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For all that love the Lord and worship him daily.






And I will bring you into the land which I swore to give to Abraham,
Lsaac, and Jacob; and I will give it to you as a heritage; I am the LORD.”
—Exodus 6:8






CHAPTER ONE

The cold, pitted-leather contraband slipped under my
hand. My fingers came to rest near a jumble of letters
once spotless and golden. The remnants of an embossed
name lost to time stared back at me. Drawing a deep
breath, I exhaled and placed the book back onto an other-
wise empty wooden shelf. I examined the good book,

a King James Bible. Speaking of such an item, let alone

possessing it, could sentence me to fifty years in prison.

Yet I needed it; the country needed it. The world

needed it—if only more people understood.

Stepping back let me see the well-worn brick wall
in which the book’s shelf was inset. I closed the poorly
fabricated door of the shelf, enveloping the little black
book in darkness, and then I slid another brick in place to
hide it. Closing my eyes, I drew in the grinding, scraping
sound the brick made as it slipped into place. The sound
tickled my skin, a guilty pleasure coursing through my
veins as if I were a thief escaping with a huge score. Still,

I knew it was worth the trouble. Worth any punishment,
even death. Under the house, my wife and I had hand-dug
this room with its ragged dirt walls, smuggling bits of dirt
out of the house in old tin cans. Sourcing the brick had

posed more of a secrecy issue, so we scrounged for them
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CHAPTER ONE

from construction sites and tucked them in jacket pock-
ets, then snuck them into the house one at a time. Were
other members of the RPS doing the same? The room was
five by five, but that was large enough—it was somewhere
I could read without threat of persecution. I climbed

a ladder made of an old fence discarded by its previous
owner. When I reached the top, I popped the trap door

open and emerged into our coat closet.

It had taken months to build our hideout. As all
of us were watched constantly. Devices once thought to
be a convenience were now utilized as spies. The boards
of the ladder were rotten and cracked, but strong enough
to hold my meager 175-pound frame. A few jackets
rubbed my face; a drab pink one shined in the dim light
glowing through the crack in the door. It belonged to my
daughter. She was a tiny little thing. Eight years old and
full of energy and life—something I seemed to be losing
these days. I opened the door, grabbing a couple cans of
soup from the closet floor. As I emerged, my wife stopped
amid vacuuming to greet me with a smile. Her vacuuming
was cover, because the sound devices in our house could
pick up the most minute noises. When either of us used
our safe space, the other found ways to increase the noise
in our home: perhaps the dishwasher, the clothes washer

or dryer—but the best was the vacuum.
I held the cans of soup up.

“Chicken noodle soup, eh?” Marsha said. “Elsa
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will be excited. You find everything okay, dear?”

I glanced down at the soup. Chicken noodle? In
the darkness I hadn’t paid attention, my mind on other
matters. Tomato was the cheapest. Matter of fact, all
vegetable-based foods were cheap. Meats had become
scarce, though I still remembered the smell of beef from
my childhood. They told us vegetables were the foods of
kings and emperors. Meat was harmful and cruel to the
animals, and harmful to the environment. Chicken was
the only meat we were allowed and we rationed it, only

using it for special occasions.

I smiled. “Sure, it’s been a while. Figured we

needed something to keep our bellies warm. It’s been a

cold week.”

A cold week indeed. After the coldest winter on
record, spring arrived late, like a negligent friend, frigid
and despondent. The news reported record rainfall along
with colder than usual temperatures. The past few days I
doubted it could get any colder without snow developing.
I strolled over toward Marsha as she began wrapping the
power cord, her muscular arms circling the hooks of the
machine. She worked hard—we both did between work,
taking care of the house, and schooling Elsa, a govern-
ment mandate. Online school was used extensively and
exclusively in mass video classrooms. I remembered that
in my college years, the few online classes I had attended

were very different and much more primitive than
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today’s. Brushing my hand along her shoulders, I contin-
ued toward the kitchen to find Elsa watching a small
screen on the counter. Children danced on screen, play-
ing with some new contraption that was creating a child-

directed movie.
“You two up for a walk in an a few minutes?”

Marsha turned, finishing the last wrap. “Did it

stop raining? I'd love to get some fresh air.”

On the kitchen table, my cell phone vibrated.
Marsha’s too. Picking up the digital tether, I brought up
the social media required for all good citizens. I punched
in my thoughts—that is, the thoughts the government
wanted me to have. I keyed in the script I'd rehearsed,
recycled plenty of times: Life is great, my family is about
to enjoy a meal made possible by the loving Collective. 1
held the can of soup out and snapped a picture with the
phone. There it was at the bottom—my social score for

all to see: 95 percent.

Our current social media had been developed to
help all citizens work together for the greater good, to
raise up good Collective members and to identify and
shun troubled individuals. I had learned early on to play
the game. To say what was required, not to cause waves. It
was better that way. Lower scores meant rehabilitation or
deportation. It was said some were stripped of everything
and taken away, never to see their family again. I couldn’t

let that happen to us. Family was everything to me.
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Secretly, my deception ate me up inside, the poli-
cies and laws tugging at my very being. I looked over at
Marsha. Her short, dark hair curtained her face as she
referenced her phone. She, like me, followed the rules.
Put on a show for the Collective, encouraged others to
follow suit. As I stared at her, I marveled at how strong

she was, how vibrant and alive under the dreary existence

life had delivered to us.

“Done with the check-in. Soup, then that walk?”
I asked.

I peered outside, awaiting her response. The rain
clouds were breaking up and a hint of sunshine bolted

through them like a laser beam.

Marsha flipped her hair out of her face, displaying
her beautiful brown eyes as she turned toward me. She

placed her phone on a nearby chair. “Sure.”

I slid the can into the automatic meal prepper
issued by the government. I worked quickly, as the walk
would be more than a walk, and we needed all the time

we could get.
“Error, error,” echoed in my ear.

Turning, I found the lid of the prepper half open
and a grinding sound accompanying the whirl of the spin-
ning can. My eyes rolled to the back of my head. Another
equipment failure. Sheesh. Chock it up to cheap parts

and terrible assembly—the government’s choice contracts

5



CHAPTER ONE

always went to the lowest bidder. Affordable for all, yet
available for none. I raced over to grab the can and pull it

from the malfunctioning device.
“Error, error, remove food” continued to fill the air.

Pulling open our junk drawer, I found my tools
and began dismantling the machine. I had always loved
taking things apart and was good at fixing them. Though
I made it look easy, it was almost always pure frustration.
As soon as one thing was repaired, I was fixing something

else.

After we finished our meal, the table buzzed. Both
of us looked at our phones. By the ringtone, I knew it was
mine. It was a job. Marsha looked distraught as I studied
my task.

“I'm sorry, babe, the walk’s gonna have to wait.
Gotta fix a geothermal heater in the international

district.”
“What time will you be home?”

The sadness in her tone wrinkled my skin like a
paper straw-wrapper stripped from its partner. The inter-
national district was clear on the other side of the city. It
would be a long ride, not to mention the time it would

take to fix whatever was wrong with the machine.

“Late, baby. Don’t wait up. I'll be quiet when I

come in.”



SOCIAL SCORE

I slid the phone into my pocket and gathered my

tool bag. A small voice called out from behind me.

“Daddy, are you leaving? I was hoping for a piggy-
back ride.” Elsa stood with her hands clenched together.
She loved piggyback rides and was constantly asking for
them, even if only for the short distance from the kitchen
to her room. I was a pushover and would bow to her

wishes most of the time.

“Sorry, sweetie, not now. I’ll tell you what: we’ll

do it when I get home.”

Her face glowed at the thought. Kissing her on the
forehead, I stepped outside to find the clouds had parted,
the temperature was climbing, and people were out tend-

ing to their yards.

Appearances were important in the neighbor-
hood; any missteps and your social score would take a
hit. Just yesterday, the news reminded me what was at
stake. Anything below 50 percent earned you a trip to the

fields—a place no one ever returned from.

Our home was a small two-bedroom bungalow
in a cookie-cutter neighborhood. I waved to our neigh-
bor Colleague Lassiter as we passed, eyeing his score as
we were taught to do. I flicked my eyelids, attempting to
produce more tears, because my eyes felt dry from the
desert-like air—a side effect from the mandatory eye

implant. At first it had felt like a luxury, the contact-like



CHAPTER ONE

lens fused to my eye displaying data in my environment.

An augmented reality. So many possible uses!

Yet the only true application was your social card.
Just by looking at an individual, I could see not only their
social score, but their debts, missed payments, employer,
and any other affiliates or hobbies. Colleague Lassiter
smiled back at my wave, his score a perfect 100. There
was only one type of individual with that score: those on
the take, the pure government men. People like him were
why we needed to be on guard constantly: because eyes
and ears were always watching. Friends were a thing of the

past; everyone was looking out for themselves.

I continued down the street thinking of Elsa.
How her small, soft, innocent hands would clasp onto my
work-callused palms. She was a good child, followed the
rules, studied and did well in school. At eight years old,
she was near the top of her class in the standardized test-

ing they performed every quarter.

I boarded a bus, finding it nearly empty. The seats
were ragged, and the smell of oil-soaked shoes and a hint
of vomit filled the air. An older man mumbled to himself
as he glared out the window. His score was 51 percent. |

wondered how much longer he'd be around.

I watched the city roll by, the buildings crumbling
with neglect. Grey stone and cement were the color of the
times, brightened only by a few splashes of colored graffiti.
I caught a glimpse of a phrase that sent a jolt through
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my body: Jesus saves. I prayed the artist had escaped
unscathed. My mind wandered from Marsha to the glam-

orous buildings of the Collective members.

“International district,” the automated bus shouted,

opening the door.

I descended onto the crumbling pavement below
as an older woman with a score of 62 percent stumbling

towards me.

“Young man, help me. My family was taken from

me.” She leaned in closer. “They’re after Christians.”

A hand snatched her shoulder, dragging her away.
A large man, an enforcer, carried her to a nearby car. She
screamed, kicked, and pleaded. Nobody paid attention.
You never paid attention to enforcers, or they would
come after you. I kept my head down, walked briskly, and
checked my phone for the address of my work assign-

ment.

It turned out to be a warehouse once used to store
paint supplies. It was now a converted apartment complex
for helpless individuals living off the government. Utiliz-
ing my phone as a key, I let myself in, following the
directions down into the basement of the building. The
stone walls were plastered with graffiti. One image caught
my attention: a pair of red wings glowing from a bright
sun painted behind it. The paint dripped as if they were
bleeding. Underneath read, Seek truth, Seek 1A.
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I continued turning the corner and found the
heater furnace. The iron monstrosity resembled a dooms-
day device from the nineteenth century. It was anything

but geothermal.

A scream rang out—the scream of a young child.

A girl.

Turning, I saw a girl nearly Elsa’s age stumbling
down the dark corridor. Her clothes were covered in
soot and grease. Behind her a light appeared, shaking as
its owner slid around the corner. The man bumped into
the wall, rebounding, as he continued towards the girl. I
stared, something I had trained myself not to do. Some-
thing kept my eyes locked on the child as she ran towards
me. The man continued shouting for her to stop. The
girl flew past me, grabbing a leg as she did, using me as a
human shield. The man stopped a few feet away, and his

light made me squint.

“She’s mine. Hand her over, colleague, no need for

any trouble.”

The arms around my leg tightened, trembling like
the spring of a door stop.

The man crept closer, extending a hand. “Give me

the child and I’ll add a point to your score.”

I glanced down at the distraught girl. “What has

she done?”
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“Does it matter? She’s a thief, a liar, and escaped
from the home that cares for her, feeds her, and teaches

her. She must be taken back.”

The girls voice retorted with a whisper, “That’s

not what he wants. He wants—”

The man jumped forward, grabbing the girl’s arm
and tugging her away. I referenced my social score. He
could take it all away if I didn’t comply. She screamed,
begging for help. The enforcer dragged her down the
corridor and disappeared out of sight. Her screams
continued. The dancing shadows on the wall showed me
the struggle. I heard her pleas. Ripping fabric echoed
down the hall. I bolted down the hallway. I couldn’t
let this go on any longer. Turning the corner, I saw the
enforcer had the girl pinned to the ground. She struggled
and screamed. My hand shot into my tool bag, finding
my wrench. With one swift stroke the man fell into a
heap. My hand shook as I pulled the weapon back. My
vision swung to the girl as she clambered to her feet and
covered herself with her rags. The torn, tattered cloth
barely resembled the dress I had briefly seen her in. Tears
streamed down her face as she thanked me and then ran

up the stairs.

I kneaded the wrench with my fingers. The metal
was as cold as the body below me. What should I do? I
trembled as I reached down and checked for a pulse. The

man’s veins were as still as a concrete sidewalk. Should
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I leave him? That thought quickly vanished. My prints
were all over him. I had to do something with the body.

A grumble came from behind me—it was the
furnace shouting for a meal. I rallied all my strength and
dragged the man to the monstrosity. His dead weight
made him nearly impossible to move. Utilizing some
nearby rope and some piping, I was able to build a make-
shift pulley system to lift the body into the furnace. With
the heap of a man now placed in the belly of the beast, I
reached for the dial to start the furnace. An audible click
rang out. My head hit the cold steel of the machine. It was
broken, that’s what I was here for. I scrambled around,
searching for the malfunction. If anyone caught me, I'd be

the next one in.

Working my magic, I found the source of the
trouble: a damaged circuit card. Once I had it identified,
I called a drone to deliver a replacement. The seconds
turned to hours as I waited. Not a soul joined me in my
pleas, but I was in constant prayer. I needed God to get
me through this. Had I done the right thing? The hiss of
the deliverer’s rotor system echoed through the halls as I
received the part. Slapping it into the empty slot, I turned
the switch. The furnace rumbled to life.
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CHAPTER TWI

In the center of the city rested the capital of the nation.
Its tall, elegant buildings towered hundreds of stories
over the surrounding structures and landscape. A woman
stood glaring out a window, admiring the great wall that
snaked through the buildings below. It was the divid-

ing line between the high counsel, the planners, as they
were called, and the rest of the population. The planners’
district was like the throne room of a castle high above
the peasants. The woman sneered as she heard a voice
behind her. A small mouse of a man with thick glasses

waddled in, scratching his head.
“What is it, colleague?” asked the woman.

The man stumbled on a fine Arabian rug and then

steadied himself on an elaborately carved wooden table.
“Senator, I believe we have found one.”

The woman snapped towards him, her gown flow-
ing out beside her and shading the window like an eclipse.
She strolled towards the shaking man with her nose high

in the air. “Let me see this . .. colleague.”

She snatched a digital tablet from the man’s hand
and her eyes widened as she read the details. A grin crack-
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led on her cheeks. “Very well, execute Operation Dande-

lion.”

A little jingle rang out from the door like a song
that would stay in your head for hours after hearing it.
When I opened the door, it revealed a squirrel of a man in
simple clothes standing there with his hands clutched as
if in prayer. A tall, elegant woman hovered behind him. I
knew the woman, we all did. Her name Victoria Catalina
but she was known to us as VC. She was a member of the
high council, and her arrogance flooded the house like
ooze from a waste plant. The man beside her held a digi-
tal tablet. It wasn’t an ordinary tablet—and this wasn’t an

ordinary visit. VC’s presence was proof of that.

The man was the first to speak. His long, thin
nose wiggled as if sniffing for cheese. “Colleague, as I'm
sure you are aware, there was a disturbance yesterday
down the street. I've been sent to gain answers to see how
we can help the neighborhood stay safe. This is all about
your security and well-being. Senator Catalina is in town
to address any concerns the people might have. And they

are especially concerned about the activity in this neigh-

borhood.”

My arm shook like a jackhammer as I ushered

14
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them in. “Sure, come in, colleague—I mean, Senator.
Have a seat. Can I get you anything? Water? Some rejuve-

. . . »
nation juice?

My chest and cheeks tightened. We were required
to drink rejuvenation juice in portions of, at a minimum,

cight ounces a day.

“No, thank you. We won’t take much of your time.
We just need the facts.”

Facts? My facts would condemn me. My left leg
twitched, a vibration pulsing down my leg like a run-away
semi. [ ushered them toward the kitchen table as my mind
fought the tremors. I stiffened my leg in an attempt to

quell my nerves.

The man squinted as he passed. His appearance
was off. Something seemed squirrely about him—he
didn’t quite have the signature look of a well-groomed
Collective member. He strolled toward the table and his
eyes, large behind his thick black glasses, wandered the
room. VC followed in her signature red suit with golden

epaulets.
“And your wife Marshais...?”

“She is in the other room attending to my daugh-

ter Elsa. It’s schooltime . . . lots of school on Monday.”

I tightened my lips as I replayed my last comment
in my mind, Lots of school on Mondays. They were bound

15
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to catch on if I continued to talk like that. VC strolled
around the room, her huge bottom lip protruding from
her severe underbite. My mind raced through yesterday’s
events; I remembered the cold body lying at my feet. Ger
the story straight, I repeated in my head.

“Can I see your phone, Colleague Addison?” the

man asked.

His hand reached out, palm up, displaying his
pristine skin. That look came when you did only simple
digital work and never any manual labor. I eyed the
ground as I dug my callused hand into my pocket. Work
had made my hands strong but worn. Today was a slow
day and not typical. The city was failing and, with it, the
plumbing. I was constantly called out, and some nights
I would only get a few hours of sleep before pushing on
to another job. Seemed when anything broke, everything
did. Today I wished for one of those days, wished to be
away from here, from these questions I would be asked.

I produced my phone, a thin white device smaller than a
deck of cards. He judged me as I slipped it into his hand.

I turned to face the window.

“Lovely day outside. Much nicer than that rain we
had yesterday.” I turned back to my interrogator. “I didn’t

catch your name, colleague?”
“Colleague Knox.”

His answering tone was unpleasant. He unfolded

16
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my phone, the folds disappearing into a large screen four
times the size it once was. He tapped on the display,
rummaging through menus. “So, you had two call-outs
yesterday. Anything of note? Did you see anything

unusual?”

“No, colleague, just the normal repairs for an
emergency plumber. Keeping the city running for the
good of the Collective.”

I swallowed, knowing it all to be a lie. A lie to

protect my family, to protect me.

Bright sunshine lit up the room. He handed me
back the phone.

VC glared at me. “Seems you were in the inter-
national district yesterday, fixing the geothermal heater.
How is the system running? Up to spec, I imagine. You

are a good citizen, are you not?”

A hint of a smile crested her blood-red lips. She
took a breath, then continued. “I just visited that district
on my election campaign. Seems there have been some
questions about our systems in the area. That they may be

less than ... howdo I putit...green?”

I ran my tongue against my teeth, holding back
the truth. The geothermal system was a lie. A lie I was to
perpetuate. I had to say the system was running on natu-

ral gas.
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“Systems up to specs, running great. As green and

ideal as you can get.”

Her eye flickered, hearing her campaign’s slogan.
“And you didn’t run into anyone from the Collective? An

enforcer, perhaps?” She crossed her arms.

I shook my head without a word. Colleague
Knox’s hand shot out, demanding an object. “I'll need to

see Mrs. Addison’s phone as well.”
His stance remained imposing.
“Sure ... I'll go getit”

I hurried over to Elsa’s room and opened the
door. The makeshift schoolhouse-for-one greeted me:
a toddler-sized wooden desk cheaply made sat in the
corner, a display screen on top. Elsa sat tapping onto
the screen spelling answers to some schoolwork she was
assigned. Marsha hovered over her, her eyes fixed on the

screen and her body frozen in response to my entrance.
“Who’s at the door?”

I rubbed my thumb in the palm of my other hand,

near my chest.

“Colleague Knox . .. and VC from the Collective.
It’s about the event yesterday.”

She stood up straight, shooting her gaze toward

me. She knew as well as I what we had to do to make

18
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it through the meeting. She mumbled inaudible words

before regrouping. “I see. What can we do for them?”

I approached, opening my hand. “He needs to see

your phone.”

She dug into her pocket, producing a device
like mine. Her motions were jerky. She ran her fingers

through her hair. I eased my way out and closed the door.

Knox finished his investigation of our phones,
refolding them. VC circled the room, investigating its
fixtures, and then stopped by the closet door. My shoul-
ders were tight as they continued to search every inch of
my home. They were looking for something, anything
that might seem out of place.

The silence finally struck me like a lightning bolt,
and I couldn’t hold back any longer. “Colleague, are you

sure I can’t get you a water? Senator, would you care for a

drink?”

Knox tilted his head back, eyes still trained on me.
VC opened the closet door, peering inside.

“Is there any additional information you can
tell me about yesterday that would be beneficial to the
Collective?” Knox asked. “I’ll ensure your social status is

updated accordingly.”

He looked down at his tablet, tapping a few icons.

“See, I increased your score by one just for being accom-
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modating. I'll give you and your wife another two if you
have any details that would help us track down any suspi-
cious characters who may want ill fortune to befall the

Collective.”

Two points? To gain that many points in a day was

unheard of. It could take you months to gain one point.

“I'm sorry, colleague. I don’t have any informa-
tion. I wish I did; those heretics need to be caught and

silenced.”

I felt like Peter awaiting the rooster’s crow. We
had taken an oath. But being a martyr today was not the
plan. That time would come. For now, it was time to live,
to survive. VC leaned forward, pushing the coats aside
in the closet. When she spoke, her voice was jagged as
gravel. “Have you heard of any . . . unsavory characters
roaming the neighborhood?” She shut the door with a
thump.

“Seems there have been gatherings,” she contin-
ued. “A congregation of sorts? Do you know anything
about them? Churchgoers, I believe they used to be
called. You understand how that divides us. Makes others
uncomfortable and undermines the great society we have

forged.”

She continued walking around the room, eyeing
the digital screen in the living room. “You have a good

score. You and your wife. I would hate to see something

20
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happen to that. Or to your daughter.”

Her words hung in the air like a piece of candy

just out of reach.

“If I were you, I would want to inform on anyone
participating in such treasonous acts. They are terrorists.

Villains looking to harm your family.”

She stared at me for a few minutes, and time froze
in my mind, the awkward silence peeling my layers of
defense away. I focused on her face, studying the details of
her smooth skin, dark hair, high forehead, sharp cheeks,
square jaw. She was something out of a mold, like a robot
with perfectly symmetrical features. The man tapped
on the tablet and the sound caught my attention as he
arrived at the door, heading out. VC followed, but then

she turned back towards me.

“I'll have Colleague Knox give you one point if
you report anything to me by midnight tonight. Good
day, Colleague Addison. For the good of all, for the good
of the Collective.”

They disappeared out the door, my words echo-
ing hers. Words we were taught to repeat, words I loathed
saying. Only one portion of the phrase was true, and it
wasn’t the one that mattered. I stared out the window as
they stepped off the porch onto the street, their golden
chariot poised for their departure. The squeak of a door

sounded behind me.
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“How did it go?” Marsha asked.

I didn’t move, still staring at the car as it silently
drifted down the street. I drew in a deep breath and

crossed my arms. “Good, I think we helped in some way.”

This was far from what I believed. They nearly
got it out of me. A few more minutes and I would have
been screaming like a jar of honeybees in a bear cage. The
vision of us scattering like fireworks at the mention of the
enforcers popped into my mind. The enforcers were the
Collective’s right arm, their gestapo, a gang of brutes to
quell any misbehaving citizens. Their social media posts
glamorized the capture of the thieves, the murderers and
rebels who had been destroying buildings and speaking
lies to the people. But were they what the Collective told

us they were?

Marsha’s phone buzzed and I handed it to her.
“Looks like it’s check-in time.” She accepted it, and mine
buzzed. I pulled mine out of my pocket, opening it. The
screen flashed the official symbol of the Collective, the
official app of the Collective. A light-blue P encircled
with a stylized Earth. I clicked on the icon and opened
the chat box. After typing a few words and pressing send,
I asked, “Shall we enjoy the sunshine? Or do you have
more schoolwork to do with Elsa?” My voice was upbeat,
attempting to hide any stress, because our devices were still
recording us. Not according to the Collective, of course—

they vehemently denied they spied on their citizens.
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She smiled at me and went out to the patio. She
took a seat on a small wooden bench overlooking our
five-foot-by-five-foot “private” backyard. A planter held
tomatoes, the only plant we could keep alive and harvest
anything from. The ground was xeriscaped—a fancy way
of saying it was full of rocks, which required little atten-

tion. I sat beside her.

She leaned into me and whispered, “Do you think
they know ?”

I rubbed my head, still trying to accept the truth. I
had killed a man. An enforcer no less. Marsha was taking

it better than me. She was almost proud I had done it.

“I don’t know. I think we’re okay. Wouldn’t they
have taken me if they suspected?”

“Maybe they know. Maybe they plan to track us.”

“You have a great point. Tomorrow, we have a
meeting. I think it’s time to bring Elsa. Jimmy can modify
our phones so they can’t track us. We’ve done this a few

. . »
times—you know how it goes.
<« bl »
But you've never . ..

Killed someone? The words stayed in my head.

There was no need to utter them out loud.

“I know, I’'m nervous too, but we mustn’t show it.

We have to keep it to ourselves.”
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“What about Elsa? Do you think ...

“She’s old enough now. We've talked to her. She’ll

be fine ... we’ll be fine.”

“What if we’re compromised? What if we need to

run?”

“Levi said they’d find a way to get it to everyone.
We have to trust that.”

Her arms tightened on mine as her fear radiated

through me. I had to be strong.

“I have my routine jobs tomorrow. After that,
we’ll take Elsa to service. They’ll be able to help. We’re
fine. Like I said, if they suspected anything we would
have been taken in. You know how they operate. Remem-

ber Colleague Dorsett?”

She tightened her grip. Colleague Dorsett had
been our neighbor once. He'd gone to our underground
church. One day, a neighbor, we still aren’t sure who,
ratted him out. The enforcers came by and broke into his
house in the middle of the night and dragged his family
out, never to be seen again. The screams of terror still
haunted Marsha and me.

The enforcers were violent, evil, malicious. I
prayed for the Dorsetts and was blessed not to have seen
what happened to them or to have it happen to us. Stories

abounded of torture and mutilations for those who prac-
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ticed religion. It was more egregious to the Collective
than stealing or even murder. It undermined the party’s
ideals. Their goal was to eliminate all individuality to
ensure we were all the same, thought the same, acted the
same. We were to be part of the same group. Part of the

Collective.

The house rang. The voice announced I had an

incoming message for a job. I kissed Marsha on the head.
“The Collective calls.”

I grabbed my tools and addressed the automated

system. “John, play message.”

John was the name I'd given our device. You could
name it nearly anything, though plenty of biblical names
were forbidden. John was one of the few that for some
reason made it in, and it was enough defiance to raise a
smile to my face nearly every time I said it. The voice of
an English professor spouted back from the black cylin-
der. “Official Collective business, address 1021 Maple

Avenue, broken water pipe, requesting immediate repair.”

Like a rocket ship leaving the launchpad, I bolted
through the door. The faster I could get to the loca-
tion and repair the problem, the higher my social score
could climb. I had once had a call from a high Collective
member, who worked on the Collective’s app. I had done
such a good and quick job that my reward was an increase

in points by .03. That put me over 85 at the time, giving

25



CHAPTER TWO

us an extra ration. I hoped today would be the same. We
could use more points, especially with the party’s eye now

gazing down on us.

I hurried onto the electronic tramway. It raced
along the tracks, turning before the large, imposing wall
separating us from the ones with everything. I met a
portly guard at the gate who scanned me in. No ques-
tions were asked—my social score and data told him all
he needed to know. That, and the repair request on my
phone. Ducking through a few alleys, I weaved my way
through the narrow streets following my app’s directions.
Where I was going was new to me. All I knew was that it
was a housing development. It was where the higher class
lived, the royalty, the Collective members. There were
two types of living accommodations: ours and theirs. I
stopped at an imposing, two-story-tall wrought-iron gate,
its top adorned with sharpened spades to deter anyone

from scaling the impressive structure.

A guard shack stood off to the side. The man
attending it scanned my wrist, my implant detailing my
identity. He eyed me, his drowsy eyes staring through me
as the gate squeaked open. The building was enormous,
four stories tall, windows adorning all sides of it, a veri-
table mansion. Large oak trees surrounded it. Colorful
birds chirped in their branches, and the grounds were
filled with flowerbeds and lush grass. The colors tickled
my eyes, the bright, vibrant hues not a normal sight in

my neighborhood. The gentle scent of flowers filled my
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nostrils. This was privilege, true wealth, and the Collec-
tive flaunted it. The cobblestone driveway butted up to
the well-manicured lawn. My feet begged to stroll onto
the inviting surface. Pushing those thoughts aside, I eased
myself up the marble steps. As I reached for the doorbell,
the door swung open. A lady in a bathrobe appeared,
grasping the cloth around her. Her motions were large as
her arm flailed about. Her jet-black hair flowed around

her young face.

“You must be the plumber. Please do hurry.
The leak is wrecking my bathroom. There are precious
antiques in there that are going to be ruined. Please do

hurry.”

I followed her back past the grand entryway, down
two separate hallways and into a large bedroom—it was
as big as a two-bedroom house would be on our side of
the wall. She pointed to an adjacent room. Water was
spraying everywhere. The showerhead had sprung a leak,
dousing the room in water. The floor was drowning, the
Persian rugs were twice the size I imagined they should
be, and wooden artifacts were strewn about. I ran over
and fought through the streak of scalding water. I twisted
the dial and the emergency ended. The water ceased.

I held back laughter, knowing it could cost me social

points. She could have turned the knob, and it all would
have ended.

A voice came from behind me. “Oh, you did it,
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thank you. What was it?”

She stared at me, obviously puzzled, awaiting an

answer.

I swept water off my face and inspected the show-
erhead. I stretched the truth. “Looks like your shower-

head is leaking. I can have that fixed in a few minutes.”

I flipped open my phone to order the exact same
showerhead. The drone would deliver it to the door in

half an hour.

The woman approached, grasping my free hand
with both of hers. “Thank you. Gotta run. Have a dinner
date tonight.”

She turned and disappeared into the next room.
Feeling something in my hand, I looked down. A small
piece of paper folded into a small square rested in my

palm. I glanced around, looking for anyone, for a camera.

My initial search found nothing. I grasped the
paper, unfolding each side carefully. Words began to
appear as the paper became bigger, its secrets beginning
to reveal themselves. My fingers trembled, and I scanned
the room, looking for the enemy. Fully open, the paper
was maybe three square inches. The words glimmered

back at me in handwritten pen.
Compromised 9808 North Andrew St eat this note.

I swallowed.
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