do you?”

	     “Of course not,” he replied and stood to let her slide in beside me.

	     “Tori. This is Sil,” I said with a nod.  “He is my guide this week.”  Tori looked at Sil and gave a little wave. “Sil, this is Tori.  We went to school together before...” my voice trailed off, not wanting to speak the words I knew were true.

	     “Hey, Tori,” Sil replied quietly.  

	     I turned to Tori and scanned her face.  Her eyes were glazed, and she wore a dazed expression on her face.  I turned back to Sil, and he carefully pointed to the bottle of water on her tray.  It was cloudy.  Had they mixed some kind of drugs in the water?  I looked back at Sil, and he just nodded.  I looked at my water—crystal clear.  I let out a sigh of relief, knowing I wasn’t being drugged. 

	     When I began to think about it, quite a few people here were walking around with that same look in their eyes.  I wondered how many people here were being drugged every day just to keep them calm.  It was a frightening thought.

	     “I think you came in the day before I did,” I said casually to Tori. “I’m surprised I haven’t seen you until today.”

	     “I don’t remember much since I left home.  Mom woke me up that morning and just pointed to the enforcers and said, ‘Sorry’.  She didn’t even cry!”  I could see tears welling up in Tori’s eyes as she described the scene.  “After that, it is all a blur.  All I know is, now, I’m in hell.”

	     Sil put his hand over Tori’s and spoke softly to her. “They can take many things away from you here, Tori, but they can’t take away one thing...hope.”  She looked at him, confused, and then looked back at her plate of food.

	     What had he meant?  Hope?  What kind of hope was there in a place like this?  I looked at him inquisitively, and he gave me a nod and an “I will talk about it later” look.  I nodded back and returned my focus to Tori.  Had she been so flipped out when she first came in that they had drugged her this whole time?  I thought about the girl in the lobby with me when I was being processed.  She had been given an injection to calm her down.  Had they done the same thing to Tori?  I ate another bite of my food and looked to Sil.

	     “Why do they give us this meal?” I questioned. “Why not just give us another energy bar like they do the rest of the day?”

	     “They used to, but from what I hear, they found out if they don’t give us one meal of real food, bad things can happen to their merchandise.”

	     I turned my attention back to Tori.  She was staring at her plate, but not eating anything.  

	     “Tori,” I said pleadingly, “you need to try and eat something, so you don’t get sick.” 

	     “What does it matter?” she replied flatly.

	     “You matter,” I said plainly.  I took another bite of my food, and pretty soon, Tori took a bite too.  For some reason, it made me feel better knowing I could help her in some small way.  I may be a non, but on the inside, I was still me—a decent human being.

	     We talked very little during the rest of the meal. Tori’s mentor led her towards the far door as our wristbands gave us the final countdown.  I turned quickly to Sil, knowing that we didn’t have much time.

	     “There is always hope,” he said in a whisper as we started to clean up our trays.  “It may seem like you are alone, but you are not.  There are others out there, nons and freeds alike, who are ready for this thing to end.  They are working behind the scenes even now.” He pointed to the small tattoo on his palm—the circle with the crazy letter inside.  “This is how you will know who is on your side.”  He closed his fist quickly and motioned for me to follow him towards the exit.

	     That night I had the nightmare again.  I could see nothing, but all around me, I could feel slimy stone walls.  My feet stuck fast in some sort of thick mud, so I could not even lift my legs.  I had no clue where I was, but it was like I intrinsically knew I had no hope of ever escaping this place.  I could feel tears falling down my cheeks, and I could hear myself screaming, and yet I knew it would not help.  The darkness and despair seemed only to deepen as I struggled.   I began to feel myself sinking deeper into the mud, and panic rose in me.  My heart started racing.  Fear enveloped me.  I knew there was no hope—no escape. 

	    Then something happened.  I saw a small light shining above me.  As I looked, I could see a hand reaching down.  On the palm of that hand, I saw a symbol.  I grabbed the hand.

	     I awoke with a start.  My sleeping cubicle was still dark.  I figured it must be the middle of the night.  I thought about my dream.  The pit. The despair.  The hand reaching down to me.  On the hand, there was a symbol—the same symbol that Sil had on his palm.  That hand was reaching down to save me. 

	      There was only one word that kept pulsing through my mind now.  Hope.  I understood what Sil was talking about now.  Hope was not created from our circumstances, but despite our circumstances.  Even in this place of misery, I could still have hope. 
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	You don’t have to look for adversity

	It will find you
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Chapter 15

	     The rest of the night was uneventful. I slept better than I had in a month. The sleeping gas never came back.  I had a feeling the nightmares would stop now too.

	       I thought about the conversation that Sil and I had had last night.  What is the one thing that can defeat despair?  Hope.  Was it possible there was a group of people out there right now fighting for us?  Just the chance of hope was enough to break through my despair.

	     Once again, my sleeping cubicle began counting down as I finished each of my morning tasks.  I finished with my teeth and felt the buzzing of my wristband announcing my exit.

	     As the compartment came to a stop, and the door slipped open, I glanced around the room.  There were hundreds of these sleeping compartments lined up—one on top of the other.  A massive line of hidden humanity tucked in chambers the size of coffins.  Just the sight of it took my breath away.  

	    Sil’s voice pulled me out of my trance and back into reality.  I walked quickly through the multitude of people exiting and found him on the far side of the room.  He flashed me a tiny smile, and immediately my brother’s face popped into my mind.  He reminded me so much of him.  He scanned his wristband, and his eyebrows furrowed.

	     “Well,” he sighed, “the good news is you’re done with the computerized tests.”

	     “And the bad news…”

	     “The bad news is you’re done with the computerized tests. That was the easiest part of this place.”  

	     As we talked, we walked to the food dispensary and scanned our wristbands.  I quickly grabbed up the energy bar and took a huge bite.  I tried Sil’s advice—eating it quickly so I wouldn’t notice the bad taste.

	     “So, what will I be up to today?” I questioned.  Sil gently grabbed my wristband and scrolled through the daily schedule as I looked on.  

	     “You start with physical activity in section F,” he offered as he pointed to the far left corner of the lab. “You will have that every day from now on.”  

	    “Let me guess,” I murmured, “they want their merchandise in perfect physical condition so we can bring the highest dollar.”

	     “Don’t think of it that way,” he retorted.  “Think of it as you getting yourself as strong and fit as possible so you can get out of here one day.  Do it for you, not for them.”

	    I nodded.  If I was ever going to find a way to escape this place, I needed to be as strong as possible.

	     “The next part of your schedule takes place at the house,” he exclaimed as he pointed to the bustling work area standing before us.

	     My eyes scanned the rows and rows of what looked like movie scenery.  Every room in the house was represented—bedrooms, kitchens, bathrooms, laundry rooms--there was even what looked like a kid’s toy room.  

	     “How long will I be there?” I asked as my eyes scanned each room.

	     “That all depends,” Sil said wryly.  “How good are you at housework?”

	     I chuckled.

	     “Some people finish that station in a couple of weeks.  I knew one guy who was there for two months.  He just couldn’t figure it out.”

	     “Got it. The better you do, the quicker you get out.”

	     “Just don’t be in too big of a hurry,” he cautioned. “There are worse stations than the house.”

	    “Great,” I mumbled.  My thoughts were interrupted by the buzz of my wristband—one minute until I had to check in at my station.  Sil pointed again to sector F, and I jogged across the lab as quickly as I could without drawing too much attention.  

	     Within 30 seconds, I was standing at sector F being scanned in by an extremely muscular looking woman with an angry scowl on her face.  

	     “Your wristband will tell you which machines you should be working at,” she pointed to the display on my band.  “Go to that machine and scan your band.  It will take it from there.”  

	     I looked down at my wristband and saw it was flashing “Machine 5” in red letters and counting down with a thirty-second timer.  I scanned the room and saw the huge number 5 hanging over a long row of machines.  Each machine had a conveyer belt on the bottom and handles on the sides.  The sign above them said, “Treadmill”.  I jumped up on one and scanned my band.  Immediately the conveyor belt was turning, and I was walking, but going nowhere.

	     In my town, we would never imagine getting on a machine and walking to nowhere.  It made no sense.  We walked to get places.  We walked because the price of transportation was too high.  No one in their right mind would take a vehicle anywhere that was less than a mile away.  It was considered wasteful.  We would never waste our energy on walking just for the sake of walking.  Now, here I was, walking on a machine and going nowhere.

	     Mom used to tell us stories about how, long ago, people would walk and run, not to get anywhere, but just so they wouldn’t get fat.  I couldn’t imagine a place where the resources were so plentiful you would have to run around just to get rid of all the extra food you ate.  It just made no sense.  I had only seen two people in my lifetime that were severely overweight.  One of them was extremely rich, and the other had a health condition that caused her to gain weight for no reason.  With the shortage of food, it was very rare to see anyone actually overweight.

	     The display on the machine read 2.5.  I was walking at a slow pace, and I was somewhat relieved.  I wasn’t sure what to expect when Sil first told me about this place.  My relief started to slip away as I noticed the speed increments getting faster and faster.  By the time I was on the machine for twenty minutes, I was at a slow jog.  At thirty minutes, I was running at a full sprint.  Sweat was pouring down my body, and my breathing came in great gasps.  Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed another non, also struggling.  Before you knew it, the non took a step off the treadmill to try and rest.  In an instant, the attendant was in front of her yelling, and the non was lying on the floor, screaming in pain.  I could plainly see the small, silver remote in her hand.  “Don’t step off the treadmill,” I repeated to myself.  

	     A few minutes later, my wristband beeped, and the treadmill stopped with a jolt.  I doubled over and gasped for air.  The words “water break” scrolled over the screen on my band and a sixty-second timer started counting down.  I stumbled to the water fountain and began gulping water as quickly as I could without making myself sick.  I put some on my hands and rubbed it on my head.  It felt so good.  I thought about Sil’s words, “Do it for you—not for them.”  I gulped down one last burst of water and checked my band for the next station.

	     The next two hours were, without exception, the hardest two hours of my life.  Each machine was designed to push you to your limit--to break you--but I had made it.  Every muscle in my body ached.  My clothes were sopping wet from sweat, and I was still breathing hard as I headed to the “house”.
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	Despair can only drown you

	when you quit swimming
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Chapter 16

	     The “house” as Sil had called it, looked like a huge, open movie set.  The check-in monitor scanned my badge and directed me over to kitchen number three.  Each room had its own instructor, who was also a non—you could tell by their wrist bands.  They didn’t, however, wear the gray jumpsuits that most nons wore. Even though they were nons, they still carried the small silver remotes.  I couldn’t imagine nons hurting other nons, but here they were.

	     Each person had to watch an instructional video and then complete a task.  My first task was cleaning dirty dishes.  First of all, who needs to watch a video to do dishes?  Secondly, why did she have to pick the one task I hated the most?  

	     My first attempt proved unsuccessful.  Evidently, I had left the dishes clean, but streaked, and that just would not do.  The instructor took me through how to clean each plate the right way, as she put it.  I was amazed at how much pride she took in her work, and her dishes were, in fact, spotless.  Even though she was meticulous, she wasn’t cruel, and she seemed to enjoy sharing her expertise.  It took four more attempts at dishes before she approved my work.  I then had to move on to scrubbing floors. 

	     Scrubbing floors would not have been so bad, but I was so sore from the exercise earlier today that my muscles ached.  I was glad when the buzzer on my wrist band indicated it was time for a restroom break.  I was not pleased, however, when I saw who was standing by the restroom doors.  Rhys.

	    He was glaring at me and smirking as if he had just heard a bad joke.  I did not have the luxury of skipping this restroom break—nature called--so I had to come up with a plan to get by him without any trouble.  I needed a distraction.  

	     I walked back over to the kitchen instructor and smiled.  “Excuse me, ma’am,” I said politely.  “I was walking to the restroom, and that young man over there was asking me a question about how you were able to get your dishes streak-free.  Maybe you could answer his question?”  Her eyes lit up immediately, and she started yelling, “You...over there by the bathroom...come here.”  

	     I could see a strange look come over his face as he began walking towards the instructor, but he went.  Obedience here was not an option.  I slowly edged my way to the side of the room and towards the restroom.  I now only had four minutes left, but it was worth it when I heard the instructor giving Rhys her lecture on proper plate washing mechanics.  I was able to get in and out of the restroom before she had finished her thesis on dish soap.  Out of the corner of my eye, I could see him staring at me, with complete and utter hatred in his eyes, and I knew I may have dodged a bullet now, but I would pay for it later.  

	     I threw myself into the work with a vengeance and tried to push any fear out of my mind.  I was no stranger to housework—everyone helped out at my house.  Being the oldest, I carried the brunt of the duties, mostly because of the long hours mom spent at work.  Since I had so much experience, the household tasks were not too difficult--even with our perfectionist instructor.  I thought about what Sil said earlier--it could definitely be worse.  

	     At home, most of the evening household chores fell to me.  My siblings were so young--they couldn’t do much anyway.  I would make them help with little things, but then I would just let them play.  My favorite thing to do was to cook.  Yes, food was a precious commodity, but I was always coming up with creative ways to cook the food we had.  Sometimes my creations were fabulous, and sometimes they were not.  Whether they liked it or not, though, my family still ate everything I cooked--no one wasted food.

	     The rest of the day passed quickly, and before you knew it, the nightly meal alarm was buzzing on my wristband.  I looked around the lab for Sil and saw him walking towards me, laughing.  I looked down at my shirt and pants.  They were a spotted mess from water and cleaners.  I thought about how I must look to him and laughed too.

	     “You look like you have had a full day,” he laughed. “Did you have fun?”

	     “Ha, ha, ha,” I retorted.  “I’m tired, sore, and wet.  It was a blast.”

	     As we walked towards the cafeteria, I told him about the episode earlier with Rhys.  He got very quiet.

	     “Tea,” he chided, “you have to be careful.  Guys like that are unpredictable.  You push them too far...they can snap.” 

	     “I am trying to be smarter about this stuff,” I replied, “I was able to go to the bathroom without injury, which I think was a definite win.”

	    “Remember what I said,” he continued, “don’t attract attention—especially the attention of jerks like him.”

	     “I will do my best,” I said solemnly, and his smile finally returned.  As we walked towards the cafeteria, I saw Tori walking quickly across the room to catch up.  

	     “Wait up for me!” she called as she pushed her way through the milling crowd.  We slowed our pace to allow her to catch up with us, then continued towards the cafeteria.  When she approached, I could tell her eyes were clearer, and her speech was no longer slurred. They must have stopped the drugs in her water.

	     “I finished my computer tests today,” she exclaimed as she strode up beside us.  I looked at Sil and raised my eyebrows.  He gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head, and I turned back to Tori.  It had taken me four days to finish the tests.  It had taken her one. According to Sil, the longer the tests took, the better you did.  How well you did on the tests determined your rating score.  It was that score that determined your final placement.  If you had a high score, you cost more, which meant you got a better placement.  If you had a low rating, you cost less and could be placed in a less than desirable environment.  If Tori had only taken one day to complete the tests, she most likely had a low score.  That was not good.

	     I thought back to our time in high school.  Tori was not in a lot of my classes--mostly extracurriculars.  I was in the advanced courses at my school, so there was nothing strange about that.  I had no clue how she did academically.  We were just acquaintances--friendly enough, but not really friends.  I turned to Tori and smiled.

	     “Well…that’s one less thing you have to worry about,” I replied carefully.

	     “What’s next on the agenda?” she asked as we grabbed a tray and entered the food line. I began to rattle off everything I had done today as the workers scanned our wristbands and added food to our trays.  We were just exiting the line when something hit my leg hard, caused me to lunge forward and sent my tray tumbling to the ground. I looked up just in time to see Rhys and his group passing by, pointing and laughing at me.  He then proceeded to walk through the remains of my food and grind it into the floor with his foot.  

	    “Oops!” he exclaimed sarcastically.  ”Sorry about that.  I guess you should be a little more careful next time.”

	     Sil was at my side in an instant, helping me off the floor.  My first instinct was to run over to Rhys and punch him in the face.  Sil’s tight grip on my arm gave me some pause.  He tapped my shoulder and pointed towards the counter.  The eyes of every worker in the cafeteria were focused on me.  I took a deep breath and drew my attention back to the spoiled tray of food on the floor.  Tori was already on her hands and knees, helping to clean up the mess.  The grip on my arm relaxed, and I headed to the floor to help Tori clean up.

	     I finished cleaning up the mess, threw away the stomped-on food, and was about to go back through the line when Sil grabbed my arm again.  

	     “You can’t go back through,” he whispered.  “They will only give you food once--no matter what.  Come to the table, and I will share mine.”  He gave me a gentle tug towards our usual spot.

	     I let him lead me over to our seat, but inside I was a churning cauldron of emotions.  I was angry that Rhys had cost me my one meal of the day.  I was angry that they wouldn’t give me any more food.  I was angry that I would go to bed hungry tonight after such a hard day.  I wanted to scream--to cry--to punch something.  Instead, I allowed myself to be led to a table in the corner of the room and sat down.  

	     “I can’t believe they would let him get away with that!” Tori expressed exasperated.  “Everyone could see he hit your leg.”

	     I took a deep breath before I replied. “It’s okay.  It won’t kill me to miss one meal.  I had my two energy bars today.”  

	     It was true.  Missing one meal was not a big deal.  When I was younger, there were many times when we were lucky to have one meal a day.  Now, mom had a better job, and we were never without food.  I still remembered those hard times, though, and how it felt to go to bed with an empty stomach.  

	     I must not have sounded very convincing because Sil and Tori were already trying to give me parts of the food on their trays.

	     “No!” I said firmly.  “You have exactly enough food on your tray to feed yourselves.  I will not take that away from you.  I told you I will be fine.”  I had to put my foot down.  We were given tiny portions as it was, and it made no sense for three people to go to bed hungry.  

	     Sil stood suddenly and exclaimed, “I will be right back.”  I watched as he disappeared around the corner and returned a few minutes later.  I prayed he wasn’t doing anything that would get him into trouble.  He sat back down next to us and looked carefully around.  He reached in his pocket and carefully withdrew an energy bar.  It was slightly crushed from being shoved in his pocket, but it looked like gold to me.  The energy bars tasted terrible, but one of the ingredients in them caused you not to feel hungry.  The gnawing pain in my stomach made this little bar look like a piece of birthday cake.  He carefully slipped it into my lap under the table. 

	     “How?” I whispered fearfully as my eyes darted back and forth through the room.  

	     “Not everyone here is a friend of the Foundation,” he muttered quietly, so not even Tori could hear and began to eat his food. 

	     I quickly broke off a piece and inconspicuously shoved it into my mouth.  I managed to eat the entire bar within a couple of minutes and drank down the bottle of water I still had left.  Almost immediately, I felt the effects of the bar, and the gnawing pain in my stomach subsided.  Sil had saved me from a long night.  

	     I looked across the room and saw Rhys and his buddies laughing it up at their table.  They seemed to be having a great time.  He turned, and his eyes met mine.  He smiled sardonically, but I didn’t look away.  Instead, I smiled back.  That must have thrown him off because he looked confused all of a sudden and then turned back to his friends.  I wanted to let him know that he didn’t control me.  He didn’t have any power over me.  He didn’t scare me.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	_______________________________________

	 

	 

	You can’t share your fire with everyone

	Some will try and snuff it out

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 17

	   The next morning began without incident.  Each day, I had to start with an intense exercise session.  Today, Tori started the exercise regimen too.  We didn’t get to talk, but it felt good just knowing she was there.  

	     I noticed right away that her exercise routine was much less intense than mine, but that didn’t surprise me.  Tori was never on the athletic side, and within minutes of her time on the treadmill she was gasping for air like a fish out of water.  I began to wonder if my physical fitness was a blessing or a curse.  The more you could do, the more that was expected of you.  

	    By the time I finished the workout, I was once again completely drenched in sweat and out of breath.  I was thankful for the five-minute restroom break and took the time to rehydrate myself after losing so much water.  As I was drinking water, I kept one eye on my surroundings.  Thankfully, Rhys was not around, and I was able to catch my breath.  I checked the schedule on my band and headed to the house for more training on the proper way to clean.

	     I walked up to the monitor, and she scanned my wrist band.  She pointed me to section 12 of the house--bathroom number 2. That was just great. If there was one thing I hated worse than doing dishes, it was cleaning bathrooms.  I made my way through each section of the house until I reached bathroom number 2.  

	     This instructor was less than excited about being there and scowled when she saw me approaching.  She immediately began her lecture and started illustrating the “proper” way to clean a bathroom.  

	     As I scanned the room, my eyes fell on a particular girl in the back.  She was one of the jerks that hung with Rhys.  Why would anyone want to be around that guy?  I guess they probably figured they would rather have him as a friend than an enemy.  

	     High school was full of people just like this--followers.  They were quick to follow whoever they thought was the strongest, most influential, or smartest in the school.  Usually, it was some jock who played football and made everyone else's lives miserable.  He always had a group of cronies that followed him around like puppy dogs.  It was sickening.  Whatever her reason for hanging with him, I knew I had to watch my back.  Rhys was determined to make my life miserable and would use anybody he could to help him achieve that goal.  

	     We stood for another 20 minutes and listened to an endless lecture on proper toilet cleaning.  Then the instructor divided us into groups and put us to work.  I was lucky enough not to be placed in the same room with Rhys’s girl, and for that, I was thankful.   

	     The instructor was so pleased with my toilet cleaning abilities that I was soon sent to clean showers.  This time, I was not so lucky, because the first face I saw at the shower station was the girl from Rhys’s gang.  She looked at me with a cynical smile.  I knew there was going to be trouble.  

	     I quickly set to work on the shower I was assigned.  I hoped I could get it done and move out of this group as soon as possible.  That was wishful thinking.

	     As soon as I had finished cleaning an area, Rhys’s girl would accidentally spill some cleaner or lean her dirty hands into one of the shower walls.  She would always apologize profusely in front of the instructor, but I could see her smile when the instructor turned away.  She was playing her part well.  

	    The highlight of my day came when she walked by and turned on the shower faucet in the stall where I was working, drenching me with water.  The instructor spent 20 minutes berating me on my reckless behavior.  I was wet, and I was ticked.  The worst part was, there was nothing I could do.

	     I gave a sigh of relief when my wristband let me know our workday had ended. I searched the crowd until I found Sil’s smiling face and headed towards him.  He must have seen the look on my face because his smile quickly changed to a look of concern.

	     “What’s wrong?” he questioned.

	     “Let’s just say, I found out Rhys doesn’t even have to be present to make my life miserable.”

	     “One of his followers give you a hard time?”

	     “You could say that,” I replied.  “I’m just thankful this day is over with.”

	     “I don’t like this,” Sil muttered.  “Usually, Rhys moves on to tormenting someone else after a few days.  He seems stuck on you for some reason.”

	     “It seems I now have a bullseye on my back,” I replied anxiously.

	     “Well, you are the first person I’ve ever seen stand up to him,” Sil stated as we walked towards the cafeteria.  Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks.  “Let’s wait here until his group has sat down.  We don’t need a repeat of yesterday.”  

	    I definitely did not want a repeat of yesterday.  Even though the energy bar had staved off my hunger, it was not like real food.  My mouth watered at just the thought of this small meal.  

	     “Exactly how long has Rhys been here?” I whispered as we waited outside the door.       

	     “He’s been here as long as I have,” Sil responded quietly.  “I don’t know exactly the dates or times, but I figure it has been about four months.”

	    “Four months?” I gasped.  “Is it normal for someone to train that long?”

	     “No,” Sil replied, “but Rhys knows how to play the system.”

	     “What do you mean, ‘play the system’?” I asked, confused.

	    “If you do well, you move through the program quickly.  I have seen people in and out of here in as little as six weeks.  If you do extremely bad, they stop the training and send you off to do manual labor somewhere—doing things that require no skill whatsoever.  If you are about half-way in between, you still get trained, but it takes longer.  Some people act ineptly just to prolong their stay here.”

	     “Why would they want to stay here?” I wondered aloud.

	     “As bad as this place is, there are a lot worse places to be,” he shared.

	    We waited outside the cafeteria until Sil had deemed it safe to enter.  We grabbed our trays and hurried as quickly as we could through the line and to our table in the corner.  Tori was already there waiting for us when we arrived.

	     “What took you guys so long?” she questioned before she took a large bite of some type of brownish vegetable she had on her tray.  

	     “Just being careful,” I replied casually.  There was no sense in scaring her any more than we had to.  It wasn’t hard to tell that Tori was emotionally fragile.  She had been through a lot, and I wasn’t going to add to that.  I looked at her water bottle and found it refreshingly clear.  She was no longer being drugged to keep her calm, and I wanted it to stay that way.  

	     She looked at me, slightly confused, and then continued eating.  She told me all about her day at the house.

	     “I spent all day doing dishes, and my instructor was never happy with them.  There was always something wrong.  Either there were streaks, or spots or something else wrong.  I am never getting out of dishes,” she continued glumly.  “I hope once I get out of here, I don’t become a dishwasher.”  

	     We couldn’t help but laugh, but the absurdity of the situation hit home.  We had no control over what happened to us after we left this place.  We were literally at the mercy of the Foundation and its sliding rating scale.  We were no more than merchandise to them--to be parceled out to the highest bidder.

	     As we talked, I noticed that Sil was not as open with Tori as he was with me, and he never spoke about the resistance movement when she was around.  I wasn’t sure why, but I got the feeling he didn’t fully trust her.  I would not betray his trust by sharing this information, but I couldn’t help but wonder why he was hesitant. Tori was just a normal girl, stricken with abnormal circumstances, just like the rest of us.  Why would he doubt her sincerity?  I was determined to ask him about it the next time we were alone, but for now, I kept up with the easy conversation and continued to eat my food.  

	     Too soon, dinner came to an end, and we headed out together towards the sleeping pods.  Tori jumped in line and was quickly carried away.  I pulled back slightly and pulled Sil to the corner as everyone was lining up.

	    “I need to know,” I whispered, “why don’t you trust Tori?  Is there something I don’t know?”

	     Sil sighed.  “I am sure she is a nice girl, but...she is not the kind of person we can share an important secret with.”

	     “Why?” I whispered earnestly, still not understanding.

	     “Tori is nice, but she’s also fragile.  If she had information about someone that could get them in trouble, she might not be strong enough to keep a secret...under extreme persuasion,” he continued.

	    “I get it,” I muttered and started back towards the line.  Sil was right.  Tori was sweet, but if put under pressure, she would most definitely crack.  Even with the best of intentions, she may not be able to help herself.  She was the kind of girl that needed protecting, not the kind that protected you.  It was sad that it had to be this way, but there was no changing it.  If we were going to survive, we could only trust those who were strong enough to handle it.  
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	It is the only weapon against despair

	it is hope

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 18

	     The next few weeks seemed to fly by.  The daily exercise made me much stronger.  I could feel muscles where I didn’t even know I had them.  I had officially mastered cleaning each room in the house, and today I would be moving on to a new task.  Sadly, I had no idea what that was.  

	     Sil was no longer in charge of guiding me—I was on my own.  I still got to see him in the evenings, but other than that, I was alone.  Rhys and his goons still took every chance they could to make my life miserable, but so far, they had been little more than a nuisance--not inflicting any real damage.  I knew, however, I had to stay on my toes and watch my back. 

	     I exited my sleeping cubicle and headed to the dispensary to get my morning energy bar.  After a while, I started looking forward to these bars—even with their bad taste.  I took a bite of the energy bar and swiped my wristband to find out where I would be headed next.  My day still began with exercise, but after that, I would be heading to sector R.  I didn’t even know where Sector R was.  I checked the map on the wall and made a mental note of its location.  There was no way it could be worse than scrubbing toilets.

	    After another grueling workout, I headed to sector R and arrived with only a minute to spare.  I checked in with the monitor and was sent to a room that looked like a small gymnasium.  
     “Great,” I thought, “more exercise.”  That was all I needed.  I was already exhausted after a long workout, and I was not looking forward to any more physical activity.  

	     We lined up across the back wall and waited patiently for our instructor to arrive.  In the door walked a huge man—complete with bulging muscles and a crew cut.  He looked like some military type.  Whatever he was, he didn’t look like Mr. Nice Guy.  He strutted back and forth in front of us, examining the line of nons like we were a bunker of fresh meat.

	     “I am Enforcer Brig.  When I give you a command, you will reply, ‘Yes, Sir.’  Do you understand?”

	     All of the nons, including myself, responded with a lusty, “Yes, Sir!”  One girl must not have given a good enough “Yes, Sir!” because, within moments, he was in her face and screaming at the top of his lungs.

	     “Did you not understand my instructions?” he yelled.

	     “Yes...” she stammered, clearly frightened out of her mind.  Before she could say “Sir” she was on the floor writhing in pain.  

	     “That’s Yes, Sir,” he bellowed.  In his hand, he held the small silver remote that was causing all of her pain.  Instead of pressing it and moving on, he kept it on, watching with glee as she rolled on the floor, screaming.  What kind of person was this guy?  It took everything in my power to just stand by and watch this happen, but I knew jumping out to try and save her would only make things worse.  He would only punish me along with her.  I gritted my teeth and had to endure her screams.  

	     How could this world be filled with people who reveled in the pain of others?  All my life, I had been taught to treat people with love and respect.  The problem was, no one saw us as people anymore.  I thought back to the doctor that examined me when I was first being processed.  He had compared me to his watch.  Watches don’t talk back.  They just do what they are supposed to.  To so many people now, we were just like that watch—merchandise to use and throw away.  How in the world did we get to this place?

	    I knew the answer to that question even before I asked it—the Foundation.  The Foundation did everything in their power to desensitize people to nons.  There constant commercials and media promos made owning a non look so good to the common man.  Even popular television shows displayed happy families with nons waiting on them hand and foot.  

	     I remembered one television show where a kid spent the entire time torturing a non.  In the end, the parent just chided the kid because they would have to spend money on a new non.  I had actually laughed at some of the things that kid was doing!  These shows were designed to make us think nons were just objects.  The Foundation used every means possible to present us as things and not people.

	     Brig finally tired of his little game and let his finger off the trigger.  The girl on the floor looked as if she had passed out, and he motioned for his aides to remove her from the line.  They dragged her by her hands and feet out the doorway.  I had no clue where they were taking her, but I was sure it wasn’t good.

	     “This class will teach you the basics of defense—not self-defense, because you have no self--not anymore.  Some of you will be purchased as bodyguards, and you will be required to protect your owners at any cost—without hesitation,” he commanded as he continued to pace back and forth in front of us like a caged animal.  “You will learn the skills to do just that.  You will not question anything I tell you to do.  You will do it without hesitation, or you will find yourself wishing you did.  Do you understand me?”

	     The group standing before him responded with a resounding, “Yes, Sir!”.  That was the response he was looking for. 

	     We were going to learn how to fight.  I wasn’t opposed to this because I figured it would be a genuine asset in reaching my ultimate goal—taking down the Foundation.  On the other hand, I had a bad feeling about this instructor and knew he was trouble from the moment he walked in the door.  He seemed like the kind of person that would rather torture us than teach us.

	     “It’s time for your first lesson,” he boomed, and the sides of his mouth curved up in a cynical smile.  He motioned to his aides, and they brought out a large, stuffed dummy that they placed in the center of the room.  

	     “This dummy is your owner.  You will protect it at any cost.  Even at the cost of your own life.”  He continued to march back and forth, attempting to stare us down and intimidate us.  “You,” he said emphatically and pointed to a skinny boy at the end of the row, “go and stand in front of your owner.”  

	     The skinny boy looked terrified, but he obeyed quickly and went to stand in front of the stuffed dummy.  Brig laughed and walked to the end of the room.

	     “Now, stop me from hurting your owner,” he bellowed and began to charge the boy.  It all happened within a few seconds.  Moments before Brig would have made an impact, the kid jumped out of the way, and Brig crashed into the dummy instead.  Instantly, the boy’s face turned white as a sheet.  Before he could utter a word, the nerve endings throughout his body were on fire, and he was screaming.  

	     “Wrong!” Brig yelled.  “You will always sacrifice yourself to save your owner!  No matter what.”  He turned to face us and yelled, “Do you understand?” 

	    “Yes, Sir!” we all bellowed.  The boy still lay writhing on the ground.  How long would he keep this up?  He stood for what seemed like an eternity, watching the boy and laughing maniacally.  In all actuality, it was probably only a couple of minutes, but Brig didn’t turn off the remote until the kid was unconscious.  He called the same two attendants to come and drag this kid off too.  

	     “Who’s next?” he questioned and began scanning the line once again.  He stopped in front of me and said, “Take your place in front of your owner.”

	     My heart started racing.  One look at this guy told me he could kill me if he hit me hard enough.  On the other hand, I did not want to be dragged out unconscious after being made a public spectacle.  I had to stand my ground.  No matter what my body told me to do, I had to stand my ground.  I stood in front of the dummy and braced myself, placing my feet in a fighting stance.  Brig just laughed and took his place across the room.  “I will not move.  I will not move.”  I kept repeating the words over and over to myself as I watched the giant man barreling towards me.  

	     It felt like I had been hit by a train, the impact sent me careening across the room, and I hit my head on the floor.  The room began to spin, and I heard the raucous laughter of Brig through the haze.  

	     “At least this one didn’t run,” he sneered and glared at me.  “Get back in the line.”

	     The room was still spinning, and I knew if I stood, I would fall, so I crawled towards the line.  Thankfully, Brig’s attention was on his next victim, or I might have brought down more of his wrath for crawling.  Once I made it to the wall, I forced myself up to a standing position and waited for whatever would happen next.  My head was pounding, and my entire body hurt, but I was still in one piece, and I wasn’t being carried out.  For that much, I could be thankful.  

	     He proceeded to repeat this exercise with the rest of the nons producing the same results.  Only two nons tried to get out of the way, and they paid dearly for this mistake.  The rest understood the consequences and took the hit.  It was excruciating to watch.  Brig, however, acted like he was having the time of his life.

	     After he had tortured each non in the lineup, he continued his dialogue with the group.  “By the time I am through with you, you will not only be able to stop me but completely immobilize me.”  With that last statement, he turned and strode out the door.  

	     The aides quickly stepped in and started illustrating defense moves.  We were required to pair up with the non next to us and practice these moves until we could do them without hesitation.  It was hard work and tedious.  We would end up doing the same moves hundreds of times, only to be told it wasn’t quite right.  By the time our wristbands signaled it was time to quit, everyone was limping and rubbing sore muscles.  I hurt all over—even in places I didn’t know I had.  Through all the pain, however, I was glad I had survived today and didn’t have to be carried out.  

	     Maybe, someday I could use this training to help myself and all the other nons in the world.  I had no idea how that would ever happen, but it encouraged me to think about it.  At this point, our wristbands held us like an iron claw.  You couldn’t get rid of it, which meant you couldn’t run, and you couldn’t disobey.  If we could get rid of the wristbands, we could easily raise a non army!

	      I headed to the cafeteria, staying wary of my surroundings.  Rhys was still out to get me, and I had to stay on my toes.  I didn’t see anything suspicious, so I continued my trek towards the cafeteria.  I saw Sil coming from the opposite direction and waved conspicuously.  He immediately headed my direction, that wry smile still on his face.

	      Sil was the only person that kept me sane in this place.  During the past few weeks, we had managed to sneak away and talk more about the resistance.  I found out that some of the employees here were secretly working for the resistance.  Sil would never tell me who they were, and I understood why.  I would become a liability.  Knowledge is essential, but too much knowledge can put yourself and others in great danger.  I was satisfied just to know there were still people out there secretly fighting for me.

	     There had always been some resistance to the idea of non-entities.  Politicians had appealed to the highest courts in the land, but the decision was always upheld.  Big money speaks volumes in this day and age, and the Foundation had plenty of money.  People still lobbied against the idea of nons, but most of their voices have gone unheard.  No one cared about the nons until they actually became one of them, and then it didn’t matter if you cared or not.  

	     I had also found out more about the symbol on Sil’s hand.  It looked like a cursive F within a circle, and simply meant, “Free though bound”.  Even though men could take away what they called your “personhood”, they could not take away what was on the inside—on the inside, we were all free.  We may be bound, but freedom called from within and could not be bound forever.

	     Sil insisted on keeping Tori out of the loop.  We still sat with her at the final meal and chatted about the news of the day, but we never mentioned anything about the resistance or a possible way out.  If I were honest, I would have to say I wasn’t sure there really was a way out.  Yet the smallest bit of hope kept me pressing forward.  If there were even the slightest chance that I could be free one day, I would fight with everything within me.  That is why I pushed myself so hard every day--so I could be ready.

	    As we walked, I informed Sil all about the defense class.  He knew all about Brig and the seriously demented games he played.  

	     “That man feeds off the pain of others,” Sil muttered as we pushed our way towards the cafeteria doors.  I was just about to reply when something ahead caught my eye and nearly stopped my heart—a boy with a tall frame and black, curly hair.
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	The memories haunted me

	every night in my dreams

	until I replaced them with new ones
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Chapter 19

	     It felt like time had stopped.  I couldn’t breathe.  I couldn’t speak.  Everything was frozen.  In an instant, I was running, pushing myself through the masses of people straight towards the boy with the brown curls.  Sever?  No!  It couldn’t be.  He was safe at home with his father.  He wasn’t even 18 yet.  There was no way he could be here!  My internal dialogue didn’t slow my pace as I continued to push my way through the crowd towards the boy.  

	     Sever was the love of my life, but I had lost him when I became a non.  His father had said Sever didn’t ever want to see me again, and who would blame him?  There could be no future for us.  I felt better knowing he had gone on with his life—I even imagined he had found a new girl by now.  The pain of his loss, however, never really went away.

	     Within seconds, I had reached the boy and grabbed his shoulder.  He quickly spun around and looked me in the eyes.

	     “Can I help you?” he demanded.

	     “I’m sorry,” I stammered.  “I thought you were someone else.”  As I turned, I saw Sil running to catch up with me.

	     “What was that all about?” he questioned, half out of breath from the jog he had just taken.

	     “It was nothing,” I replied blankly.

	     “Tea...your face is white as a ghost.  Something scared you.”

	     “That boy back there.  It’s just that he reminded me of someone I used to know.  For a moment, I thought...”

	     Sil put a hand on my shoulder, “Then, you can be thankful it wasn’t him.”

	    “Yes,” I mumbled and headed towards the food line.  I thought I could block him out.  I thought I could forget my pain.  I was wrong.  Even here, his memory haunted me.  Yes, I was glad he wasn’t here, but in a weird way—and this made me feel like a total jerk--I wished it was him.  I wanted to hold him once more.  I wanted to look into those beautiful brown eyes just one more time.  I couldn’t believe how selfish I was!  What kind of person would feel that way?

	    That night, I did see Sever again--in my dreams.  It was just like the boy I had seen earlier today, but this time, as I ran, he got farther and farther away.  I kept running and running, but I could never quite catch up.  In the end, I finally caught him.  I put my hand on his shoulder, and he turned around.  I looked deep into his brown eyes, and he said, “Get away from me, non!”  Then I woke up.  I was drenched in sweat, and my breath came in hard gasps.  

	     I had managed to shut him out all this time, but today it all came flooding back.  If I was going to survive, I had to put him out of my mind—I had to put all of my focus somewhere else.  That somewhere else was the resistance.  I had to channel all of my sadness, anger, and rage into one task--destroying the Foundation and everything they stood for.

	     I pictured myself leading a non army into the Foundation headquarters.  Our army would have some of the most highly trained fighters on the planet—thanks to the Foundation.  We would free all the nons and destroy every last one of those silver remotes.  

	     The rest of the night, I dreamt of freedom.
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	Evil won’t run away

	unless you start chasing it
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Chapter 20

	     The next morning, I ran to the dispensary to find Sil.  I found him just as he was scanning his wrist band for his breakfast.  I scanned mine too, then motioned for him to follow me around the corner to a deserted hallway.

	     “How can we do it?” I questioned.

	     “Do what?” he whispered back, raising one eyebrow in confusion.

	     “Bring down the Foundation!” I whispered just a little bit too loudly.

	     “Shh….” Sil responded urgently, “keep your voice down.”

	     “Sorry,’ I whispered back, “but I need to know.  I have been doing everything I can to stay alive in this place, but I need to know how I can contribute to taking this place down.  Sabotage?  Start a fire?  What can we do to stop them?”

	    “First of all,“ Sil continued, “sabotage won't work.  You burn down one facility, and they will only build ten more.  Plus, all you will be doing is hurting other nons.”

	    “Okay...so what hope do we have?” I questioned.

	     “Listen, right now, everyone around the world is okay with the idea of nons because of the media blitz the Foundation has put out there.  They make it look like being a non is a wonderful thing.  They don’t know the real truth. If they did, they wouldn’t accept it so blindly.”

	     “So, we get out there and tell them!” I whispered, once again, a little too loudly.

	     “Who’s going to believe anything a non has to say?” he replied emphatically.  “The Foundation has secrets--worse secrets than even you can imagine.  To take the Foundation down, we would need to find proof of those secrets.”

	     “What kind of secrets?” I questioned.

	     “Even I don’t know everything, but some things are pretty obvious.  Have you ever wondered why there are no older people here?”

	     “I figured they were sent to a different facility,” I responded curiously.

	     “I have heard from people in every one of the Foundation’s facilities, and they are all the same.”

	    “But on the commercials it shows…”

	     “Tea,” he interrupted, “they say what the people want to hear.  The truth is, young nons equal profit.  Older nons require too much...maintenance.”

	     “So, what do they do with them?” 

	     “We haven’t been able to figure that out yet, but we know it’s not good.  When we find proof of what is going on, we have freeds waiting on the outside, ready to take it public. “ 

	     “How do we get proof?” 

	     “We watch and wait.  We keep our eyes open and wait for an opportunity to present itself.  Most importantly, we stay under the radar, so no one gets suspicious.  If they ever found out there was even a smidgen of resistance, they wouldn’t rest until it was completely snuffed out.” 

	     Sil pointed to his wristband, and I knew our time was up.  I was satisfied, however, that I had more information than I did before.  I finished eating my energy bar and walked to the exercise station to begin my day.

	     I made it a point to become very observant--to watch everyone around me.  Even while I ran, I scanned the lab to see if I could see anything unusual going on, but it was the same in here every day.  Nons working out. Nons cleaning.  Nons fixing things.  I wasn’t sure how I would ever get any useful information, but I still kept aware.  I didn’t even really know what I should be looking for.      

	     I was so absorbed in scanning the lab that I almost didn’t notice the girl next to me swaying on the treadmill.  I did notice, however, when she dropped to her knees and was thrown from the machine at high speed. 

	     In an instant, I saw her sprawled on the floor, screaming in pain.  I didn’t know if I should get down and help her or stay where I was.  I saw the attendant heading towards the girl and decided against getting off.  I probably couldn’t help her anyway, but I could get myself in trouble for stopping.  The rest of the nons just pretended they didn’t notice the girl on the floor screaming.  The attendant checked out the girl and then called someone on her communicator.  Within seconds, two more attendants were standing over the girl.  I listened carefully to their conversation so I could find out what was going to happen to her.

	     “Looks like her leg is broke--snapped in two,” one observed.

	     “Should we take her to Medical?” the other one asked.

	     “Let me check,” she responded and reached down to scan the screaming girl’s wristband.  “She’s a 24.”

	     “Processing,” the other attendant said plainly.  The two male attendants picked up the girl and carried her away.  I watched as they left through a hallway on the far left side of the lab.

	     So there were two possible outcomes, medical or processing.  I assumed in medical she would have had her leg repaired, but what happened in processing?  Why did they scan her wrist band for her rating number?  I needed to find out what happened in processing, but I wasn’t exactly sure how I would ever be able to get in there.  For now, I would keep this information tucked neatly away in my mind until I could find a way to use it.

	     Due to the intense exercise every day, I was stronger than I had ever been before.  I had always thought I was in pretty good shape, but now I knew better.  The workouts each day pushed me to my limits, but every day my limits increased.  I felt as if I was in the best shape of my life.

	     After my workout, I had five minutes left to get to my next station.  Instead of a bathroom break, I headed towards the hallway, where I had seen the attendants take the girl.  The hall was full of doors, one of which had the words, “Processing”, on the top.  I knew I wouldn’t be able to get in the door—all doors were locked and only opened for the employees here.  Instead, I got as close to the door as I could without looking suspicious.  I knelt and pretended to be tying my shoe.  If anyone came around, I would tell them I just got lost.  I am sure it happened all the time in this massive place.

	     I leaned as close to the door as I could, trying to hear something.  I heard a faint beeping sound, like the sound of medical machines.  Maybe they were fixing her after all?  Could it be they were repairing her leg and then sending her to another facility?  Then I heard the scream.  It had to be the girl! 

	     “No! No!” you could hear clearly through the door. There were more screams and some shuffling.  Then nothing.  I heard footsteps coming towards the door, and I bolted down the hallway and around the corner.  Once I was out of view, I bent down again, pretending to tie my shoe.  I checked my wristband--I had three minutes before my next training.  I heard the door open and footsteps walking down the hallway.

	     “We should really get some sort of hazard pay for this,” one of the men said.

	     “Yeah,” he returned, “I say that every time, but they never do.  For a multi-billion dollar company, they are pretty cheap.”  The other man laughed, and I could hear another door open and shut.  What had happened to the girl?  It sounded like they were killing her!  Surely not!  Why would they just throw away all of their profits? It made no sense!

	     I was running out of time, so I quickly headed to the defense class.  Even though I knew how useful these fighting skills could be for me, I was not looking forward to it.  After yesterday’s blood bath, I was apprehensive about what he was going to have us do today.  

	     I walked in and lined up at the back of the room, just like we did yesterday.  I had a few seconds left on my wrist band, so I leaned up against the wall and took a moment to relax.  My moment was abruptly interrupted when I saw Rhys walk through the door.  What was he doing here?  He walked straight towards me, and I knew there was going to be trouble.  Surely he wouldn’t try anything out in the open like this?  He walked up to me, smiled that evil smile, and then quietly lined up next to me.  What in the world was going on? 

	     Brig came out in full force. He took a full five minutes telling us how pathetic we were and making sure our “Yes Sirs!” were loud and forceful enough  Then he set his aides to teaching us today’s moves--in pairs.  Rhys had known exactly what was going to happen today and purposely placed himself here to torment me.

	    We were required to perform these moves on one another, and even with supervision, Rhys took every chance he could to cause me pain.  Every time he would knock me down, the aide would praise him for his good work.  He was double my size, and when it was time to do the moves on him, it was like moving a tree.  Even when I managed to land a kick or a punch, he would just laugh at me.  The aide assigned to us thought it was hilarious.  I did not.  I was stronger than I had ever been before, but he easily doubled my strength.

	     They taught us how to sweep an attacker's leg to take him down.  I was already banged up from Rhys’s previous attacks, so I was not looking forward to trying out this move.  The aide made us walk through the movement slowly, over and over again, until we could do it fluidly and without thinking.  Then, we were expected to practice the move in real-time.  I braced myself and waited for the coming kick.  He quickly twirled in a circle, and I could see the leg coming for me.  I was able to jump up out of the way.  He wasn’t expecting that and nearly toppled over, trying to stop himself.  The aide started laughing, and that made Ryhs burn with rage.  About that time. Brig interrupted and made everyone come to attention.  I could feel the heat of the rage emanating from Rhys, and I knew nothing good would come from it. 

	     “Now, we are going to see what you have learned,” Brig announced in his booming, angry voice.  “You and your partner will fight until one of you hits the ground. The one who hits the ground will have additional consequences.”  He held up the little silver remote and laughed again.  “Let this give you some added motivation.”  He then began to call the groups up one at a time to fight.  He added one last caveat, “Stay away from the face--the Foundation likes their merchandise to stay...pretty.”

	     The first fight lasted a good ten minutes.  These two were pretty inept at using the skills they had been taught and mostly relied on kicking and throwing punches.  Brig didn’t stop it, however, until one of them was on the floor.  He then turned the remote on the poor kid on the floor and once again laughed maniacally.  Beside me, Rhys laughed along with him.  He kept looking over at me and smiling.  I tried not to let him rattle me, but it was hard.  I knew the odds were in his favor.  The only way I was going to beat him was by being smarter, not stronger.  I was quicker than him, and that might work in my favor.  I was also smarter.  I just had to use those things to my advantage.

	     The next fight went quickly--less than thirty seconds, and the girl was down.  I wanted to close my eyes, so I didn’t have to see her suffering.  What kind of people enjoyed watching this kind of torture?  

	     I remembered hearing about illegal non-fights that went on underground.  From what I heard, they would make them fight until one of them was unconscious or dead.  A friend of mine had attended one of these fights and went on and on about how exciting it was.  At the time, I wasn’t bothered by it.  It didn’t affect me, so I didn’t worry about it.  How could I have been so stupid? 

	     I remember learning in history class about people who used to stage dog fights.  They would make the dogs fight each other for amusement.  My entire class was horrified at the thought of someone hurting an animal.  Even today, there were steeper consequences for injuring a dog than there were for hurting a non.  

	    Today, we were being made to fight each other for Brig’s amusement.  I ran many different scenarios in my head, trying to figure out a way to beat Rhys.  It was going to be a battle of brains over brawn, and in these types of situations, brawn often won out.  He was stronger, and that I couldn’t change.  

	     Before I knew it, it was our turn.  Rhys began circling me, trying to find the best opening.  The entire time he was smiling and laughing.  He attempted a punch to my midsection, but I was able to move out of the way before he made impact.  He didn’t like missing, so he attempted a swift kick with his leg in retaliation.  I jumped up, but his leg still managed to connect with my right ankle.  It felt like an explosion of pain in my foot, but I knew I had to land carefully and not fall.  I landed, taking as much of the impact on my left leg that I could.  

	      He came at me again, barreling towards me with his fists held high.  I tried to use his momentum to my advantage.  I remembered the move the aides had taught me yesterday and moved toward him, grabbed his fist, used my body weight to pull down, and spun him around.  This took him off guard.  While he was off-balance, I was able to sweep his leg, and he fell to the floor in one fell swoop.  

	     Brig laughed and pulled out the small, silver remote to point it at Rhys.  I turned away and walked back to the line as his screams filled the room.  I knew what I had done.  I may have saved myself some pain now, but I would pay for it in the future.  Rhys would not rest until I was dead.  
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	For every action

	there is a consequence
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Chapter 21

	    When I met Sil that evening, he was completely mortified.  Like me, he understood what my actions today could cost me.  I was so consumed with worry about Rhys’s retribution that I had almost forgot about the incident with the girl on the treadmill.  As we made our way carefully to the cafeteria, I explained what had happened and asked him about “processing”.

	     “What does it mean? What the heck is processing? Are they going to send her to another facility?” I asked curiously, hoping Sil would have all the answers I needed.  I told him about the screams I had heard and the conversation of the monitors.

	    “I have been to most of the rooms in this facility, but the room you are describing is off-limits to all nons.  No one gets in there but authorized freeds, and from what information I have been able to glean, you need a certain security clearance to enter.” 

	    “What do you think it is?”

	    “You said the girl had a relatively low rating?  That could mean they did not want to put any money into restoring her leg—it may cost them more than the profit she would bring.  They treat nons like cars.  When the repairs cost more than the car is worth, it is totaled--you send it to the junkyard.”

	     “So, where could they be sending her?”

	     “We don’t know.  That is another one of the Foundation’s secrets that they have kept well hidden from the public.  It is another secret we will need to one day expose.”  

	     We walked to the doors of the cafeteria and waited until Rhys and his group sat down and began to eat.  After we were sure we were safe, we got into the food line.  We knew he would not attack me in front of this large crowd, but I had to be careful never to be caught alone anywhere.  He would be looking for any opportunity he could to pay me back for beating him in that fight.  He was humiliated in front of everyone, and I knew he would not take that lightly. 

	     We found Tori sitting at our usual spot.  She told us all about her day scrubbing bathrooms.  From her conversation, I gathered she wasn’t very good at it.  Tomorrow she would have to do it all over again.  Everything here seemed harder for Tori.  It was like she was always a step behind everyone else.  

	     “Did you ever have to do housework at home?” I wondered aloud.

	     “Not really,” she replied.  “Mom did everything herself.  She never asked for help.”  That was part of the problem.  Yes, my mom spoiled me, but I always did my share of the work.  In our house, everyone did.  She was learning all these skills from square one, so it had to be harder for her.  I had been cleaning house since I was little, so it came much easier for me.  

	     “It will be okay,” I encouraged.  “You will get the hang of it soon.”  She smiled and continued to tell us about her day.  Sil and I continuously scanned the room as Tori talked.  We ate our food quickly and waited for our wristbands to announce the dinner’s end.  When the alarm sounded, we waited until Rhys was gone before we lined up.  Sil took my arm and assured me he would meet me first thing in the morning, then I swiped my card and entered my sleeping cubicle.

	     The first night I had slept in this box, I was completely freaked out, but now I took solace in the safety of it.  In here, no one could bother me.  In here, I was away from everyone and everything.  Only my thoughts and memories haunted me, but I managed to push them away—most of the time.  I cleared my thoughts and tried to relax after the harrowing events of the day.  It seemed like an eternity ago that I was snuggled in my bed at home, under soft, warm blankets, without a care in the world.  Now, I slept in a box with no pillow or blanket and plenty to worry about.  But tonight I didn’t care.  For the moment, I was safe.  I would sleep well tonight.
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	Sometimes the quiet

	holds not peace

	but the storm

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 22    

	     The rest of the week was relatively uneventful.  We kept careful watch every day, just waiting for Rhys to take his revenge.  I knew that I was not the only one at risk.  Sil and Tori were at risk, too, simply because of their proximity to me.  Right now, it was merely a waiting game.  We had no idea what he was planning to do and when he might attack.

	     Physically, I continued to push myself harder than ever.  Rhys never showed up in my defense class again.  I didn’t understand this, but I didn’t question a good thing.  I was able to learn a lot more without having to worry about someone trying to kill me.   

	     Each night, we watched Rhys and his group at their table, smiling and laughing, and waited for the other shoe to drop, but it never did.  Things seemed to be continuing as usual, and that made us nervous.  It put us all on edge. 

	     “Maybe he realizes you're too tough to mess with,” Tori offered as we ate our evening meal.

	    “Maybe…” I responded, knowing full well that was not the case.  We tried to downplay it somewhat for Tori, but she needed to know enough to be careful.

	     “Something weird happened to me today,” Tori continued, “I was working in the house, over in the bedroom area, and I heard a big crash.  One of those fake windows had fallen on some girl.”

	     “Was she ok?” Sil asked.

	     “No,” she stated plainly, “she was bleeding all over the place. The weird part was the monitor just came, scanned her wrist band, and then just left her there.  She didn’t even try and help her.  Pretty soon, two guys came and dragged her off.  I think she was dead.  There was so much blood.”

	     My stomach turned.  To these people, we were nothing more than merchandise.  We meant nothing to them.  Our only value was set on a rating scale, and it seemed that rating scale decided if we were valuable enough to live or die.  I wanted to shout it out to the world, but I knew what Sil had said was true.  No one would believe the word of a non.  Even if I went to the press, they would just laugh in my face.  We needed proof of what was going on in here if we were ever going to be able to expose the Foundation for what it truly was.

	     Tori continued to chatter on, but I could tell from the look on Sil’s face he was thinking the same thing.  This girl Tori had seen, she wasn’t a high enough number to be bothered with.  We continued to listen to Tori’s rundown of her day until dinner was over.  We took our time emptying our trays so Tori would go on ahead, then as we waited in line, I was able to talk to Sil more openly.

	     “Do you think she is really dead?” I whispered, “The girl Tori told us about?”

	     “Yes,” he muttered back, “if what she is saying is true, no one could lose that much blood and still be alive—especially without medical attention.”

	     “How can we possibly get the proof we need to stop this?  We are constantly being watched, and we don’t have access to the rooms that hold the answers.”

	     “I am working on that, “ he replied in a hushed tone. “Just keep your eyes open, stay out of trouble, and keep your head down.”  He scanned his wristband to enter his sleeping cubicle but then spun around and grabbed my arm.  “And stay alive.”
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	Can we ever hit perfection?

	No, we can only reach for it.
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Chapter 23

	     I was finally done with defense training!  After weeks of being knocked around, I was so glad to be done with the aches and bruises.  Even though I hated it, I had learned so much in the last few weeks.  I felt like I could take down about anyone if I had to.  It was almost like the Foundation was training us for an uprising, and they didn’t even know it.  If every non got the same training, we technically had an army of strong, well-trained soldiers ready to go.

	     One of the problems we had to overcome was the wristband.  It made it impossible to run away.  Even if we could destroy the remotes, our wristbands also had trackers in them.  There seemed to be no way to get rid of these bands!  If we attempted to cut off our hand to rid ourselves of it, we would immediately be killed.  At least we would die free.

	      Even if we could find a way to dismantle the wristband, that still wouldn’t stop them.  We needed proof of their atrocities so the public could see what was really going on  There were so many variables.  It seemed like an impossible task.

	     I left the exercise room and headed to my next training module—child care.  Many nons were sold as nannies to wealthy families, and they had to be fully trained in child care.  Most rich parents wanted someone else to take care of their children for them.  

	     I had only watched my little brothers and sister, but I was confident in my skills.  I had been 11 when my first brother was born, so I felt like I had helped raise all of my siblings—especially Safra.  

	     I remember the day Safra was born.  Mom let me come into the room with her, and I watched the entire birth.  There was no father—mom had a bad habit of having one night stands with real losers.  After watching Safra being born, I told myself I would never have a child of my own.  Now, that wouldn’t be a problem

	     Did nons ever have children?  Sadly, yes.  Some people abused their nons in such a way to get them pregnant.  Some people used nons as surrogates when they couldn’t have a baby of their own.  Unless the child of a non was legally adopted by a freed, they would automatically become a non on their 18th birthday.  This, however, rarely happened due to the shortage of babies in our country.  It seemed like it was harder and harder to have a child these days.  Some blamed it on inoculations.  Some blamed it on chemicals in the water supply.  Whatever it was, at least 75% of the couples in our country struggled to conceive.  Because of this, babies were a hot commodity.

	     In our history class, we learned about a time when babies were a dime a dozen.  They said millions of girls became pregnant before they even left high school. There were so many women pregnant that they had the option just to end their pregnancy if they wanted to.  Today, that was unheard of.  With the shortage of children, every viable pregnancy was considered a miracle of sorts.  If someone did get pregnant accidentally—even if they didn’t want the child themselves—it was like they had won the lottery.  Wealthy couples would pay vast amounts of money for a child.  

	     Most women, however, would never give up a baby.  I thought about my mom.  She could have sold me to some lovely, rich couple somewhere, and I would have lived happily ever after.  Instead, she decided to keep me and signed a contract with the Foundation to turn me over when I was eighteen.  It was absurd, yet it happened all the time.  Moms that were lucky enough to get pregnant wouldn’t think of letting their baby go.  I can’t imagine signing my child’s life away just so I could keep it for the first 18 years.  It made no sense.  The truth of the matter was, babies were like a prize--if you were lucky enough to get one, you held onto it for dear life.

	     Mom had broken all the odds when it came to having babies.  I remember when she told me she was pregnant with my brother. I was ten, and we barely had enough money to eat on.  I suggested to mom that maybe we should consider selling this child to a family that could take care of it properly.  She immediately slapped me across the face.  She apologized later, but she was adamant that no matter what the cost, she would never let go of a baby.  I had no idea that I, myself, would be the one paying that price. 

	     I shuddered at the idea of having to carry someone else’s baby for them.  The thought of carrying a baby inside of you for nine months, and then just giving it away--It would be heartbreaking.  Before I came here, I remember thinking how nice it was that nons were having babies for people.  How could I have been so dumb?

	     I walked up to the monitor, and she scanned me in.  I was then directed over to a large area full of baby cribs.  A crowd was already gathered there, ready to learn whatever it was they were going to teach us today.  The instructor here--she called herself Lil—didn’t seem quite as angry or as vindictive as some of the other instructors.  She started the class and began teaching us about child safety and CPR.  We had to learn how to save a child’s life if they were ever in danger.  

	     We were given life-size baby dolls in order to practice our child care skills.  These “babies” were incredibly realistic—it was kind of creepy.  Their chests would rise and fall as they breathed, and they would gurgle and cry too.  The instructor scanned our wrist bands and then scanned each baby we were assigned.  They would be tracking our progress as we took care of these babies.

	    I remember a story my mom used to tell me about when she was in school.  The school would assign each student a “baby” to take care of for the weekend, and their job was to make sure it arrived back alive.  She said the doll would cry all the time, and you had to try changing it, feeding it, or rocking it until you found out what it needed.  It would internally record data to let the teacher know if it was neglected.  Sadly, her mother had told her, her baby died the second day because she forgot to feed it.  I had laughed at the absurdity of a baby doll being a homework assignment, and now, here I was doing pretty much the same thing.  

	    The instructor modeled the proper way to help a choking infant.  She entered a code into her remote, and the baby she held started making choking sounds.  She then turned the baby over, put it across her legs, and gave the baby five, forceful back blows.  We watched as an object dislodged from the baby's mouth and was spit out across the room.

	     “That is the best-case scenario,” the instructor explained.  “If the item they are choking on does not dislodge, have someone call emergency services and begin CPR.”  She then modeled how to give CPR to an infant correctly.  

	    “If you do it properly,” she continued, “You could save the baby’s life.  If you do it the wrong way, the child could die—and that could mean bad things for you,” she said ominously.  She continued to model the procedure multiple times, having us repeat each step back to her in succession.  Finally, she said we were going to do it on our own.  

	     “These babies are as real as you can get.  If you fail to keep your baby alive, there will be consequences.  The babies have a computer in them that is linked to your wristbands.  If the baby dies, it automatically sends a punishment protocol to your wristband.  I hope you were paying attention,” she finished with a solemn tone.  I got the feeling this instructor did not want to see us punished.  Neither did I.  She hit a few keys on her display, and all of our babies started choking at the same time.

	     I sprang into action.  I put the baby across my knees and attempted the five back blows.  Nothing happened.  I then turned the baby over and began the CPR procedures she had just gone through.  I mentally made myself repeat each step.  Place two fingers in the middle of the breastbone and give five quick thrusts.  Turn the baby back over and do five more back blows.  Give five more quick thrusts in the center of the breastbone.  Do five more back blows.  This cycle continued for a good five minutes until finally, the baby spat out the object and began to cry.  I let out a sigh of relief--not over the fake baby, but because I was safe from the punishment protocol.  

	     I looked around the room and saw nons everywhere, still trying desperately to save their babies.  At least six babies died, you could tell by the screams of those who couldn’t save them.  After everyone was finished, the instructor went through all the things we had done wrong and proceeded to show us again the “proper” way to do the procedure.  Then, the cycle started all over again.  This time only three babies died.  The instructor, however, was not satisfied with that and began to explain again how we were doing it wrong and illustrating proper procedure.  This cycle continued four more times until every child made it out alive.

	     “This is not a game!” she stammered, “Children are precious, and their lives could rest in your hands.  You cannot afford to make any mistakes!”

	    I knew she was right.  Not only were children precious, but if something were to happen to a child under our watch—I could not even imagine the consequences.  Policies mandated the treatment of nons in our society, but even if a non was killed, the worst that could happen was the owners might pay a fine.  If a person mistreated an animal, it could mean jail time, but for a non, there were no rights.  If a child died because of the negligence of a non, the owner could do whatever they wanted without worrying about the repercussions.  When the instructor said we could not afford to make any mistakes, she was understating it.  Our lives could depend on it.  

	     We continued to go through different emergencies for the rest of the day, each time practicing the proper responses on our babies.  I listened and observed the instructor carefully so I could do it right the first time.  I managed to make it through the day unscathed, but many other members of the group were not so lucky.  One girl struggled so much that her wristband had activated ten times!  It was excruciating to watch.  By the end of the training, she looked as if she had been hit by a train and struggled to even walk straight.  I walked up beside her and offered her my support, but she just told me to go away.  I understood.  You could not show weakness here.  You could trust no one. 
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	Looking back to yesterday

	only turns you away from your future
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Chapter 24

	     During the next few days, I learned everything there was to know about caring for a baby.  We fed babies. We changed babies. We burped babies. We did it all.  After learning everything about babies, we had courses about taking care of older children. 

	     “When taking care of the older child,” the instructor stated thoughtfully, “you must keep them happy at all costs.”  She continued to walk around the room and lecture.  “As a non, you are required to do anything the child asks--as long as it does not injure the child in any way or go against the parent's wishes.”

	     One of the nons raised her hand, “What do you mean by anything?”

	     “If the child asks you to play tag for 4 hours, you do it.  If the child asks you to play tea party all day, you do it.  If the child asks you to pretend you're a dog and run around the room on your hands and knees, you do it.”  The whole group exchanged nervous glances.  Some of the nons here would be ruled by five-year-olds.  It was a scary thought.

	    Next, she taught us different games and activities we could play with the child.  It was pretty silly watching a big group of nons playing kids games, but it was a lot better than beating up on one another in defense class.

	     That evening at dinner, Sil and I noticed something was slightly off.  Usually, Tori was talking a mile a minute, but this evening she had barely spoken three words.  Sometimes bad things happened in training, so I didn’t want to push her.  I thought back to the girl who received the punishment protocol ten times while we were taking care of the babies—maybe something terrible like that happened to Tori too.  I figured it was better not to push her.  

	     She sat staring blankly ahead during dinner, hardly touching her meal.  We tried to draw her out, but she would just nod and go back to staring into space.  I checked her water.  It was clear.  At least she wasn’t being drugged.

	     In this place, the look of hopelessness was commonplace.  It was everywhere you looked.  We were surrounded by a mass of people who walked around like zombies—living and yet dead.  Without life. Without hope.

	     We finished our meals in silence.  Sometimes it was better that way.  Before long, our wristbands notified us the meal was over.  Tori ran off as soon as it sounded.  

	     Sil looked at me and sighed, “Something’s off with her.”

	     “I know.  She never acts that way.” 

	     “Do you think there is a possibility that Rhys got to her?” he asked cautiously.

	     “Surely she would have told us!” I gasped.  “If he did something to her, surely she would let us know.”

	     “Maybe,” Sil agreed, “but scared people do strange things.”

	     “I will try and talk to her tomorrow and see if I can find out what is going on,” I quickly added.  “Maybe she didn’t want to talk because you were around.  There is a possibility she might open up if it’s just her and me.”

	    “That is a possibility,” Sil conceded.  “I don’t always understand the mind of a woman.”  I couldn’t help but laugh out loud, but the thought made me wonder.

	     “This may be a personal question,” I pressed as we made our way towards the line for bed.  “Did you have a girlfriend before you came here?”

	     “Yes,” he said nonchalantly.  “We went to school together for most of our lives.”

	     “How did she take it…” I paused slightly, not knowing if I should keep going, “you know...when your dad….”  I couldn’t even finish my sentence.

	     “Lost me in a poker game?” Sil laughed.  “I never even got the chance to tell her what happened.” he confided.

	     “Do you still think about her?” 

	     “No.” he responded sternly.  “The only way to survive here is to not think about what we left behind.  The only way to survive is to focus on what we can do from here on out.  I will never see her again, so there is no reason to make myself miserable thinking about her.”

	     I nodded.  He was so right.  The only way to survive was to not look back.  We had to keep our eyes on the goal if we were ever going to make it.
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	The loudest bird doesn’t get the worm

	It just gets eaten
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Chapter 25

	     The next day I found out I had “graduated” from the child care class, and I was moving on to cooking.  I was actually kind of looking forward to it, because cooking was always something I enjoyed.  

	     Food was scarce, so most people learned creative ways to cook the food they did have.  Mom worked in the evenings, and I often had the duty of cooking for my siblings.  I would pretend I was a master chef and add all kinds of spices and herbs to our food.  Sometimes my creations were fantastic, and other times they completely bombed.  We always ate whatever I made, however, whether it was good or bad.  No one wasted food like that—at least, no one I knew.

	     I walked over to the cooking station as soon as my exercise regimen was complete.  The monitor, an older gentleman with a gray mustache, scanned me in and sent me to section four, where a group of nons already stood before a row of ovens.  The instructor here was a short woman with silver-gray hair.  From the beginning of her speech, I knew she wasn’t like most of the other instructors.  First of all, she wasn’t yelling.  She addressed us like a teacher would at school.  Most of the freeds here at the Foundation talked to us like we were the gum on the bottom of their shoes.  They wanted us to feel like we were nothing.  This instructor spoke to us like we were actually people.  There was a big difference.

	     We spent the first half of class learning about food preparation safety.  

	     “Anyone can follow a recipe book,” the instructor chided, “but some of the greatest mistakes are made with food preparation.  You do not want your owner to get food poisoning.  For your own self-preservation, you need to listen closely to everything I say today.”  

	     I was stunned.  I got the feeling she wanted us to stay safe!  Who was this woman, and how did she end up here at the Foundation?

	     We learned about cross-contamination, food temperatures, and how bacteria grow on food.  I had no clue that food handled improperly could be so dangerous!  I was surprised I hadn’t killed everyone in my family with my lack of food preparation knowledge.  I left meat on the counter to thaw out.  I cut different types of food on the same cutting board.  It was a miracle we were all still alive!

	     After learning about how not to give our owners food poisoning, she informed us we were going to begin learning the basics of cooking.

	      “There is no way you are going to become a master chef in a few weeks,” she chuckled, “but you will learn the basics of cooking and how to follow a recipe correctly.  I’m going to pair you up, and we will do some simple dishes.”

	     I was so engrossed in her speech that I hadn’t noticed the girl moving in behind me.  The instructor began pairing people off and assigning them to workstations.  I turned to my right and saw her sidling up beside me, a huge grin on her face.  It was one of the girls from Rhys’s evil gang—the same one who had tried to sabotage me while cleaning the showers.

	     “Hey, partner,” she sneered, and I could feel my stomach turn.  The instructor had already paired everyone else up when she walked over and stood in front of the two of us.  

	     “You,” she pointed at the girl next to me, “stay at this station.”  She then turned to me. “You switch with him,” she said, pointing to a boy at the next station.  The girl next to me gasped.  I could tell she was utterly shocked at this turn of events, and to be honest, so was I.  I had already imagined all the ways this girl was going to try and hurt me.  Would she try and burn me with scalding water?  Try and sabotage my food?  For some reason, however, the instructor had moved me to a different station and left her there. 

	     I quickly changed places with the boy at the next station.  The instructor began her lesson, and we set to work.  Even from across the room, I could see Rhys’s girl seething.  I didn’t know exactly what had happened, but I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.  

	     I tried my best to follow the instructor’s directions and ultimately found the training very enjoyable.  The only bad part was the fact that we were not allowed to eat any of the food we made.  The instructor would come and taste it.  If she approved, an aide would take the dish to the staff cafeteria.  It ended up being free lunch for the employees.  If a dish did not meet her approval, it would be sent to the cafeteria to be fed to the nons that evening.  At least no food was wasted.

	     Before we knew it, our wristbands were signaling the end of the workday.  Strangely, the instructor waved goodbye to us as we left.  That is when I saw it—the almost imperceptible mark on her palm.  Most would have thought it a smudge or a piece of dirt, but I knew better.  I had seen that mark before.  It was like Sil’s mark--the mark of the resistance.

	     Had she protected me today?  At the time, I had thought it was just good luck that I had been given a new partner, but was it really?  Did she somehow know who I was and protected me?  It made no sense.

	     I searched the room and tried to find Tori.  Yesterday, she had said she was still working at the house, so I walked that way, hoping I would catch her.  Luckily, I found her just as she was walking out of the kitchen area.

	     “Tori!” I yelled and waved my hands so she could see me amidst the massive crowd.  She spotted me right away and stopped in her tracks.  I caught up with her pretty quickly, and we both started walking towards the cafeteria together.

	     “Hey,” I started hesitantly, “is everything ok?”

	     “It’s fine,” she mumbled.

	     “Are you sure?” I added.  “You know I’m your friend and If I can help you in any…”

	     “Everything’s fine,” she said again.  “This place can just get to you sometimes...you know?”

	     “Yeah,” I agreed quickly, “I know.”  Was that all this was?  This place would make anyone depressed.  How could you not be depressed here?  Something just seemed off.  I shook my head to clear my thoughts and changed the subject.

	     “I had to take cooking training today,” I chuckled. “You may see some of the lasagna I burned at dinner tonight..”

	     “That’s nice,” Tori responded blankly.  I realized pretty quickly I wasn’t getting anywhere with her.  We walked the rest of the way to dinner in silence.  Maybe she was just going through something.  I figured that perhaps she just needed some space.

	     Sil met us at dinner, and we shared random conversation for the rest of the night.  Tori stayed silent and only picked at her dinner.  Once again, she left as soon as our wristband alarm sounded.  Sil and I only looked at each other confused. 

	     “Did she say anything to you?”  Sil asked as we put away our trays and headed into the line.

	     “I tried, but she clammed up.  She just kept saying everything is fine,” I responded sadly, “but there is something else I wanted to talk to you about.”  In hushed tones, I recounted the day's events and how I had been reassigned to a different partner.  Sil looked serious for a moment.

	     “Don’t repeat this story to anyone,” he said with a long sigh.  “Even something as innocent as assigning you a different partner could be considered suspicious.  She should not have done it.”

	     Should not have done it?  I couldn’t believe he was saying that!  She saved me from a definite disaster.  I looked in his eyes, “She was just trying to help…”

	     “Tea, “ he interrupted, “this isn’t just about you and me.  There are millions of lives at stake.”  I hadn’t thought of that.  He was right.  It wasn’t just about me and my comfort.  Why did I always act so selfishly?

	     “You’re right,” I whispered.  Sil smiled and patted my shoulder.  He was like the brother I never had.  

	     “It’s okay, Tea. Our job is to survive.  Sometimes we will need help.  Most of the time, we just have to stay under the radar.”

	     Stay under the radar?  Why did that seem so hard for me?  Why couldn’t I just blend in with the crowd?  I needed to learn how to not draw attention to myself.  I swiped my band and entered my sleeping cubicle for the night.  I spent the rest of the night planning how to be invisible.
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	Ignorance lies in wait

	waiting to devour

	anyone who walks its path

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 26

	     My cooking training continued each day, but the instructor never even made eye contact with me again.  I don’t know what I was thinking was going to happen.  Like Sil had said before, any sign of favoritism could get her in big trouble and jeopardize the resistance.  She still treated everyone with respect, which felt good for a change.  

	     I enjoyed trying out the new recipes, even if I couldn’t eat them myself.  I was dying to try the food, but I didn’t dare.  One non took a bite full of pasta once, and an enforcer instantly had her on the ground.  The instructor just walked away and pretended she didn’t see anything.  There was nothing she could do anyway.

	     Many of the nons would try and start up conversations with me as we cooked.  I was cordial, but I never got too close.  It was hard to know who was friend or foe, so I was better off just staying away from everyone.  

	     The only ones I truly trusted here were Sil and Tori.  Sil had been with me since my first day here, and I trusted him implicitly.  I used to go to school with Tori, and even though we were never good friends, we had bonded over that small relationship.  Sil was waiting for me in the hallway so we could walk to the cafeteria together.  Often, this was the only time we had to talk privately.  

	     “When I first came here,” I asked in a low tone, “how did you know you could trust me?  You opened up to me right away.  How did you know I wasn’t like Rhys?”

	     “I can read people pretty well.  When I met you, I saw a strong, angry girl who was also full of goodness,” he said with a weak smile.  “I also saw someone strong enough to help our cause.”

	     “Okay,” I responded.  “My next question is, why are you still here? You have done every training, and most people get sent out as soon as their training is complete.”

	    He gave a heavy sigh.  “As I told you before, I look too young.  If they sent me out now, people might question my age.  That wouldn’t look good for the Foundation, and the Foundation is all about image.”  

	     “How old are you?” I questioned cynically.

	     “18...according to the Foundation,” he said with a laugh.  “It doesn’t matter how old I am or how I got here. I’m here, and I’m making the best of my situation.  I have passed all the training modules.  Now, the freeds use me as a mentor to the new nons that come in--kind of like I did with you.”

	     “How come I haven’t met any of these new nons?” I wondered aloud.

	     “Because I haven’t found another one I could trust yet,” he answered plainly.

	     It made sense. You had to fully trust a person to put your life in their hands. If you told someone about the resistance, and they weren’t one hundred percent on board, they could use that information against you.  I was glad Sil felt like he could trust me, even though I didn’t understand it.  

	     “Some nons arrive here completely terrified, and they live the rest of their lives in that same fear.  Some nons arrive angry, with a chip on their shoulder--those types will do anything to survive, even hurt or betray you.  Then there are the people like you—sad and angry, but still holding on to the goodness they have inside.”

	     We stopped whispering when we saw Tori coming around the corner.  Something still seemed off with her.  She looked visibly upset, even more than she had the last couple days.

	     “Are you alright?” I stammered.  “You look upset.”  It looked like she had been crying.

	     “I’m okay,” she mumbled back.  “I just don’t feel very well today…my stomach.”

	     “Maybe you will feel better after you eat,” I replied, and we headed to the cafeteria doors.  As usual, we waited until Rhys and his gang had got their food and sat down before we went in—just as a safety precaution.

	     We sat down at our usual table and began to eat.  Tori was still noticeably upset.  She only nibbled at her food and kept looking at her wristband the whole time.  Something was off.  

	     We ate in silence for about 10 minutes when, all of a sudden, Tori looked at me and murmured, “I think I’m going to be sick.”  I stood up and walked to the other side of the table.  I put my hand on her shoulder.  I thought she was about to get sick all over the floor.

	     “What’s wrong?” I questioned eagerly.

	     “I need to get to the bathrooms,” she stated bleakly. “Will you go with me?  I’m too scared to go by myself.”  I looked around the room.  Rhys and his buddies seemed to be in their own little world.  I figured we could slip out without them noticing.  

	     “Come on,” I said, grabbing her by the arm and pulling her towards the door.  “Let’s go now while nobody is looking.”  We carefully raced out of the room, trying not to arouse any suspicion. 

	     We silently made our way to the bathrooms, careful not to make any noise that would draw any attention.  By this time, Tori was crying huge tears and gasping for breath.  “She must be in a lot of pain,” I thought and quickened my steps.  We turned the corner and entered the large bathroom.  It was pretty massive and probably contained 50 stalls.  I was leading Tori to the nearest one when all of a sudden, she stopped.

	     “We have to go back!” she stammered.

	     “What are you talking about?” I asked as I stared into her frightened face.

	     “We have to get out of here!” she yelled.  “I’m so sorry. They told me if I didn’t bring you here, they would kill me.  We have to get out of here!”  

	     Right then, I knew—Tori had set me up.  At a particular time, she was supposed to trick me into going to the restroom, and later Rhys and his friends would arrive.  That’s why she kept looking at her wristband.  She was waiting for the right time.  I grabbed her arm and pulled her quickly towards the door, but it was too late.  Rhys and his group were already walking in.  I had to act fast.  

	     I thought about screaming.  I would be punished for it, but I would still be alive.  The noise coming from the cafeteria next to us, however, would mask any noise coming from this bathroom.  Rhys had picked the perfect place and time. 

	     Tori was sobbing now and just kept repeating, “I’m sorry….I’m sorry.”  I kept backing up, but soon I knew I would run out of space.  I could fight one or two of them, perhaps, but there were seven in this group, and there was no way I could take them all on.  One of the girls in the group grabbed Tori and pushed her to the ground.  

	     “Leave her alone,” I commanded.  “She has nothing to do with this!”

	     “She’s been hanging around with the wrong crowd,” Rhys sneered and kicked Tori forcefully in the side.  Tori screamed, but I knew no one would be able to hear her.  Eventually, our wrist bands would alert someone to a change in our vital signs, and they would come and find us, but by then, it could be too late.  Rhys kicked her again and laughed.

	     “You think you can humiliate me in front of everybody and get away with it?” he yelled, knowing full well no one would be able to hear him.  He kicked Tori again, full force in the back of her head.  Her screaming subsided, and I could see a small pool of dark red blood forming at the base of her skull.  

	     I snapped. Without thinking, I ran up, jumped, and kicked Rhys straight in the gut.  He wasn’t expecting it and fell backward—more from surprise than the force of the kick itself.  The rest of the group started inching forward, and I knew I was done for.  One thing for sure, I wasn’t going down without a fight.  My only hope was to keep them fighting until a monitor came.  I was sure a monitor must have been alerted to a problem with Tori’s vital signs by now.  They could be heading this way at right now!  I just had to survive that long.

	     The two guys in front rushed me first and tried to grab me.  I managed a swift kick to one boy in his privates, which doubled him over in pain.  The other one got a hold of my arm and attempted to get his around my neck to choke me.  Thanks to my defense class, I was able to spin around and break free from his grasp, while at the same time sweeping his leg causing him to fall.  

	      By this time, Rhys was back on his feet and heading towards me.  He motioned to the other two to circle around on both sides, and he moved straight up the middle.  This was it.  I was surrounded, and I knew I wasn’t coming out of this unscathed.  I rushed at him, attempting another kick, but this time he was ready.  He caught my foot in mid-air and pushed me to the ground. That gave the other two the opening they needed, and they jumped on me.

	     “Get her up!” Rhys yelled, and they pulled me up and pushed me against the wall.  He got within millimeters of my face.  I could feel his breath against my skin.  He whispered into my ear, “Are you ready to die?” 

	     I knew, at that moment, I wasn’t coming out of this one.  I struggled, I kicked, I tried everything I could to get free, but it was no use.  They all started hitting me at once.  I knew I was screaming, but I couldn’t stop.  I could feel a rib crack.  Another one hit my arm with something heavy, and it exploded with pain.  I knew it was broken.  The blows to my face came quickly, and soon I was unable to see through the blood.  I felt myself slipping out of consciousness when I heard someone yelling, “Stop!” and I fell to the floor into blackness.
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	From our greatest struggles 

	our greatest victories arise
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Chapter 27

	     I woke up sometime later in a daze.  My eyes were swollen, and I could barely open them. I heard beeping sounds and could faintly make out some type of computer monitor beside me.  I was alive.  I should be dead.  How was I alive?  I tried to take a deep breath, but the movement sent pain throughout my chest.  My mouth was dry, and I hurt all over.  What had happened?

	     I managed to get my eyes open a little farther, and I saw a woman working in the far corner.  I tried to form some words so I could call her, but all that came out were garbled moans.  She, however, heard me and turned and walked towards the bed.

	     “So, I see you're awake,” she said crossly. “It’s about time!  You’ve been here for four days.”  She then punched some numbers into the digital display beside me.

	     “Where am I?” I was able to croak out.

	     “You’re in medical,” she replied mechanically.  “You are lucky.  You have a high rating score, and all of your injuries were completely repairable.” 

	     I shifted my body on the bed, and pain rippled throughout my body.  I sure didn’t feel repairable.  I would imagine they didn’t waste pain medicine on nons, so I was feeling the full force of the injuries.  

	     “There was another girl,” I muttered.  “She was hurt too.  Is she alright?”

	     “You are the only one I have seen,” she replied and then turned and yelled at another nurse.  “There wasn’t another girl sent here was there?”  

	     The other nurse shook her head and replied, “She was a 23.” 

	     The nurse looked at me and said, “She was sent,” she paused for a second, “to a different facility.”  The nurse turned on her heels and walked away.

	     I wanted to scream!  I wanted to jump out of bed and run out of there.  All I could do, however, was lay there, bruised and battered, and let the tears flow from my eyes.  

	     Tori!  She thought if she did what Rhys said, he would let her live.  She had only betrayed me out of self-preservation!  In the end, her motives meant nothing.  Rhys had always intended to kill us both.  He just used Tori’s weakness to get what he wanted.  Now Tori was gone, and there was nothing I could do about it.

	     I was a mixed ball of emotions.  I was angry at Rhys and his band of thugs.  I was angry at the Foundation.  I was angry at my mother for putting me in this position in the first place.  I was also completely and utterly dejected at the thought of losing Tori.  The tears continued to fall, and I just let them.  

	     Another nurse came in the room and walked over to my bed.  This one was much younger and had a curious look on her face.

	     “I heard you were awake,” she said, peering down at me.  I squinted at her through swollen eyes.  Who was she, and why was she here?

	     “We all watched the video of your attack,” she continued.  “The way you took on all those guys at once.  It was phenomenal.”

	     “Thanks,” I said sarcastically.  She must not have caught the tone in my voice because she continued as before.

	     “The way you jumped up, did that spin and knocked that big one down.  It was epic,” she said, laughing.  She then looked down at me—for the first time noticing the full extent of my injuries.  “Don’t worry,” she continued, “the one who led the attack,” she looked down at her file folder in her hands, “R38475...he won’t bother you again.  He’s been decommissioned.”

	     A look of horror must have crossed my face, but she continued to rattle on.  “We can’t be selling dangerous nons like him to some unsuspecting owner.  The Foundation could be sued!”  Then she patted my shoulder and said, “I knew you would feel better knowing he was gone.”  She then turned and walked out the door.  

	     Tori was dead.  Rhys was dead.  Nobody cared.  That was all there was to it.  I had hated Rhys, but that didn’t mean I wanted him dead.  The word, “decommissioned” kept running through my brain.  They thought of us as nothing more than a used car or an appliance.  Decommissioned was just another name for death.  There wasn’t a doubt in my mind—I would never see Tori or Rhys in this world again.  I continued to let the tears fall as I fell back into the darkness.
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	They said my life was over

	but indeed, it was only the beginning
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Chapter 28

	    “Tea...Tea,” a voice pleaded.

	    Who was there? I struggled to emerge from the inky blackness that held me hostage.       

	    “Tea!  Tea,” the voice called.  Someone was here with me—someone who knew my name.  I was able to open my eyes ever so slightly, and in the darkness, I saw Sil.  Tears began to well up in my eyes.

	     “How….” I started to stammer.

	     “Shhh…” he responded, “sometimes they have me come in and work the overnight shift in medical if someone calls in.  I got lucky because one called in tonight.”  He looked around the room.  “I am the only one here right now. The only other nurse just left for her lunch.” 

	     He looked down at me and sighed, “Tea...I thought you were dead.  Everyone did.  When you were gone so long with Tori, I went looking for you, but by then it was too late,” he choked back a sob, “They were carrying Tori out when I got there.  Tea...they took her….”

	     “I know…” I interrupted, and the tears began to well up in my eyes once again.

	     “What happened?  How did they know you were even in there?”  I began to croak out the story of how Tori had betrayed me because of fear for her own life.  How she tried to warn me at the last minute.  How I watched the blood drain from her body.  How she was too low of a rating to be fixed.

	     “I should have been there,” he muttered indignantly.  “I should have known better than to leave you two alone.  We knew Rhys was up to something. It was only a matter of time before he acted on it.”

	     “Rhys is gone,” I said matter of factly.

	     “What are you talking about?” he said, confused, “Gone where?”

	     “One of the young nurses came in blabbering about seeing the fight on video and how impressed she was with me.  She told me not to worry because the ring leader had been decommissioned.”

	     Sil stood silent for a long time.  Neither of us knew exactly what to say.  Finally, I broke the silence.

	     “There was a file,” I muttered.

	     “What kind of file?” he asked.

	     “A file that told about him being decommissioned,”  I responded groggily.  “If we could find it, we could use it as proof of what is going on around here.”

	     Sil’s eyes lit up, and he spoke very softly, “Listen, Tea,” he whispered, “The nurse will be back very soon. I’m going to look for that file.  If I don’t find it tonight, I don’t know when I will be back again.”  He turned and looked toward the door, “If I can’t make it back, you need to find a way to look for that file before they send you out of medical.”

	     “But how?” I questioned.  I could feel myself being pulled back into the darkness, but I fought to keep myself alert.

	     “The nurses here are sloppy. They often leave the patients in here alone short amounts of time.  There are no cameras here because the patients are supposed to be constantly monitored by staff.  Wait until one of them leaves you alone, and then try and find the file. If you find it, put it under that trash can in the corner.  I will make sure it gets into the right hands.”

	     I shook my head in affirmation.  He turned and looked around the room once more. “One more thing, do not go in the hallway. Your identity bracelet would set off the alarm, and they would find you.”

	     “Got it,” I whispered back.  “Will it be enough to stop them?” I asked.

	     “It will be a start,” he responded, and then I sunk back into the darkness.
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	All change begins with the first step
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Chapter 29

	    During the next few days, I was in and out of consciousness.  When I finally awoke, my eyes were no longer swollen, and I was finally able to open them completely.  I looked around the room and tried to get my bearings.  

	     I was still hooked up to machines. I could see fading bruises up and down my arms.  I opened and closed my hand and was happy to find it still worked.  I lifted my head slightly off the pillow.  Next, I tried lifting myself to a sitting position.  The room began to spin.  I lowered myself back down on the bed and took a deep breath.  This time, it didn’t hurt.  I had to take it slow.  After a few more failed attempts, I was able to sit up.

	     Around me were all sorts of machines.  I didn’t know their names, but I knew these machines were some of the newest technology on the market. There was no way I would be able to heal so quickly without some type of advanced procedures.  I was sure my arm had been broken and at least a few ribs, but now I could feel no trace of the injury.  The only evidence of my injuries were the healing bruises up and down my body.  One of the nurses must have noticed me sitting up and walked over to the bed.

	     “Good, you're awake,” she said.  “Your injuries have healed nicely, so you should be able to get back to training in a day or so.”  She swiped her finger across a digital display and checked my information.  “You are lucky you are so valuable.”

	     That was not the first time I had heard that statement.  I was lucky.  Tori and Rhys were not so fortunate.  Why was I lucky?  Because my rating score was high enough for them to want to keep me alive.  

	     I thought about what she had just said—I would be leaving in a day or so.  I hadn’t had a chance to look for Rhys’s file!  I hoped that maybe Sil had found it, but I couldn’t rely on hope. I had to find some way to look around.

	     The nurse made me stand up and walk around the room.  At first, I was extremely dizzy, but after a while, the dizziness subsided.  It gave me a chance to look around the place they called “medical”.  It was just one large room with small cubicle dividers.  A couple of nurses desks lined the front entrance, and beside them stood two tall cabinets.  Could those cabinets contain the file I needed?

	     I began to wonder why they would use paper files at all.  Nearly all records we used these days were digital documents and could be accessed from anywhere.  Even the nurses, when they were working on me, used digital files.  Why would they need to have a paper file on Rhys?  

	     Perhaps the answer was simple.  Digital files can be hacked.  We heard about it all the time.  All it took was some crazy hacker to break into the Foundation’s encrypted files, and they would be plastered all over the press.  A paper file, however, might never leave this room, and it could be easily disposed of.  I did two more laps around the medical room before the nurse was satisfied, and I returned to my cot.  Now, I could only watch and wait for the perfect opportunity.

	      Later that night, I pretended to be asleep while the nurse was talking to someone on her communicator.  

	     “Yeah, I’m getting ready to head out to lunch,” she offered.  “No, I only have one patient, and she is sound asleep—no one will ever know I’m gone.  Yeah, I’ll meet you outside.”  A minute later, I heard the sound of the door closing behind her as she left.  

	     I opened my eyes and peered out into the room.  It was empty.  This might be my only chance.  I carefully swung my legs over the side of the cot and stood up. I went slowly, not wanting to make myself dizzy again.  I made it over to the cabinet and pulled on the door.  It was locked.  I looked up and down the door, but there didn’t seem to be any sort of locking device.  How did they open this thing?  

	     I thought back to the first day I arrived.  A nurse had swiped her name badge across a panel, and it had opened up.  I didn’t have a name badge, so I started looking around her desk for something I could use to pry it open.

	    I turned to her desk and, lo and behold, she had left her name badge behind!  Had it been a simple mistake, or had she done it purposely?  Could this nurse be one of the friends Sil was talking about?  There was no time to question.  I waved the name badge across the cabinet and heard the click of the lock.  

	     I opened up the cabinet door quickly, and I was amazed at the vast number of files.  The bad part was, they were not labeled by name, but by ID number.  I had no clue what number Rhys was!  I carefully lifted one file and looked inside.  

	     On the inside of each file was a picture of the non it described--that would help--but I had to hurry.  I had no clue how long the nurse would be gone, but I knew I could not be caught standing here when she got back.  I flipped through file after file.  Finally, I noticed one file that was slightly askew in the cabinet.  I pulled it out and, sure enough, it was Rhys!  

	     Could that be a coincidence?  I quickly closed the cabinet door, put the name tag back on the desk, and headed to the large trash can in the corner.  It was heavy, but I managed to pick it up and slide the file underneath.  I had just got back in my cot and laid back down when I heard the click of the door.  My heart was racing, but I didn’t move  Would she be able to tell I had been up?  Did I return everything the way it was?  It must have been okay because she sat back down at her desk, picked up her book, and started reading.

	     I didn’t know if there was anything in that file that would help us, but if there was a chance, it was worth the risk.  I had no idea where that file would end up, but I was hopeful it would help the resistance.  In my imagination, I envisioned a janitor coming to clean up, emptying the trash can, and cleverly dropping the file in his bag.  In all actuality, I had no clue who would retrieve the folder.  The less I knew, the safer I was.  I closed my eyes and slept peacefully for the rest of the night.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	_______________________________________

	 

	 

	Freedom lies not in our state of being

	but instead, in the state of our heart

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 30

	     The next morning, I noticed the trash can in the corner was gone!  Had someone removed it in the night? No, it was just moved to a different spot in the room.  Did they find the file?  Did they find out what I did?  I guess if they had, I would have known it by now.  All I could do was hope and pray the file got into the right hands. 

	     The nurses had me walking around several times during the day, assuring me that by tomorrow I would be back in my sleeping cubicle.  As crazy as it sounded, I was glad.  I needed to find Sil.  I felt so alone in this place and needed to talk to someone--anyone.   

	     Whatever procedures they were using on me had worked wonders.  The bruises that covered my body were now so faint you could hardly see them.  Could it really have been only a few days ago that I was at death's door?  I studied my arms and legs and marveled at how well they looked.  It was amazing.

	     Usually, technology like this was only used on the very rich.  I was surprised that the Foundation had invested in this kind of machinery just for nons.  If I had broken my arm at home, the doctor might have put it in a splint and gave me some pills for the pain.  Most of the time, we didn’t go to the doctor unless there was an emergency.  Health care costs were outrageous, and the majority of people couldn’t afford it.  Local, small-town doctors who offered discount prices took care of most of our ailments.  I wasn’t sure if some of them were even certified doctors, but we had no other choice.  If there were a real emergency and someone was dying, you could go to the hospital, but you would end up paying for it for the rest of your life.

	     In our economics class, we read about a time when people had something called “insurance”.  It would pay for their medical bills if they got sick.  After the Stock Market tanked, all the insurance companies went out of business.  If people wanted health care, they had to pay for it.  

	     I looked around the room at all of the medical equipment in this room.  The Foundation was one of the largest industries in the world--if anyone could afford tech like this, they could.  What I did not understand is why they would not have used this equipment to save Tori?  If they already had the equipment, wouldn’t it just make sense to save everyone they could?  Wouldn’t they make more profit that way?  Why was a rating number what decided whether someone lived or died?  I didn’t even know what my number was, nor did I care.  No matter what the Foundation said, I was not a number.  

	     By the end of the day, the nurses had removed all my tubes and wires connecting me to the machines.  They happily pronounced I would be leaving in the morning.  I think they were glad to get rid of me.  I would be on a modified physical activity regimen for a week or so, and after that, I would be expected to be back at full force.  I was able to walk around the room with no pain, and amazingly, felt pretty normal.  Here in medical, my breakfast, lunch, and dinner consisted of an energy bar, so I would be glad to get back to my regular routine where I could at least eat one real meal each day.  

	     The biggest battle here was boredom.  I wished I had a book to read or something.  Nons, however, had no rights.  I had been told multiple times how lucky I was to be alive.  I should be thankful I had a high enough rating number to be saved.  I should be thankful.  

	     I was thankful to be alive, but staring at the walls for days was enough to make anyone go crazy.  It even made me miss the chaos of training.  At least during training, I didn’t have time to think.  Here, that is all you have time for.  I thought about my mom, my brothers and sister, and Sever.  I would try and block it out, but it never worked for long.  There was too much dead time here, and because of that, my thoughts haunted me.  

	     The evening finally came, and the night nurse arrived.  They talked about how the room had to be cleaned that night, and the day nurse told her to call “that young non” for help.  My heart raced.  Could they be calling for Sil?  Would I get to see him tonight?  The day nurse left, and the night nurse swiped her display and entered some random numbers.  About ten minutes later, I heard the door open, and someone walked in.

	     I pretended to be asleep.  If you did not sleep, the nurses got pretty angry.  They had told me more than once they didn’t have time to mess with nons at night. The nurse proceeded to tell whoever had entered all the tasks they were to complete that night.  Then, I heard a gentle voice answer her, and I knew it was Sil.  Would I get a chance to talk to him?  It would all depend on if the nurse left for lunch sometime during the night.  

	     I lay in bed for what seemed like hours, waiting and hoping the night nurse would leave.  Finally, I heard her say, “I’m going to lunch. I’ll be back in an hour.”  Then I heard footsteps and the click of the door as she left.  My eyes immediately flew open, and I sat up in the bed.  There he was!  Sil!

	     I smiled when I saw him, but the look of urgency on his face gave me pause.  What was wrong?

	     “We have to hurry,” he said hastily and pulled a small object from his pocket.

	    “Why?” I questioned.  “What is going on?”

	     “I am being moved tomorrow.” he said plainly.  “This is the last time you will see me, so we have to get you ready.”

	      My heart dropped.  How could I endure this place without Sil or Tori?  “Get me ready for what?”

	     He held up a small plastic disc with the same symbol that was on his palm.  “Hold out your hand,” he commanded.  “This is going to feel a little uncomfortable, but try not to make any noise.”

	     I trusted Sil implicitly, so I held out my palm to him. He must have some kind of technology that will give me a tattoo like his. He laid the plastic disk at the bottom of my palm and twisted it ever so slightly.  That must have activated it because I could feel the disk burning into my skin.  It was all I could do to stay quiet.  In a moment, he lifted the plastic disk, and I stared down at the tiny emblem on my hand.

	     “I guess I am one of you now,” I said jokingly.

	     “Tea…” he said gravely, “this is more than a tattoo.  It is also a communicator.”  He took two fingers and tapped the tattoo, then moved his fingers in a circular motion counterclockwise.  The tattoo on his palm began to glow. 

	     “Listen closely,” he whispered urgently.  “It can only be activated between the hours of three and four in the morning.  If you try and activate it at any other time, it will not work.”

	     “Who can I contact?” I questioned.

	     “Anyone who has this emblem on their hand.  All you have to do is activate it like this,” he continued, “and then just say the name of the person you need to contact.  If they are activated, you can have a conversation from anywhere in the world.”

	     “That is amazing!” I whispered just a little bit too loudly.

	     Sil scanned the room again, ”There are some important things you must remember.  Never try to contact anyone while you are here at the Foundation. They are continually monitoring the nons, and trying to use the communicator here would be a recipe for disaster.”

	     “Got it,” I whispered back.

	     “Don’t try to contact me.” he said sadly.  “I don’t know how long it will be before I leave the Foundation.  It just wouldn’t be safe.  If I get out, I will contact you.”

	     “But where are you going?” I questioned.

	     “A facility in Akron has been damaged by what may have been sabotage. They need workers to help clean up the mess.  Because I am too young to be sold, I fit the bill for easy labor.”

	     My eyes welled up with tears.  I tried to stop it, but I couldn’t.  I tried to be strong.  

	     “I am not sure I can take it here without you.”  He had become like a brother to me, and now I would never see him again.

	     Sil grabbed me by the shoulders and looked me straight in the eyes.  “Tea,” he said firmly, “You should be dead right now.  I saw when they wheeled you out of that bathroom, and I didn’t think there was any way you could still be alive.  You beat the odds and made it.  Don’t let that be in vain!  You are the strongest girl I know, and you have a job to do.”

	     “If I can’t contact you, why do I need the communicator?” I asked inquisitively.

	     “You will meet people along your journey that can help you.  We are not alone, Tea.  All across the world, people are rising up against injustice.  Find them and make connections.  Find a way to help the cause.”

	     “I will,” I stammered.

	     “Remember,” he said softly and grabbed my palm.  He traced the circle on the outside of the symbol with his finger and said, “we may be bound…” and then he traced the letter inside the circle and finished, “but inside we are free.”

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	_______________________________________

	 

	 

	Out of the darkness, I emerged

	It held me no longer

	I had found the light

	 

	 

	________________________________________

	 


Chapter 31

	         The next day, I was escorted back to the hub.  My exercise regime, even though it was modified, was exhausting and painful.  I had been lying on a cot in medical for a week with extreme injuries, and now my body was revolting.  It took about three weeks before I felt like I was back to my old self again. 

	     The bruises from my injuries were now completely gone.  You couldn’t even tell I was ever hurt.  I had no residual pain from my broken arm or the cracked ribs.  Whatever they had done in medical had made me, pretty much, good as new. 

	    Each night, I ate alone at the table in the corner where I, Sil, and Tori, used to sit.  Rhys’s group was no more.  The people that were with him that night no longer sat together.  They scattered throughout the room, acting as if they didn’t want to be affiliated with one another.  At one point, I made eye contact with one of my attackers in the hallway, but they just looked away and ran off.  I am sure they wanted nothing to do with the girl that caused Rhys’s death.  I shook my head. No, Rhys caused his own death.  I was done casting blame at myself.  He chose to attack us that night, and he, sadly, paid the price for that choice.  None of it was my doing.

	     Today, I passed the last section of my cooking training.  I learned everything from making toast to a souffle.  The instructor there was kind, and the work wasn’t too hard.  As I cooked each meal, I would sometimes think about my brothers and sister.  They would love this food.  I could just imagine Safra squealing in delight when she tasted the cake I made.  It was chocolate, her favorite.

	     It was hard without Sil.  He was my rock in this place, but I determined I would stay strong.  I hadn’t spoken to another non since Sil left.  I just didn’t feel I could trust anyone here.  The days were so busy; however, I had little time to be tortured by my thoughts.  I focused all of my attention on my work and pushed all of my worries to the back of my mind.

	     I was done with all of my training.  Now, it was just a waiting game.  At any time, I could be sold.  From what I had gleaned, the Foundation sent our specs to different retailers around the world.  Someone would look at our pictures, rating score, and proficiencies, and decide if they wanted to purchase us for resale.  The Foundation itself was just the manufacturer, and they didn’t sell nons to the public. They just provided their merchandise to the retailers.  

	     Nons were sold everywhere. Even in countries where non-entities were outlawed, we were smuggled in.  Many of the rich and famous loved the idea of having nons waiting on them hand and foot.  They loved the idea of having complete control over someone.  It was sickening.

	     I sat in the cafeteria and ate my meal in silence, just watching all the other nons eating and talking.  Most sat in groups and conversed about their day.  Some sat alone and just stared out into the crowd, like me.  I was so lost in thought I didn’t see the two monitors coming up behind me. 

	     “Are you 7943B?” one of them asked.

	     “Yes,” I said dryly.  One of the monitors grabbed my wrist and scanned my band.

	     “Congratulations,” he said cooly.  “You’ve been sold. Follow us.”

	     I looked down at my half-eaten food and stood up.  It looked as if I wasn’t going to be allowed to finish my meal.  I followed the two men through the cafeteria and out into the hallway.  This was it--the last time I would see this place.  The fear of the unknown started to try and pull me under, but I resisted.  I would stay strong.  I was strong.  As we walked through the exit doors, I remembered the words Sil had spoken to me before he left, “You may be bound...but inside you are free.”
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