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      The guards’ opaque helmets reflected a multitude of intense iridescent spikes of light from the bright afternoon sun, and every citizen was silent as they took their positions. The pounding beat of synchronized marching filled the town square. Eventually, some guards scattered among the crowd, while others surrounded the mass. The assembly was about to begin.

      All of Oportet’s citizens stood before the Council’s stage. When Head Councilman Lancaster made his first steps onto the elevated platform, we began to clap. Those closest to the stage smiled with their hands outstretched, as if Oportet’s leader was a god in human form. Face rigid and eyes hard, Lancaster raised his right hand, silencing the crowd.

      “My fellow citizens,” he began. His voice boomed with authority through the speakers. “We are here to remember the filth that lies beyond our walls, and what will happen if it infiltrates our home again.

      “It is March First. Three years ago today, we let evil penetrate our society, and we, as a community, made a vow to never let that happen again. Three years ago today, a group of rebel Outsiders snuck in through the new gate and murdered former Head Councilman Tomlinson, five guards, and five innocent bystanders, including two precious children and three well-respected adults.”

      Melanie’s hand slid into mine, giving it a small squeeze. I focused on Lancaster. His words were supposed to bring me to tears—to rekindle the pain of losing my family. But I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of breaking down emotionally. Lancaster’s words barely breached my defense, bouncing harmlessly off the wall I spent the past three years erecting.

      Three years ago today, my parents and older sister were murdered by a group of rebel Outsiders. The Council’s Expansion Project had called for Oportet’s existing wall to be lowered back into the ground, while guards worked to install an electronic gate to the new outer wall. The rebels hacked into my father’s email, disrupting the guards’ schedule so that they could sneak in through the new gate undetected. At the same time, my sister Luna and her boyfriend Jasper were attempting an escape. It was all too easy for the rebels to murder them, along with my parents and the guards who showed up too late.

      “Let’s go out for ice cream once all of this is over,” Melanie whispered.

      “Quiet!” a voice demanded behind us, making me jump.

      I peered over my shoulder, only to be greeted with the stern eyes of a man in black, guns tucked in both sides of his belt.

      Melanie Wilson, the closest thing to family I had left, stiffened next to me. After my parents were killed, I had the choice between staying with my former best friend Stacy Caraway’s family, or I could stay with Melanie’s. Both families stepped up, but to everyone’s surprise, I chose the Wilsons.

      The Wilsons had only lived in Oportet for a year. They were the kind of newly integrated Outsiders my parents detested. Stacy had been my best friend for years, and she came from a family respected by both my parents and our society. Which was exactly why I didn’t choose them.

      Taking in a ragged breath, I turned back to Lancaster.

      “Evil lies beyond Oportet. This is what the American citizens chose when they rebelled against their government. They chose death, disease and decay.” Lancaster’s voice grew louder; his face trembled with the might of his words. A vein protruded from his forehead.

      Behind him, a large screen came to life with video images. Ragged, grimy people appeared on dismal street corners. Their arms reached out toward the crowd, ribcages protruding and cheeks hollowed. The presentation flashed to a clip of a screaming woman, her child lying limply in her arms. Next was a group of hooded people running from a burning building, alcohol-laden bottles in hand, and another group looting a store, guns slung haphazardly on their backs. The footage continued, effectively conveying the message of chaos and disorder to the crowd’s eager eyes.

      “That’s bullshit,” I mumbled.

      A guard slammed the back of his gun into my skull; pain erupted in the back of my head.

      “What did you just say?” the guard snarled in my ear. “I thought I told you to shut your mouth,” he spat.

      I received a swift kick behind my left knee. My leg buckled, and I fell hard to the pavement.

      Melanie sunk down to help me up, sending me an agitated look in the process. What did she expect? She knew how I was. She opened her mouth to say something, but I shook my head and let her help me to my feet.

      “I don’t foresee you lasting too long with an attitude like that. We have ways of silencing little girls like you,” the guard said, his fetid breath hot on my neck. “Watch yourself.”

      My mouth formed a thin line, fighting the urge to turn back around and take a swing at him, or to at least throw the finger over my shoulder.

      The crowd began to yell, and I glanced around to see faces full of rage and hatred, letting the emotions slide off their tongues like venom. I turned back to the screen, where there was an image of rebel Outsiders holding signs with blurred out messages.

      I didn’t scream like the others. I studied the rebels’ hardened jaws and clenched knuckles, the way the corners of their lips tipped upwards in masked humor.

      Melanie shuffled nervously beside me. She was far too delicate for these kinds of assemblies. Mercifully, it was almost over. I tried to send her comforting thoughts—the only thing I was capable of doing with Mr. Douche Guard behind me.

      “Yes!” Lancaster yelled with the crowd. “You have a right to vent your anger, to unleash your loathing of these abominations. These aren’t humans. These are animals—criminals and murderers. They killed our former leader and our own citizens. They tore apart our once great nation, the United States of America, and corrupted millions of innocent people. Oportet provides the only resistance against these revulsions, and the only protection from the destruction they bring.”

      I stole a peek behind me as propaganda—thinly masked as a presentation—came to an end. Mr. Douche Guard was chatting with one of his friends a few yards back.

      I turned and whispered to Melanie: “Meeting. Tonight. Get the word out.”
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      I woke with a start. Jasper’s arms were wrapped tightly around my body. Something—a noise of some sort—had woken me, I thought. I listened for several seconds without moving, but the apartment was now silent.

      Trying not to wake Jasper, I carefully untangled from his hold and slid out from under the covers. I pulled a sweatshirt over my head to combat the chilly apartment’s midnight air.

      My throat was dry. I crept through the dark apartment, on a quest for water, in a hurry to return to the warmth of Jasper’s arms. Goose bumps formed on my bare legs, the sweatshirt barely reaching my mid-thighs.

      The apartment had an open floor plan. The kitchen and living area were blended together seamlessly.

      I felt around for the kitchen light switch, lazily flipping it up. When my eyes adjusted, two figures popped into view.

      I screamed.

      A man with intricate black tattoos snaking around his right arm and up to his neck stood in the apartment doorway next to the kitchen, grinning. A woman holding a suitcase burst into laughter behind him. She had dark purple hair and more piercings than I could count. And those were just the ones I could see.

      “Hello, love. I see you’ve made yourself at home,” the man said. His mouth curved into a smirk before scanning the length of my body.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. I pulled Jasper’s oversized sweatshirt down, covering as much skin as possible, as they entered my home.

      “Luna?” Jasper’s voice sounded from the next room. “Are you okay? What—” He stopped midsentence when he saw the two intruders. Then he broke out into a grin. “Drea,” he said, wrapping the girl in a hug. He moved on to the boy, whose eyes were still on me. “Asher, man. I was hoping you’d turn up.” They exchanged one of those guy-handshake-half-hugs I would never understand.

      “I’ve missed you, too, mate. Do me a favor and stop this Asher business. It’s Ash.”

      “Yeah but it’s so much fun to see you get all red in the face,” Jasper said, receiving a punch to the shoulder.

      “Could someone please explain what the hell is going on?” I asked. “Why are these people in our apartment at three in the morning?”

      “Technically, love, you’re in our apartment,” Ash said.

      Why did he keep calling me love? And what kind of accent was that?

      “You’ve had the place to yourselves for months. You’re welcome,” Drea added in the same strange accent as Ash. Her eyes narrowed.

      Reading my expression, Jasper went to stand next to me, his fingers stroking the inside of my wrist.

      “These are the owners. They were the ones who moved away before we got to Portland. And now they’re back.”

      “Oh,” I managed. “Where did you go?” I asked Ash.

      “To the border,” he said. “All the airlines have been blocked since everything went to shit back in ‘39. We wanted to see if there were any ships that could take us back to England.”

      That explained the accent.

      “Apparently the military is doing a better job at locking down the border than we thought,” Drea said. “They don’t need any foreign powers taking advantage of the fall of the once great American Empire.” Sarcasm seeped into her words. “To be totally honest I always thought China would take over, but last I heard they were battling their own revolution.”

      “No one enters, no one leaves,” Ash added. “I thought the whole point of this revolution was to bring back the old ideals. Now you’re telling me I don’t have the bloody freedom to leave this shithole?” Ash crossed his arms. He wore black skinny jeans and a sleeveless shirt that showed off his well-defined muscles and elaborate tattoo.

      “How long are these policies going to last?” Jasper asked. He gestured for us to move into the living room.

      “Until we can get our shit together, I presume. But Washington has been trying to reestablish a government for years now, or at least a constitution. They’re gridlocked. Everyone’s too afraid of what happened last time, right before The Fall.”

      “Better that they’re cautious, in my opinion.” Drea yawned and spread herself out on the couch. “We don’t need another rise of totalitarianism.”

      I felt Ash’s eyes on me again. I met them, expecting him to look away. He didn’t.

      Jasper didn’t seem to notice. “This is my girlfriend, Luna, by the way,” he said.

      “I apologize for the scare earlier,” Ash said, but his smile suggested otherwise. Drea snickered, no doubt replaying my startled scream in her head. “My darling sister is sorry as well.”

      “Um, it’s okay,” I said. “I’m going to go put on some clothes now.”

      I walked to the bedroom quickly, listening to the voices and laughter floating through the apartment as I slipped into some jeans. After washing my face and brushing my teeth, I stared into the mirror at my heavy eyes. The space underneath them was getting darker—bruises from the demons that kept me up at night.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      Jasper appeared in the doorway, his head cocked to the side. The shadow of a smile faded from his lips.

      “I’m fine. Just tired,” I said. “I’m glad you’re reunited with some old friends,” I added, forcing a smile.

      “You didn’t sleep again last night, did you?” Jasper’s eyes teemed with concern. He reached a hand to stroke my cheekbone.

      “Some nights are worse than others.”

      “You can go back to sleep if you want,” he said. “I’ll make sure Ash and Drea keep it down out there.”

      “No, I’m already up. I wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep if I tried.”

      Jasper frowned.

      “Seriously, I’ll be fine.” I took his hand in mine. “I’ll make some breakfast for everyone.”
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      I always buzzed with energy after assemblies, a tingling sensation bubbling beneath my skin. There was something about a crowd full of brainwashed robots screaming at inflammatory propaganda that really got me going. That was probably why I called for meetings after assemblies. All of that pent up energy had to be released somewhere.

      “Mom’s in bed. We should go now,” Melanie whispered, carefully shutting our bedroom door behind her. I slid off the twin bed, noticing for the millionth time how incredibly tiny Melanie’s room was compared to my old room. And this room had to hold twice as many people.

      I didn’t mind, though. It was like having a sister—well, a sister my age. I already knew what it was like having an older one. I shut my eyes, willing my walls to go up.

      “Are you okay?” The bed bowed with Melanie’s weight. “I’m not sure a meeting is such a good idea. Not today…”

      My eyes flew open. “Why? Today isn’t any different than yesterday, and it won’t be any different than tomorrow.”

      “It’s the anniversary of your parents’ and your sister’s deaths. It’s okay to be sad.”

      I sat up, avoiding Melanie’s eyes. I pushed from the bed.

      “Megan—”

      “Seriously, I’m fine. Let’s just go, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      We snuck through the window. The energy I’d felt at the earlier assembly rose to the surface. Our room was on the first floor, so there wasn’t much of a drop to the ground. Melanie let out a breath, tucking her long blond hair behind her ears. Her light brown eyes were wide with anxiety, the way they always looked when we snuck out.

      After I made the decision to become a part of Melanie’s family, my parents’ prestigious friends and coworkers just shook their heads, giving me sad smiles and looks of disapproval. Melanie would be a negative influence on me, they thought—or said. I had too much potential to become a part of a family on the lowest tier of Oportet’s social structure. My family had meant something, and the Wilsons just didn’t.

      “Do you have something planned for this?” Melanie asked, letting her tense shoulders finally relax now that the house was out of sight. We were only a short distance from the abandoned houses that lined the old border. After the Expansion Project, the plan was to reconstruct the decaying buildings and then start building homes within the new border.

      It had been three years. There were no new construction projects.

      “No. I just wanted to, um, get away.” I needed to escape my thoughts for a couple of hours.

      Melanie grew silent. I sighed, kicking a rock on the road in front of me, watching it slam against a mailbox with a smack!

      “Megan!” Melanie hissed. She looked around us nervously, her eyes wide.

      My lips turned up.

      The house where we were meeting others was the farthest from civilization we could get in Oportet. It was at the very edge of a neighborhood that had been completely abandoned for years. As we approached, the faint sound of voices and laughter travelled through the air.

      We slipped in through the front door, the room falling silent as we entered.

      “Megan!” Lacy squealed, breaking the quiet. She gave me a hug. “We were starting to worry…”

      “Yeah, sorry I’m late. We got held up.” I felt the force of many pairs of eyes on me, but I shrugged it off. It was nothing new.

      A hand trailed down the length of my back, making me shiver.

      “I’m so glad you made it,” a voice whispered in my ear—a voice I knew all too well.

      “Liam,” I said. I grabbed his hand before it could travel any further, twisting his wrist in an unnatural direction.

      “Ow!”

      “Always a pleasure.” I dropped his hand and spun around. He massaged his wrist, his glare quickly dissolving when I met his eyes. “Next time I snap it.”

      Liam chuckled. “Oh, how I’ve missed your playful threats.” His chocolate brown eyes danced with humor.

      I turned back around and made it to the front of the room. The teenagers were all starting to gather, laughing and murmuring in the candlelight. The house was devoid of electricity, so we had to result to medieval methods of illumination.

      When I assumed my usual position in front of the group, voices began to lower or drop away altogether. Melanie would have fainted if she was in my position, but I just smiled. I was in my element.

      “Welcome to another meeting of the Awaken Society,” I started, letting the group of around twenty young people clap and holler. Eyes were lit with excitement. This was the one place we had to be free—where we could discuss ideas and people without any kind of filter. “Are there any newcomers?”

      Two girls in the back raised their hands, exchanging nervous smiles.

      “Welcome,” I said with nods to each of them. “We don’t have rules here—I think we’ve had enough of those for one lifetime. We rely on a code of honor. We trust that no one in this room will ever turn over information to Oportet authorities, we trust that if someone were to get caught carrying out a Mission that they will take all the blame rather than give up the entire group, and we trust that no one will invite anyone to a meeting unless they are absolutely sure that person is awake.”

      I glanced around the room to see nods and murmurs of agreement, and then the perplexed glances of the two new girls in the back. I saw one of them mouth “awake” to the other, and I smiled. I wasn’t going to explain.

      “Does anyone have any news for the Society?” I asked. I frowned when a hand shot up in the center of the room.

      “I have something worth sharing,” Liam started, never breaking eye contact. “There’s an Outsider bus coming in next week.”

      Gasps filled the air.

      “How many?”

      “Just one. A boy… or man, I suppose. He’s eighteen.”

      “Do you have any other information?”

      “Not really. He went to Oportet’s office in Portland, and the Council just cleared him. He has already gone through the entire reeducation process.”

      Liam O’Neill was like me, or like the old me. His mother was a councilwoman, and his father worked in the Immigration Department. Also like me, he awakened regardless of his family’s political prestige and power. The information he could get from his parents was a great asset to the Society.

      Everyone wondered what stopped the Outsider buses. Immigration had been steadily increasing for years, but about a year ago the buses started arriving few and far between. There wasn’t any explanation…even Liam couldn’t get his mother to give him a solid answer.

      “Do you think he’s…one of them?” Melanie asked, her voice shaking. When heads turned in her direction, she immediately averted her eyes to the floor. I cleared my throat so eyes would return to me.

      My parents had always believed in the right-wing conspiracy theories of rebel Outsiders penetrating Oportet to start another revolution. These were the same great revolutionaries who took down the American government. They were terrorists, activists, traitors, and heroes. They were awake.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “But I’ll make it my mission to find out.” Why would a teenager choose to come to Oportet completely alone? Not to mention he would be the first one in months. The Council would be watching him closely.

      A hand shot up. “My little sister… She’s in sixth grade…” Lacy Thomas said. “The Council’s new educational reforms are…changing her.”

      “Changing her how?” I asked.

      “She’s, like, angrier. She doesn’t talk as much, and she used to make up songs and sing them, but now she doesn’t. I think she got in trouble for it at school. She told me that music was a waste of her time,” Lacy said.

      Oportet restricting creativity was old news. There had to be something more.

      “She keeps threatening us. My family, I mean. My father slipped up last night and started complaining about the Council making stupid decisions that affected his business, and Hannah started screaming at him. She called him a terrorist. She said that she was going to turn him in for breaking Rule Number Two, and that the guards would take him away.” Lacy shook her head. “I don’t get it. It only takes something little to set her off. And with all of the people being taken lately, it’s really scaring me. Those are our parents.”

      “They’re teaching them young,” I murmured. “Emotions like fear and hate are powerful. Lancaster is brainwashing them to become his perverted version of perfect citizens.”

      When Head Councilman Lancaster took over, he started forming new policies in every department. It was almost like he had been anticipating taking over the position for a long time. The panic and fear of the Outsiders’ attack three years ago allowed Lancaster to pass anything through the Council if he sold it as a form of protection from rebels. The citizens of Oportet needed a leader who promised safety, and it didn’t matter what measures that leader took to ensure it.

      Lancaster’s manipulation of the public’s fear made the passage of the Patriot Act following the 9/11 attacks decades ago seem trivial in comparison. One of the first measures he took was a form of protection against internal rebellion, or “domestic terrorism.” A new branch of law enforcement was established to handle internal affairs: the Oportet Safety Department. The OSD was equipped with its own special building to host interrogations and other shady procedures. It only took a spark of rebellion to send guards to a citizen’s front door, and after a few weeks in the OSD building, that citizen was returned “good as new.”

      It always reminded me of my parents sending Luna away when she wanted to leave Oportet. A neurosurgeon employed by the Council took away her memories, supposedly ridding her of the thoughts she wasn’t allowed to have. This new, more intrusive form of brainwashing ran deeper than self-righteous parents concerned about unruly children. Elite scientists and doctors previously worked under the Council, conducting shady experiments and procedures, but now they were employed by the OSD and charged with  reeducating problematic citizens in the new building.

      Liam told me all of this. His mother, the councilwoman, was grooming him to go into bureaucracy, and he played along to get information out of her.

      “We’ve got to do something about this,” I said, earning fist-pumps and shouts of agreement. “Hannah and her friends don’t deserve this. Someone needs to send the Council a message,” I said, my voice rising. “Indoctrinating children into systematic control and suppression is a crime against humanity, and we are going to serve a punishment.”

      Lacy’s eyes lit up. Surges of energy exploded all around me, making my skin tingle once more. We were pure fire, elevated heartbeats, and widened eyes soaking in the beauty of the moment. We were caught in a space without time, a place where nothing could touch us but our own deafening thoughts.

      I used to think it was anger that fueled us, but the resentments we held weren’t as important to us as the other things. It was the desire to taste freedom in its purest form, to be more than who they told us we were, and to be okay with not knowing all of the answers. We were fueled by the things we couldn’t explain, and the desire to know more than we should. To be awake was to understand that nothing could be defined, and that no one could define us.

      I set out a plan, and took seven volunteers to carry out the mission—Liam, Melanie, Lacy and me included. I’d never broken into a middle school before, but I guessed there was a first time for everything.

      “We should probably head back,” Melanie said after the meeting concluded. The others were either making their way back home or just hanging out. “The night doesn’t last forever, you know.”

      “I wish it did.” I followed her out after saying my goodbyes.

      Lacy gave me another hug. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “Hey, Megan, wait!” Liam yelled behind me.

      I pretended I couldn’t hear him as I stepped through the door. I hurriedly caught up to Melanie, sighing when I felt a hand clamp over my shoulder.

      “I know you heard me,” Liam said, out of breath.

      “So?”

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “Let me walk you home.”

      I sighed, then looked at Melanie.

      “I’ll meet you back at the house,” she said, giving my hand a squeeze.

      She turned away before I could protest. I didn’t feel up for a walk alone with Liam.

      “Seriously, Megs. How are you feeling?” Liam asked when Melanie was gone.

      “I’m fine,” I snapped. “Why do people keep asking me that?”

      “You don’t have to play that game with me. You know that.” His hand circled my wrist, sliding down to entwine his fingers through mine. “You don’t always have to be strong.”

      I fought the urge to pull my hand away. “What did I say about the touching?” I asked through clenched teeth, my voice not as strong as I wanted it to be. “I’m not playing a game, Liam.”

      “Your mother’s name was Jennifer and your father’s name was David, right?”

      My jaw tensed, and I could feel Liam’s eyes on mine as I stared into the distance. I nodded.

      “How old was your sister?”

      “She was seventeen when she escaped Oportet.” Barely older than Liam and I were. “She’s twenty now.”

      Liam looked over at me, his face scrunched in confusion. “Megan…”

      “Before you start blabbing about how I’m in denial, you should know that I fully accept the fact that my parents are dead. It’s Luna who’s still alive.” My voice wavered. The summer heat weighed me down. I bit my lip, attempting to stop the trembling.

      “Come on.” He tugged on my hand.

      Liam guided me down his street, toward a house even bigger than the one I used to live in, with a full set of white columns, three stories, and a basement. It had a perfectly manicured lawn with picturesque arrangements of flowers, trees and lawn ornaments.

      We snuck around back, climbing through the basement window like we had on so many other occasions. Liam had two other siblings who were both living on their own now, and it was the family tradition for the oldest in the house to live in the expansive basement.

      “I haven’t been here in a while,” I said, blinking heavily when Liam flipped on a light switch.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      We sat there in the middle of the carpeted floor. Liam cleared his throat.

      “Tell me about Luna,” he said. He reached for my hand but I moved it to my lap.

      “Why?”

      Liam sighed, running a hand through his light brown hair. “So I can understand why you can’t accept that she’s gone.”

      “But I have accepted it.”

      “You know what I mean.” He paused. “What is it that you think happened three years ago?”

      “I don’t know! None of us do. Why would you believe anything Lancaster says about it? The tale of the rebel Outsiders is obviously bullshit propaganda.”

      “Maybe so, but that doesn’t mean Luna is still alive. If anything it just means she was executed like your aunt.”

      My head snapped up, glaring into Liam’s eyes. “Luna made it out.”

      My parents had sent me to my former best friend Stacy’s house when Luna found out the truth about her stolen memories. My sister went straight to her boyfriend’s home, moments after I had told her it was okay to leave me behind. I never regretted the decision to let her go; I only regretted not going with her. That’s what kept me up at night. Was it fear that stopped me? Luna had always been the brave one.

      We had been eating dinner that night when Lancaster showed up on our doorstep. I remembered Stacy’s mother bawling her eyes out, giving me chills before she’d even uttered any words.

      “A group of Outsiders murdered your family,” Mr. Caraway said solemnly after Lancaster had left. “Tomlinson was killed as well. Alfred Lancaster is our new Head Councilman.”

      That was all I got. A group of Outsiders murdered your family. It wasn’t long before every form of media shouted the story of my family’s death, plastering it to every book, newspaper, television screen, and radio station in Oportet.

      Evil lies beyond Oportet. If we put our trust in the Council, Lancaster would keep us safe. That was the message we were told.

      “She made it out,” I repeated.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I do!” I said, exasperated.

      My body started shaking again. I wasn’t sure how I ended up in Liam’s arms, but I attached myself to the heat of his body and the beating of his heart until he was the only thing I felt—until it was him I saw behind my eyelids, not Luna, not my parents.

      That was how it always was with us. We fed off each other’s pain, attached ourselves to it. That was why I didn’t sneak through his basement window anymore, but also why it was so easy to do it again.

      There we were, a tangle of limbs, memories and heartbeats until neither of us could remember why tears stained our faces or our hearts ached. I had my head on his chest, and he had his hand in my hair. Our words were a jumbled mess of half-thoughts and daydreams.
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      I was sitting on the kitchen counter, my legs wrapped around Jasper and his hands on my face as he kissed me.

      “I’m back in the band, bitches!” Drea squealed behind Jasper.

      I pulled away, and Jasper groaned.

      “I thought you said they’d be gone for the day,” I whispered.

      “You two are seriously disgusting,” Drea said.

      I slid off the counter and crossed my arms over my chest. “We didn’t realize we’d have an audience.”

      “Yeah, well, the drummer dude was surprisingly fine with getting kicked out of the band. He had better offers, or so he said.”

      “I thought we agreed that I was going to talk to Eric,” Jasper said with a sigh. “You can’t just—”

      “Chill. It turned out perfectly fine, didn’t it?”

      Eric had always told Jasper that he was temporary, and that he was expecting to move across the country soon. Jasper was short on a drummer, so he hired him anyway.

      Jasper let out another exasperated breath. He was the unofficial leader of The Void, and Drea had been bugging him to let her back in the band since she’d returned. Back before Jasper and his mom Lilly moved to Oportet, the kids in Jasper’s neighborhood had formed an angst-filled, punk rock band. Drea had been the drummer.

      “We aren’t fourteen anymore, Drea. Things have to be done a certain way, and if you’re always going to—”

      “Jasper, darling.” She drug out his name in a voice that made me uncomfortable. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch. I’ll be on my best behavior, I swear.” Drea winked at him before leaving us alone.

      Jasper leaned his forehead against mine. “I’m going to regret having her back in the band, aren’t I?”

      “Maybe not,” I said without a lot of confidence.

      “Are you coming to rehearsal tonight?” Jasper stuck out his bottom lip. When I hesitated, he begged. “Please?”

      “Fine,” I said, rolling my eyes at his pout. “It’ll be fun to see Drea push your buttons all night long.” I smiled.

      “I’ll make Ash go to keep you company.”

      My smile faltered. Ash with his tattoos, accent, and smirk made me uneasy. Especially when he called me “love” and stared at me, even with Jasper in the room.

      But maybe I wasn’t being fair. I could always give him another chance. I was extremely tired when I met him last night.

      “Where is he, anyway?” I asked.

      “Visiting his grandfather. He’s showing early signs of Alzheimer’s, so Ash is making sure there’s a place nearby he could live when…the disease takes over.”

      I frowned. “That’s terrible. But it’s sweet that Ash is taking care of him.”

      “Yeah it is.”

      I thought about my own family. I missed them—mainly my aunt and little sister. I missed the feeling of being connected to someone both biologically and emotionally. Jasper and I didn’t have any family out here but each other.
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      “You look tired,” Ash said, glancing at my face.

      We were sitting against the back wall of the room, watching The Void get used to Drea—their new drummer. The guitarist, Sam, offered up his basement in downtown Portland as the rehearsal venue.

      “Insomnia will do that to you,” I replied. “I only get a couple of hours sleep some nights.”

      “I don’t think I’ve had a full night of sleep since I was eight.” He laughed, though I wasn’t sure what was so funny about it. “Jasper gave me a copy of your book. It’s very interesting so far,” he said, his mouth moving into a crooked smile.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “You know, I warned Lilly not to buy into all of that nonsense. Bat shit crazy, those people. She was dead set on it, though,” Ash said, shaking his head. “The scary thing was that the cult was actually growing until you wrote your exposé. I knew there was a reason you never heard about anybody leaving that place. Up until you, of course.”

      I nodded. “I just want to learn more about what happened with the American government, and how it relates to what’s happening in Oportet.”

      “You writing a sequel?”

      “Maybe.”

      “You should talk to my grandfather. He was a teenager when it all went down. I could take you with me next time I visit him, if you wanted.”

      “That would actually be really cool, thanks,” I said. I was about to say something else when Jasper started singing.

      “He’s good, isn’t he?” Ash said.

      Good didn’t begin to describe it. I hugged my knees to my chest, wondering how Jasper and I had been so lucky. We dodged manipulation, doubt, sabotage, deceit, and even death to escape the inescapable. We somehow managed to be the exception. We were always the exception.

      “Do you have any other family out here besides your grandfather?” I asked when the first song was over.

      “Nope.”

      Ash was silent for several beats, reminding me of when I was first getting to know Jasper. It took a while for Jasper to open up about his father. I was beginning to realize that family was a lot more complicated than what I had experienced in Oportet.

      “You had a sister, didn’t you?” Ash asked, breaking the silence.

      “I have a sister, yes. Her name is Megan,” I said. I glanced over at Ash, who was staring straight ahead. He was wearing yet another sleeveless shirt to show off his tattoo. Seeing it up close showed that it was more than just abstract art in black ink. It was almost like a collage of pictures and ideas, strung together from his forearm all the way to his neck. There were trees typical of the west coast at its base, dark limbs wrapping around his skin. Everything blended together effortlessly.

      “Like the tattoo?”

      I lifted my eyes to see that Ash was watching me. My face reddened. He smirked. I was growing tired of that self-satisfied, arrogant smile of his.

      I nodded, turning my attention back to the band. The members appeared to be having some sort of disagreement. Drea rolled her eyes while placing both hands on her hips. Liz, the bass guitarist, had her arms crossed, tapping her foot with a sour look on her face. Sam looked frightened as usual, his skinny jeans hanging too low on his hips. He glanced from Jasper to Drea then to Liz with eyes wide and lips pressed together.

      “What did I miss?” I whispered.

      “Oh, you mean when you were checking me out?” After receiving a glare, Ash continued. “Jasper told Drea that she wasn’t keeping the beat, and Drea let him know that she was actually the only one in time. The busty blond took Jasper’s side, and the scrawny kid looks like he’s had a stroke.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Her name is Liz, and his name is Sam.”

      “Ah. You seem irritable, love. Trouble at home?” Ash cocked his head.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, love. But no, Jasper and I are very happy.” I wanted to add a “thank you very much,” but I refrained. Ash was bringing out my most immature, stick-my-tongue-out attitude.

      “You and I are going to have right fun times, Luna. I can already tell.”

      I frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Instead of answering, Ash stood up. He offered me a hand, which I accepted despite my better judgment. After he pulled me to my feet, we strolled across the room

      “Jasper, mate,” Ash said, tapping on Jasper’s shoulder.

      He was in the middle of explaining something to Drea. She at least looked civil now, nodding her head attentively. Jasper turned, his agitated look dissipating when he saw me standing behind Ash.

      “Yeah, what’s up?” he asked.

      “Your girl’s hungry. We’re going to grab a bite to eat,” Ash said.

      “Okay, cool. I’ll see you back at the apartment.” Jasper walked over to me, leaning down to kiss me on the forehead. “I love you,” he whispered against my skin.

      “Love you too.” I smiled, then turned and followed Ash up the stairs.

      “Love, huh?” he said once we were out the front door. Portland was muggy today, heavy clouds rolling in to bring yet another round of rain. “Wonder what that’s like.”

      “You’ve never been in love?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. If I were being completely honest, it didn’t surprise me. Ash seemed like the kind of guy who kept people at arm’s length.

      “Does it count if someone loves you, but you don’t love them back?” Ash asked. He led me to the car he shared with Drea. Jasper and I owned a black sedan, parked two cars behind.

      I glanced over at him. Ash’s face was pensive as he opened the car door for me.

      “No,” I said. “It doesn’t.”

      “Well, then, I guess I’ve never been in love.” Ash smiled. He skirted the car and climbed in beside me. He tapped the steering wheel absentmindedly, a smile beginning to take shape. “You should get a tattoo.”

      I was thankful for the subject change. “Right now?” I scoffed.

      “I’m guessing you’re the kind of person who needs everything to be planned. Everything has its proper place; nothing in your life can be messy. I bet you don’t like it if different types of food on your plate touch.” He chuckled, pulling out of the parking spot.

      “You don’t know me,” I said, letting anger seep into my voice. “I’ve done, and witnessed, a hell of a lot more in my lifetime than you could possibly imagine. Don’t think that knowing me for twenty-four hours or reading ten pages of a book I wrote means shit.” I realized I had no idea where we were going. “I’m intelligent enough to pick up on your little game, you know.”

      “And what game would that be?”

      “You try to make girls insecure so they feel like they need to prove themselves to you. Your condescension is an attempt to make me subconsciously believe I’m inferior.”

      Ash opened his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. “I’m not done, love.”

      Ash laughed, making my voice rise even higher.

      “Maybe the reason you’ve never been in love is because you can’t step away from your manipulative mind tricks long enough to respect women, let alone love them, and maybe—”

      “This is refreshing,” Ash said, interrupting me. “I don’t think I’ve ever been psychoanalyzed before. How much do I owe you, doc?” My glare brought another smile out of him. “Oh, lighten up. We’re here.”

      Ash parked in front of a tattoo parlor.

      “I’m not getting a tattoo.”

      “We’re not here for that. There’s some people you should meet,” he said, pointing across the street. “We’re going there.”

      “The bookstore?” It was a small, black building nestled between an Italian restaurant and a bakery. Its sign read, “Synchronicities Bookstore and Gift Shop.”

      “I would’ve voted to meet at a pub, but alas, the hippies had the popular vote.” Ash grimaced.

      “Well, I like it,” I said. I was just happy that Ash wasn’t getting his way. “Who are these hippies I’m meeting?”

      “Local activist group. They used to be a part of a large underground network before the great fall of ’39. In the early years, when everyone was just getting used to not having a stable government, the network weakened. I guess they thought since totalitarianism had been taken care of, the hardest part was over. They have representatives in Washington D.C. right now working to reestablish a governing body,” Ash explained.

      “What does that have to do with me?” We crossed the street, the sun just starting to disappear into the horizon. And why would Ash lie to Jasper about where we were going?

      “Like I said, the network had been largely dormant, aside from the political business in D.C., but your book showed them that the revolution isn’t quite over yet.”

      “Because of Oportet?” My head was spinning. “What do they want to do about it?” What could they do about it? I had a hard time imagining a group of dreadlocked anarchists tearing down Oportet’s government.

      Ash held the door open for me, and the smell of herbs and essential oils flowed through the summer air. The store was lit with hanging lanterns and twinkle lights, and the walls were decorated with large mandala tapestries. A wall of candles was to my right, and bookshelves to my left.

      “I don’t know what you were talking about. This place is adorable,” I said, elbowing Ash when he rolled his eyes.

      A tall, slender man looked up from behind the register, large gauges in both of his ears.

      “Are you guys here for the Rise Up meeting?” he asked. He pulled out a clipboard with a list of names.

      “We are,” Ash said. “I’m Ash Burnes, and—”

      I busted out laughing, interrupting Ash midsentence.

      “What on earth is so funny?” he asked, giving me a look.

      “Seriously? Ash Burnes? Who thought of that one?”

      Ash let out an exasperated breath. “Honestly, Luna.” He turned back to the man. His name tag said his name was Rhett. “I bet you never would have guessed this was the scholarly author Luna Beckham.”

      “Oh,” Rhett said, his eyes lighting up. He reached over the counter to shake my hand. “I just finished Escape from Oportet last night. It was exceptional! I always figured Oportet was just one of those societies for rich snobs, but now I know it’s far more complex than that.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I said. I’d never get used to these kinds of encounters.

      Rhett led us to a back room. “Good luck at the meeting, Ms. Beckham,” he said, holding the door open for us.

      The room was dimly lit, the same lanterns hanging from the ceiling. The atmosphere went quiet when I entered, instantly tying my stomach into knots. About twenty chairs were arranged in a circle, all filled but two.

      I felt eyes boring into me as Ash and I sat. I tried to calm myself down, but I was finding it hard to breathe. I had never been good at handling attention.

      I glanced around the room. Most of the attendees were young, with a few middle-aged and older people tossed in the mix. There were a couple of kids who had to be underage, and I swallowed when I realized they were probably the same age as Megan.

      Megan was sixteen. What did she look like now? I knew she had to be beautiful. She had probably changed so much the past three years.

      Ash nudged me. I looked up to see that all eyes were on me. I tuned in to the voice coming from across the room, from a young woman with long, black curls and gorgeous dark skin.

      “My name is Rachel Tanner. I asked if you had ever heard of Rise Up, Ms. Beckham.” She spoke in a low, soothing voice.

      “Not until ten minutes ago,” I replied.

      She smiled warmly. “We’re the Portland branch of a larger organization. It was groups like ours that played an instrumental role in the fall of the tyrannical American government. Escape from Oportet caught our attention with its release, and we just had to find a way to bring you in,” Rachel said. “We want your help freeing the citizens of Oportet.”

      “I don’t mean to sound cynical, but I’m not sure what we’d be able to do about it,” I said. “They’re not just physically trapped, they’re also mentally enslaved. Most of them don’t even know they aren’t free.”

      Rachel sighed. “We understand that. In fact, we struggled with the same thing the last time around,” she said. “We think that you’re the key to helping us liberate them, Luna. There are things you need to understand about America’s past, though. Ash has graciously agreed to give you some history lessons, now that he’s back from the border.” She nodded at Ash. I could tell they’d known each other for a while.

      “I don’t understand what you think I can do. And what does history have to do with freeing Oportet?”

      Rachel pursed her lips. “History doesn’t always stay in the past, Ms. Beckham. History can show us past, present, and future.”
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      There was a heartbeat under my ear when my eyes fluttered open. I groaned and pushed myself up, slipping from Liam’s arms.

      Light from the basement window sent me into a panic. It was morning. It was a school day. I was at a house that was not my own. I was so dead.

      “Where are you going?” a groggy voice called.

      I had the basement window open, ready to slip out without a word. “Where do you think? We have school today!”

      Liam laughed. “No we don’t. It’s Saturday.”

      “Oh,” I breathed. “Right.”

      “My parents are working today,” he said.

      “Is that so?” I looked out unto the dew-covered grass, the water droplets glistening in the sunlight.

      “Let me make you breakfast. It has been so long since, you know,” Liam fumbled. “Let’s make a day of it. To catch up.”

      “I think we caught up enough last night, don’t you?” I said. I fought the urge to cringe. I always told him too much. I doubted anyone in the world knew me better than Liam O’Neill.

      Liam reached for my arm, but I took a step back.

      “Why do you always do this?” he asked, his forehead creasing.

      “If you’re going to start about how I always run when things get real, or some other clichéd, superficial observation, then I’ll save you the trouble. I’m leaving because I don’t want to get my best friend in trouble with her mother.” And because Melanie broke the pact. Liam opened his mouth to speak, but I continued. “There’s nothing to read into.”

      “There’s always something to read into when it comes to you, Megs.” Liam leaned against the wall, watching my eyes.

      “Thanks for keeping me company last night,” I said.

      Liam remained silent, his jaw set.

      “And thanks for, um, listening to me.”

      He raised his eyebrows, his scowl fading into an expressionless mask.

      “I’m going to go now.”

      Liam just nodded, the tips of his mouth turning up when I let my frustration reach my eyes.

      “Asshole,” I muttered when I was making my way across the lawn. I hugged myself against the chilly morning air.

      Liam might have known me better than anyone else, but he also somehow managed to make me more annoyed and confused than anyone else could. With Liam’s hooks in my mind, any moment I spent away from him made me feel lonely and incomplete. That was another reason why I stopped seeing him last winter. I hated that he had so much power over my emotions. The only person who should be able to dictate how I feel is me.

      I made the trek back to the house, sneaking around to our bedroom window. I made a mental note to put “climbing in and out of windows” on my future résumé. Melanie had her arms crossed when my feet hit the floor, her nostrils flaring.

      “Hey, my favorite person in the entire world,” I tried. “Did you have to cover for me?”

      “I said you went for an early morning jog,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “You were the one who left me with that irresponsible, entitled, rich pretty-boy,” I accused. “You broke the pact.”

      “I did not break the pact.”

      “Yes you did! I told you to never let me be alone with him. Ever!”

      “Yeah okay, so I did break the pact, but I just thought that he could do a better job being there for you than I could. I felt like I was failing,” Melanie said, biting her lip. “Wait a minute, how did you just weasel your way out of that one? We were talking about your slipups, not mine.”

      I looked away.

      “You spent the night with him?” Melanie squealed. “Dammit, Megan. It really only takes five minutes alone with this guy, doesn’t it?”

      “Ugh. Now you see why we made the pact,” I said. “I mean, nothing too crazy happened, just the weird soul-sucking thing he always does.”

      “What in the world have you been smoking? Soul-sucking?” Melanie gave me her classic your-crazy-is-showing look.

      “That’s what it always feels like to me. When little fragments of myself break off, he’s always there to steal them away.” I can’t lose myself. Not again.

      Melanie was still staring at me. “It must be a scary place up there,” she said, tapping on my forehead.

      I cleared my throat. “What are we doing today?” I asked.

      “Well, first you need to get yourself together. I really hope no one saw you walking down the street like that,” Melanie said. She gestured to my frizzy red mess of hair.

      I smoothed it down with my hands, then quickly moved to the bathroom to let a hot shower scorch away the mistake that was last night.
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      Melanie’s mother looked like an older version of Melanie. She had smooth blonde hair, and brown freckles dotted her nose and cheeks. Unlike her daughter, however, she believed strongly in Oportet and all that it stood for. She brought her daughter to the society as soon as she heard about it, travelling all the way from a place called Texas.

      It was Monday morning. We were sitting around a small round table next to the kitchen, eating the usual gourmet breakfast Ms. Wilson had prepared for us. She was a chef, and a great one at that.

      “I expect to hear about everything you learned in school today,” she said before heading out to the restaurant.

      I grimaced. So not looking forward to that.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Melanie said. Her head was hung slightly.

      When Ms. Wilson was gone, color seemed to return to Melanie’s cheeks. In some ways, Melanie’s mother was more overbearing than mine had been, which was saying a lot. My parents once drugged my sister with spiked tea and erased her memories, after all.

      “Aren’t we carrying out the mission tonight?” Melanie asked. For someone who shied away from anything I didn’t drag her into, she sure got excited about meetings and missions. No doubt she would be close to a panic attack tonight when we were actually committing the act.

      “Yes. Do you think Liam would buy it if I told him the mission had been rescheduled?” I was still angry he insisted on volunteering.

      Melanie raised her eyebrows. “It’s Liam. What do you think?”

      I moved my French toast around my plate with a fork, almost too zoned out to hear Melanie telling me it was time to go. I sighed, swinging my backpack over my shoulder and following her out.

      “How many days left until summer break?” I asked.

      “Too many,” Melanie said. “But hey, we’ll be seniors next year. Then we’ll go on our gap year.”

      Senior year: the year of memories Luna lost, the year she met Jasper Williams and the year she made plans to leave Oportet without saying goodbye. Gap year: the year Luna started remembering, the year she said goodbye, and the year she escaped Oportet.

      Luna cast a shadow that I would never be able to step out of. I could still see the pain in her eyes when I told her I wouldn’t go with her. I said it was okay to leave me behind, and I believed it, too. I thought that my time would come and I’d find a way out like she did, but now I knew that Luna had offered the only chance I would get. I’d blown it.

      I loved Melanie, and despite my best efforts Liam, but if I could go back and choose differently, I’d leave with Luna in a heartbeat. I’d never understood that voice inside my head that willed me to stay.

      Melanie and I walked to and from school, even though it was a twenty-minute walk on our fastest days. It woke us up in the morning and served as a soothing mental break in the afternoon.

      “Are you excited for history?” Melanie asked.

      We laughed. History class was a joke we shared. After soaking up the lies the high school curriculum taught us, Melanie, the former Outsider, would explain what really happened on the walk home. Right now we were learning about the years leading up to the formation of Oportet.

      “Do you think Mr. Brown knows what really happened, or do you think he believes what he’s teaching is the truth?” I asked. I almost wished it was the latter because at least then Mr. Brown wouldn’t be knowingly brainwashing an entire generation of Oportet’s youth.

      “I don’t know,” Melanie said, cocking her head. “Don’t get any ideas, Megan.”

      I smiled. She knew me too well.

      We entered the school and parted ways, Melanie to English and I to history. Walking through the hallway alone was like facing the judgment of a thousand eyes and mouths all at once.

      I was used to the staring. The reasons for the interest varied: I was the girl whose family was murdered, or I was the girl who used to be somebody but now lived with Outsider nobodies. A select few stared because I was the leader of a secret society, but their eyes were different—filled with admiration. Others because they’ve heard whispers of things I’ve said and done, or maybe what my sister was rumored to have said and done.

      Liam stood with a group of his preppy well-to-do friends, his back against a locker. He watched me as I approached, but he made no effort to break away from the group or even acknowledge my existence. I was used to his behavior, but it stung nonetheless.

      All he gave me was a head nod before I disappeared through the classroom door. Leave it to Liam to turn my mood sour in a fraction of a second.

      I sat in the back of the room, waiting for the intercom to come on for the morning announcements. Students were supposed to be late when the announcements started, but people like Liam got away with walking in just as Oportet’s pledge of allegiance began.

      He found a place in the front of the classroom, next to a couple of girls who looked more than happy to spend a class period sitting so close to him. Liam whispered something to the girls, who in turn giggled and whispered back.

      Class began. Mr. Brown pulled up his presentation on the smart screen in the front of the room, and Liam not-so-subtly glanced my way.

      This was the game we played. I wasn’t important enough to pull him away from his friends, yet he made a show of flirting with other girls and watching for my reaction. He looked back at me again, and this time I gave him an exaggerated smile and wave. Liam frowned and turned back to the girls.

      This was going to be a long day.

      “Today is the start of a new unit. We’re going to be diving deep into the twenties and thirties of our once great nation, the United States of America,” Mr. Brown started, passing handouts down the aisles of desks. “Who can tell me what the period before The Fall of ’39 is referred to as?”

      “The Age of Terrorism,” Liam said without taking his eyes off the bubbly brunette in front of him.

      “And before that?”

      “The Years of Peace,” Liam fired back.

      “Very good Mr. O’Neill. Eyes up here please. Face forward.”

      The class erupted in laughter, and Liam offered up his trademark smile—the smile that made hearts melt and rainbows spring from the ground. Kill me now.

      Mr. Brown cast a dark warning look at Liam. I’d bet Liam rarely received that look from adults. I liked Mr. Brown more and more as the school year came to a close.

      “The Years of Peace lasted from roughly 2000 to 2028. America still had troops overseas, suffered a few terrible natural disasters and minor acts of rebellion, but our country was relatively stable. We had a near-perfect government that did the best for its people, and we experienced minimal internal troubles. Poverty was almost unheard of and everyone had more than enough to eat,” Mr. Brown explained. “Then came a new generation of young people who made it their mission to destroy the era of peace that America had finally achieved. Thus began the Age of Terrorism.”

      “What set them off?” I asked. “People don’t just take down a government for no reason.”

      Mr. Brown scowled, annoyed at my speaking without being called on—and probably because he didn’t like what I said. “This generation was extremely narcissistic, often referred to as Generation Me. They were ungrateful and resented anyone telling them what to do. It was the generation of terrorists—those who sought to drive fear and hatred into the hearts of the American people.

      “If you need an event, I can only point to the election of President Terrence Stone in 2028. He was America’s single greatest leader in all of history. He was a renowned businessman. Under him, the economy flourished, as did foreign relations. When the War on America began, he did his best to squash the domestic terrorists, but it was already too late. The violence had begun, and rebels started targeting innocent citizens,” Mr. Brown said. He showed a slide of burning buildings, then of people dressed in all black. It was similar to the picture Lancaster showed at assemblies.

      Shouts erupted all around me.

      “Terrorists!”

      “Murderers!”

      “Kill them all!”

      “Long live Oportet! Long live Lancaster! Long live order!”

      It was the reaction we had all been trained to respond with, and instead of the usual buzz of energy I felt at assemblies, I just felt cold and disillusioned.

      Liam met my eyes, and it seemed like we were the only two in the room who weren’t screaming hate at the screen. Liam’s friends had joined in, more fervent than any other students in the room.

      Mr. Brown just stood there in the front of the class, his perplexed eyes showing a hint of fear hiding beneath.
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      “It was crazy,” I said. “Mr. Brown couldn’t get them to calm down. Some of the girls had to go to the counselor’s office because they couldn’t stop crying.”

      Melanie and I were sitting under a tree, the farthest from the outdoor lunch tables we could get without leaving school grounds. The grass tickled my bare skin, the strong wind sweeping my fiery red hair behind my shoulders.

      “Because of all the screaming?” Melanie asked.

      “No. They were hysterical because of the image of the activists. They kept screaming about how the rebel Outsiders were going to kill us all.” I swallowed.

      “I’m so sorry, Megan,” she said. “That must have been hard for you.”

      I shook my head. “The opposite, actually. Almost wanted to make some popcorn, you know?”

      Melanie smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. I stared down at my limp salad with mild disgust. My appetite had pulled a disappearing act.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “I’m bored.”

      “Yeah okay. I’m not hungry either.” Melanie pushed up from the ground. “I have history next,” she said softly, her eyes wide with panic.

      “Well, I don’t think Mr. Brown will be showing that slide again,” I assured her. “I’m just disappointed we didn’t get to any of the material before the collective spaz attack happened. I was looking forward to it.” I winked.

      “You really do like to stir up trouble, don’t you?”

      We approached the outdoor lunch tables to see Liam leaned back in a chair, his arm around the brunette from first block. He looked up as we passed.

      “You deserve better,” Melanie muttered. “I’m sorry again for breaking the pact.”

      “It’s fine. It doesn’t matter,” I said, pushing through the glass door to reenter the school building.

      “It does matter,” she insisted. “Momentary lapse in judgment. My asshole detector suffered a glitch.”

      I laughed, cursing myself for letting Liam get under my skin yet again. Everything had been going perfectly: We didn’t talk at school, we were civil at meetings, and I never let myself be alone with him. This strategy worked. It was foolproof. Until it wasn’t.

      The problem was that it didn’t matter what measures I took or how careful I was, he owned pieces of me—the little bits of my soul that he took and wouldn’t return.
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      “That was a lot to take in,” I said as Ash led me out of Synchronicities Bookstore.

      “I thought you’d be a tad more excited about the infamous Rise Up uniting to take down your mortal enemies,” Ash said.

      “Why did we have to leave early?” We crossed the street, the smell of essential oils disappearing into the night air.

      “Just procedure. You aren’t an official member yet,” he said.

      I slipped into the passenger seat. “And you are?”

      “Yes ma’am. I’ve earned my official bumper sticker and refrigerator magnet,” Ash said. He pulled out, this time headed for home.

      “Does that mean you know more about their plan?”

      Ash smirked. “Indeed it does.”

      “Well? What is it?”

      “You’ll know in time. Patience is key.” Humor seeped into his voice, making me cross my arms and stare out the window in frustration. Ash tilted his head back in laughter. “You have more petulance than a four year-old child. I can hardly take you seriously.”

      “But really, Ash. If they want me to help them, shouldn’t I have all of their information first?”

      “No offense, love, but this group is fully capable of carrying out the mission with or without your help. If you want to be a part of this, you’ll need to put your trust in something bigger than yourself.” I opened my mouth to protest, but he raised a finger. “And, yes, I understand that the last time you were told to do this, it was with a corrupt government. But these people aren’t your enemies. They’re like you, Luna. Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted? To be with people who see the world as you do?”

      My words were lost. I furrowed my brows, glancing over at Ash.

      That was all I had ever wanted. It was what led me to Jasper; it was what alienated me from my friends and family and drove me out of Oportet. I needed to be with people who saw and felt as I did, and I needed to be somewhere that allowed me to think for myself.

      Rise Up was nothing like Oportet’s council. They were a group of people fighting for what was right, not a group of people who were fighting for political power and dominion.

      “You’re right,” I said quietly.

      “Hard to admit, I’m sure.”

      “Hey, don’t push it,” I snapped.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The apartment was dark and quiet when Ash and I arrived. Rehearsal had run late, I supposed. I wondered if it had anything to do with my new stubborn, purple-haired roommate.

      Stomach rumbling, I made my way to the kitchen. “Wait a minute,” I said, turning back to face Ash. “Why did you lie to Jasper?”

      Ash was already spread out on the couch, which also happened to be his bed. Drea had the second bedroom all to herself.

      “You said that we were going out to eat,” I continued. “Why not tell him the truth?”

      “Compulsive liar.” He shrugged.

      “Really?”

      “No.”

      I narrowed my eyes then turned to heat up leftover pasta in the microwave.

      “What a paradox we’ve created,” he said.

      “You’re impossible to talk to.” I would need to tell Jasper what really happened.

      When I had finished heating the pasta, I sat down in a chair across from him. I yawned, rubbing my tired eyes as I chewed. Sleep had made me its enemy ever since Jasper and I had settled in Portland.

      When Dr. Gary Reynolds, Jasper, and I escaped, Portland was our first stop. We stayed with some of Lilly’s friends until we could find Dr. Reynolds a permanent home, then took off travelling.

      We only hit places along the West Coast, but I got to see the ocean for the first time. When we got tired of wandering around so much, we moved back to Portland. Jasper formed a rock band, and I wrote a book. Our dreams we’d formed from within the confines of Oportet had become our reality.

      “I don’t sleep much either,” Ash said, watching me yawn for the third time in ten minutes. “Next time you can’t sleep, there’s a good chance I’ll be awake too… so instead of worrying about waking up Jasper, you could always just come find me.”

      Ash fiddled with the tassels of a blanket, looking up to meet my eyes. There was something almost…calculating about his expression.

      I hesitated. “Thanks,” I said slowly. “I always feel so guilty when I wake him up. I just need to hear a real voice, you know? It can be hours of just lying there, trapped in my own head. Without that bit of human contact, I could drive myself into hysterics.” I surprised myself opening up so easily.

      Ash nodded. “Trust me, I get it. I’ve had really bad insomnia since I was a kid, and it made me feel like such a burden. Our mum died, so it was just my dad, Drea, and I for a while. So whenever I couldn’t fall asleep, and it was four a.m. and the house was way too quiet, I would sometimes wake up my dad.

      “It drove him insane because he had to work the next day, and he felt like there was nothing he could do to make me feel better. He ended up just getting angry with me, which made things worse.” He paused. “I don’t think people get that just hearing a voice can make everything feel better,” Ash said.

      “Yes, exactly. It’s human nature to want to fix things—to fix people, but you can’t fix everything. Sometimes it just is what it is.” I sighed.

      I suddenly felt very uncomfortable. Our words hung between us, just suspended there without being swept up by time. The moment was far too real. I had never talked to anyone outside Oportet about personal things besides Jasper. Now I caught myself not only discussing them with Ash, of all people, but also talking to him about Jasper. It was weird.

      Ash broke the heavy silence. “So yeah, if you need to hear a voice and don’t want to wake up a normal sleeper…”

      Did he notice it too? The thickness of the air, the seconds that lasted hours. It was like we had crossed over into a different dimension, and it made me uncomfortable.

      I cleared my throat. “Okay, thanks.” I rushed the words out as fast as possible.

      That was when voices sounded from beyond the door, breaking the discomfort. I jumped up from the chair; blood rushed to my head, making me dizzy.

      Ash raised a single brow, a smile tugging on the corners of his lips.

      Jasper was laughing at something, still facing Drea when he entered. I could tell I caught him off guard when I wrapped my arms around him, his body tensing slightly before melting into my embrace.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he whispered said into my hair.

      “It’s okay. How was rehearsal?”

      “It was good.”

      I pulled away, but remained close.

      “We’re going out tomorrow, okay?” he said.

      “What a romantic way to ask a girl out, Jasper,” I said in a mock scolding tone. “But sure. Where are we going?”

      “Not telling,” he said. “It’s a surprise.”

      He lifted a hand to my face, then opened his mouth to speak only to be cut off by Drea.

      “No, I love you more,” she mocked. “No, I love you more.”

      “Someone sounds bitter,” Jasper muttered.

      “On the contrary, my dull, predictable, straight friends. I scored a phone number just this morning. She and I are going out tomorrow night.” Drea stuck out her tongue.

      “Looks like I should be the bitter one, doesn’t it, mate?” Ash asked from the couch. He was staring at me again.
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        * * *

      

      I slept last night. It was a long, dreamless sleep—something so rare that I almost woke the entire apartment to spread my excitement. I was thankful that I didn’t even have to consider Ash’s offer from yesterday. It would’ve felt too strange, not unlike the talk we’d had just before Jasper got home. Or his incessant staring.

      I rolled over and crawled out of bed, leaving Jasper in the bed sleeping.

      My laptop was glaring at me from the desk. I had barely written anything since Escape from Oportet was published, and the all-consuming need to put words into a new project hung over my head.

      I crept over to the desk, careful not to disrupt the quiet of the apartment. I logged in and immediately opened a new document.

      Then I sat. An hour went by and the most I had done was plan my escape route if there were to be a break-in, fire, or zombie attack. Casting one last glance at the blinking curser that rested on a dismal, white page, I shut the laptop and left the bedroom.

      “Shut. The. Hell. Up.”

      Ah, lovely morning sounds from Drea. I followed the loud whispers until I reached the living room, also known as Ash’s makeshift bedroom.

      Still in their pajamas, hair messy, and blankets strewn across their bodies, Drea and Ash sat on the couch staring up at the TV screen. Cartoon cars and motorcycles were racing around some kind of track, dodging what appeared to be tortoise shells and bananas. The quality seemed outdated and fuzzy.

      Holding controllers that resembled steering wheels, the two siblings were muttering obscenities under their breath, some directed at each other and others directed towards the computer-generated players on the screen.

      “Seriously? How old did you guys say you were?” I asked, lowering my voice when I remembered Jasper was still sleeping.

      Drea threw me the finger over her shoulder, earning a snicker from Ash.

      “No way,” exclaimed a voice from behind me. A groggy Jasper stumbled into the living area. “Mario Kart! This is so retro.”

      “You too?” I asked, exasperated. Was I the only one who found grown adults emotionally invested in an ancient video game ridiculous?

      Ignoring me, Jasper sat in the space on the couch Drea made for him. After Ash threw him a controller, I was the only one left whose mind wasn’t being possessed by a bunch of silly characters and colorful racetracks.

      “Jasper, mate. I can feel her negative energy from here. It’s throwing me off my game,” Ash complained.

      “Luna, come on. Don’t be such an entertainment snob. Not all of us can sit through artsy indie films and documentaries on social issues for hours at a time,” Jasper said. “Some of us are a bit more simple.” He looked pointedly at Drea.

      She elbowed him.

      I reluctantly nestled down in Jasper’s lap, leaning against his chest. He had his controller out in front of my body, trapping me in with his arms.

      “I’d offer you a remote, but I don’t have the patience to teach a newbie how to race against professionals,” Ash said.

      “It’s just a stupid game, I highly doubt it’d be difficult to pick up.” I could feel three sets of glares.

      “Control her, Jasper. She might say something she’ll regret,” Drea said icily.

      “Control her?” Jasper scoffed. “I’m sorry, have you met Luna Beckham?”

      We sat there until the sun was high in the sky, and the light trickled in through the open window curtains. For once I wasn’t preoccupied with worries or doubts, and everything seemed so simple. It was just four young adults with so much behind them and so much ahead of them.

      It was one of those moments that didn’t feel real—like a vivid dream or a cherished memory—where there was nothing to dwell on but voices, laughter, and a sense that the universe had finally decided to let us be.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are we going?” I asked one too many times.

      Jasper reached from the driver’s seat to put his hand over my mouth.

      “God, Luna. Can’t you just enjoy the mystery of it all?” he asked, jerking his hand away when I stuck out my tongue. “Very mature.” He wiped his hand on his dark jeans, shooting me a look.

      I laughed. “Okay so we’re heading towards Northeast Portland… Does it have something to do with Willamette River?”

      Jasper’s jaw tensed. “You’ve lost your talking privileges.”

      “Ha! So is it a dinner cruise?” I was jumping up and down in my seat now.

      “Jeez, since when are we an elderly couple?”

      “Okay… What about—”

      “Fine. I give up,” Jasper said. “We’re going to the Overlook Bluffs that run along the Willamette’s east bank. From there we’ll lie out on a blanket, eat from a picnic basket, watch the sunset above the Union Pacific Rail Yard, and it’ll be freaking romantic.” Jasper shot me a look. “Except for the fact that someone just had to ruin the element of surprise, so thanks for that.”

      I was quiet for a moment. “Breaking News: Jasper the hardcore, rocker heart-throb is actually a sensitive, hopeless romantic. The fangirls will swoon.”
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        * * *

      

      “You know what’s crazy?” Jasper asked from next to me on the blanket. The sun was just beginning to set, and the warm hues were starting to highlight the sky. Railroads ran below the overlook, and mountains outlined the horizon beyond the shimmering water of the Willamette.

      “What?” I looked over at him, noticing the dark brown hair he’d been growing out and the sharp lines of his jaw.

      “I was working it out in my head this morning: yesterday was the three-year anniversary of our great escape.”

      I sat up. “Oh wow,” I breathed. “I can’t believe we missed that.”

      “I figured we could just pretend that it was today instead,” Jasper said, sitting up to put his arm around me. “I thought we ought to celebrate.”

      “We should crack open a bottle of champagne,” I said. “Metaphorically speaking, of course.”

      Jasper had a major vendetta against alcohol. He wouldn’t touch it. It was rather ironic considering the behavior of everyone else in his business. It didn’t matter what special occasion—raging party or outing with the band—Jasper’s resolve was unwavering. To him, alcohol represented the darkest side of humanity.

      Alex, the cousin that Lilly adopted as her own son and brought to Oportet, was drunk when he tried to assault me. He was executed by the Council soon after. To make matters worse, Jasper’s uncle—and Alex’s father—was an abusive drunk. Jasper blamed his uncle’s abuse of alcohol for the sociopathic tendencies in Alex, and in turn blamed my attack on Alex’s own drinking problem.

      “What’s the metaphorical equivalent of opening a bottle of champagne, then?” Jasper asked.

      “This.” I leaned into him, pressing my lips to his. He lay back on the blanket, pulling me down with him. His hands ran down the length of my body while I tangled my fingers through his hair.

      “There are children here, you know,” I whispered when Jasper moved his lips to my collarbone. He brushed his lips against my skin, leading a trail that ended at my neck.

      “We’re fully clothed, aren’t we?” he answered, flashing me a grin.

      I lay back down, resting my head on Jasper’s chest and letting him play with my long strands of curled hair.

      Three years. It didn’t feel like three years had passed—three years since I last saw my parents or my sister, or since Jasper last saw his mom, Lilly. I hoped that Lilly was doing well. I even hoped that my parents had found peace in my absence.

      I once said that what my parents did to me was unforgivable, but after spending time outside of Oportet, I discovered that wasn’t true. I learned to forgive them, and although I held a deep level of distrust and even intense anger towards their actions, I understood why they’d behaved as they had. My parents had been in a deep state of unconsciousness. I might’ve been lucky enough to wake up—to break free of Oportet’s thought manipulation and suppression—but my parents hadn’t. They would probably have been forever stuck in the mindless robotics of Oportet.

      “What do you think she’s like?” I blurted.

      “Who?”

      “Megan.”

      I felt selfish leaving her behind when she had shown obvious signs of awakening. Maybe if I had tried a little harder, asked her a fourth or fifth time if she was sure, maybe then she would’ve come with me.

      Jasper paused for a moment, carefully considering. “I’ll bet she followed in your footsteps. She’s probably raising all kinds of hell back there.”

      My pulse quickened. “Doesn’t that mean she’s trapped? What if she feels alienated from the society but has no way out? What if she regrets her decision to stay?”

      Jasper was quiet. “We both left people behind, Luna,” he said finally. “If she said she didn’t want to go, then she didn’t want to go. It’s not your fault if she made the wrong choice.”

      I picked up on the double meaning and immediately felt sick to my stomach. Jasper left his mother behind, all alone. At least Megan had friends and family in Oportet. Lilly had no one.

      “You’re right. I just miss them.” I sighed.

      Jasper gave my hand a squeeze. “I do, too.”

      We were both quiet for a few beats, reflecting on all that we had been through to break free of Oportet’s chains.

      “You’re good at this whole dating thing,” I said, changing the subject.

      “You make it easy.” Jasper smiled, looking into my eyes.

      We watched the day fade into night, relinquishing all of its spectacular shades of color for the night’s twinkling constellations in the midst of darkness. The moon was full, just as it was three years ago on the night of our escape. Megan was on my mind, her red hair reminding me of the hues of the sunset.
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      I swung the black backpack over my shoulder and entered the bathroom I shared with Melanie. “It’s time,” I said.

      Melanie was staring into the bathroom mirror, her eyes wide and panicked as usual. Her face was drained of color, and she was breathing heavily.

      I gave her hand a squeeze. “It’s okay.” I smiled when I looked at our reflections, decked out in black clothing to blend into the night. “You don’t have to go.”

      Melanie shook her head, swallowed. “No,” she said, her voice a notch too loud and an octave too high.

      I put a finger to my mouth, reminding her that Ms. Wilson was asleep in the next room.

      “You know how I am,” Melanie whispered. “It’s just anxiety. I’ll be fine, I swear.”

      I nodded, even though I wasn’t that convinced. We turned off all the lights, closed the bedroom door and snuck out the window. We had to make sure we were back by five a.m. at the latest, just in case Ms. Wilson decided to get up early.

      We were meeting Liam, Lacy, and three others from the Society—Thomas, Harry, and Amelia—at Oportet’s middle school.

      Liam used his councilwoman mother’s computer to access the school’s security system. The only security came from locked doors, a simple alarm that was triggered by the opening of the doors, and security cameras. If we set off the alarm, the guards would be notified within seconds. If security cameras caught us, we could be sent to the sketchy OSD building to have our memories altered.

      Lucky for us, Liam had been trained since birth in all kinds of skills to help him become one of the next great councilmen. One of his secret training programs included computer programming, something he not only excelled at, but also learned to use for the opposite reasons his tutors intended.

      When Melanie and I arrived in front of the building, the others were already there. It was way past the new official curfew. The streets had been clear on our trek to meet the rest.

      The parking lot street lamps illuminated the dull red walls of the school building, as well as the group we had assembled to send a hard and clear message to both the Council and the Oportet Department of Education. Liam approached us, and Melanie left me to join the rest of the group.

      “You made sure that the cameras and alarms were shut off?” I asked Liam.

      He crossed his arms. “Like I told you on the phone, yes, I’m sure. They have no way of catching us. I even covered my tracks so they couldn’t trace the breach to my mother’s laptop.” Liam scanned the length of my body. “You look hot. Black suits you.”

      After an eye roll, I grabbed his arm and pulled him towards the building. It was time to start a revolution.

      “I’m so nervous,” Lacy said. “This mission goes way beyond anything we’ve ever carried out.”

      After the Awaken Society was formed more than a year ago, it started out as a way to connect with other teens that saw through Oportet’s manipulation. Liam, Melanie and I had been hanging out, and we had grown to love discussing what we never could with anyone else. We discussed the rules, the Council, and anything in Oportet that we disagreed with.

      Liam was a different person with us—with me. He only went along with his mother’s antics to gain more information and training, and he was even different when he was with his soon-to-be politician friends.

      It was his idea to start a secret group, it was my idea to name it the Awaken Society, and it was Melanie’s idea to meet in the abandoned house on the edge of Oportet. Melanie and Liam together decided to make me the society’s official leader.

      Past missions really only included vandalism and pranks—sophisticated as some of them were. We spray-painted messages to buildings or streets, or even on the sides of houses. We targeted individuals or groups that were revealed to be corrupt.

      “Not all of them have been on a small-scale,” Liam said, looking at Melanie and me. “Remember the Council’s annual dinner party?”

      I never understood why Lancaster didn’t go public with what happened that night. Was he waiting for the right moment, when he would get the most out of the situation?

      This past winter, just before I ended things with Liam, the three of us worked up an elaborate scheme to screw with the Council’s annual dinner party. It was hosted at the O’Neill’s mansion that year, so Melanie and I hid in the basement while Liam mingled with Oportet’s elite. We managed to chemically alter the makeup of the cocktails being served, so when guests were instructed to stir their drinks, the clear liquid turned blood red. Soon after, the slideshow that was being shown transformed into large, flashing red letters that read: There is blood on your hands. The letters themselves took on the appearance of blood, dramatically oozing down the screen.

      Everyone was so shaken up that the party ended early, and Lancaster assured the guests, in a fit of rage, that he would find whoever was responsible. That promise proved to be empty. Instead, everyone pretended it had never happened.

      I caught myself smiling. “Yeah, that was fun,” I said.

      “Are we going to stand out here all night?” Amelia asked, tapping her foot impatiently.

      “Does everybody know what they’re doing?” I asked.

      I received nods from everyone in the group.

      “I have a question,” Liam said.

      Of course he did.

      “Everyone is partnered up but me. I think that’s a bit unsafe, don’t you?”

      No. “You’re resourceful. I think you can manage,” I said. “There was an odd number.”

      “You can be in our group,” Melanie said, shooting me a look as if to say this isn’t breaking the pact.

      I started to shake my head, but decided to brush it off. Melanie would be there; she’d make sure I didn’t do something I’d regret.

      I pushed on one of the front doors, letting out a breath when it eased open without setting off the alarm.

      “We’ll meet back here in an hour to see how everything is going,” I said. I waited for the other two groups to head off down opposite hallways.

      “Where to first?” Liam asked.

      “Mission of Oportet,” I said. Lacy explained to me that two classes came out of Lancaster’s new curriculum. One of them was called Ethics, and the other was called Mission of Oportet. We were in charge of the hallway where these new classes were held.

      The building’s layout had changed during the three years we’d been at the high school, but Lacy made copies of the new map. The three of us were silent as we made our way through the school, listening to echoes of voices and laughter float through the halls.

      The first classroom we entered hosted Mission of Oportet. I moved to the teacher’s desk, rummaging through stacks of papers.

      “Oh my god,” I heard Melanie mumble from across the room.

      I was too busy reading an essay prompt to see what her outburst was about. It was titled: How Rebels Waged the War on America. The first student response dealt primarily with the attack on the twin towers that happened in 2028. We were taught that domestic terrorists drove planes into the World Trade Center, killing thousands of innocent citizens for their cause. The World Trade Center represented the government and economic system rebels detested, and they committed the act to send a message to President Stone. This marked the Age of Terrorism that lasted until The Fall of ’39.

      Oportet used the twisting of history as yet another method of brainwashing. Melanie had told me the true story—that the attack occurred in 2001 by a group of foreign religious extremists, and had nothing to do with the internal rebellion that was soon to come.

      My hands started to shake. I grabbed the entire folder of essays and threw them up in the air, letting the papers float down to cover the floor. Melanie and Liam glanced at me briefly before resuming their conversation. I grabbed a bottle of red spray paint, storming out of the classroom and into the hallway.

      I shook the bottle before I began spraying the lockers just outside the door. You are being lied to, I wrote. I moved to the other side of the hall, writing directly to the new citizens from the Outside who might still know the truth about the twin towers. 9/11/2001 was all I wrote. I needed the Outsiders to rebel against the reeducation process they went through to become citizens; I needed them to tell their classmates the truth.

      I went back to the classroom, peering over Liam and Melanie’s shoulder to finally see what was so interesting.

      “What is that?” I asked, cocking my head.

      “A pseudoscientific explanation for why citizens of Oportet are more intelligent and superior to anyone who opposes them,” Liam said. “I’ve heard my mother talk about it before. It’s something Lancaster came up with.”

      “Do they really believe this?” Melanie asked.

      “That’s the scariest part. Eventually the Council will start to believe their own lies, as does anyone who listens to them long enough—like these teachers.”

      “Wait, go back to this fake science stuff,” I said. “Explain the theory to me.”

      “If you can even call it that,” Liam scoffed. “It basically says that the rebels who took down the government were affected by a mental disorder that impaired brain function. It’s responsible for any rebellious tendencies or questioning of the world’s natural order, and it’s the explanation for the so-called insanity of the Age of Terrorism.”

      “So it’s basically a mental illness?” I asked.

      “Exactly. Which serves as the formal explanation for why the Oportet Safety Department was formed, and also why a team of neurosurgeons works there. They’re calling it Terrorist Syndrome, or TS for short.”

      Melanie closed her eyes and shook her head. “So all these people who are being arrested and taken to the OSD building are being ‘cured?’”

      “Twisted, isn’t it?” Liam said.

      “I don’t understand how anyone could believe this,” I said. “It’s completely ridiculous! Have they even checked out the science?”

      “You underestimate the power of cult mentality,” Liam said. “Have you ever heard of scientific racism?” When I shook my head he explained. “It was an ancient theory that claimed to be scientific, but was really just used as a tool to keep people in line, and to convince one part of the world that they were biologically superior to the rest of the world.” Liam threw the stack of papers into the air like I had, shooting me a grin. “It doesn’t matter to these people what the truth is. They will believe anything that justifies how they’ve been raised to see the world.”

      Liam dropped his backpack to the ground, kneeling down to rummage through its contents. He pulled out tape and a stack of papers.

      “What are those?” I asked, snatching one from the pile.

      Liam taped some within the room, and then we followed him out into the hallway where he slipped them into lockers or taped them to the walls. I scanned the paper, and smiled. Not only did Liam take the time to debunk the Terrorist Syndrome using a logical and scientific approach, but he also offered a brief explanation of the techniques—like propaganda—the Council was employing to brainwash Oportet’s youth.

      “You’re trying to jolt them awake,” I said when Liam returned. “It obviously won’t work on the kids who are deeply, for lack of a better term, unconscious, but for the ones who are on the edge—this will get them to think, maybe even to question. There are going to be a lot of new faces among the zombies after tomorrow.”

      “You’re a good writer, Liam,” Melanie murmured from behind me. “You have me convinced.”

      “Maybe some Outsider kids will open up after this,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” Melanie said. “The reeducation process really shuts people up.” She shuddered, probably remembering what she and her mom went through four years ago to become citizens.

      “After Lancaster came into power, the process became even more threatening,” Liam said. “Let’s hope we reach some strong kids, some who aren’t afraid to go against the Council.” Liam smiled, nudging Melanie. “We got Melanie to talk to us.”

      “More like coerced me,” she muttered.

      Next we slipped into the Ethics classroom, and I headed over to the teacher’s desk once more. Oportet’s Official Rulebook rested on each of the student’s desks.

      This teacher was more organized than the last, and her filing system was easy for me to navigate. I reached into the assignments folder, flipping through writing prompts, worksheets, and guided notes.

      “Guys, look at this,” I said. “It’s a list of symptoms for Terrorist Syndrome, and what to do ‘if a loved one shows signs of the disease.’”

      Melanie and Liam came to stand next to me, reading over my shoulder as I read aloud.

      “Symptoms of TS include: Breaking the rules on a regular basis; disagreeing with the Council or anyone the Council appoints as authority figures, such as teachers or guards; questioning or undermining said authority figures or any principle of Oportet; showing improper reaction to pictures of rebels at assemblies; showing sympathy for rebels or rebellion in general; disobeying parents; and expressing a desire to leave Oportet,” I read. My heartbeat quickened as I read the next lines. “If anyone you know shows these symptoms, it is essential to report them to your teachers or to the OSD directly. We have the power to cure anyone in Oportet with TS.”

      “This is insane,” Melanie whispered. “It explains why Lacy’s sister was behaving that way, though.”

      The education reforms started from the bottom up, which was why the new classes hadn’t made it to the high school yet. The Education Department tested out classes like Ethics and Mission of Oportet at the middle school this year, and next year their equivalents would be implemented at the high school.

      “My mother told me that pamphlets like that were going to be handed out at the next assembly,” Liam said.

      I looked down at my watch. “Let’s head back to the front to meet the others.”

      A familiar buzz of energy coursed through my body—anger mixed with hyperawareness.

      “I left my bag in the room,” Melanie said. “I’ll meet you guys back at the main office.”

      When Melanie disappeared behind the corner, Liam was in front of me. He moved his body close to mine, leaning his head down so that our faces were inches apart.

      “Does rebellion turn you on as much as it does me?” Liam whispered, his gaze moving from my eyes down to my mouth. A smile played at the corners of his lips.

      “Not nearly as much,” I said, taking a step back. I instantly felt colder.

      My mind was split into two debating sides, each providing very good arguments for why I should or shouldn’t give in to the warmth Liam’s body promised.

      Screw it.

      In an instant, I closed the distance between us. I snaked my arms around his neck, connecting my lips to his. We fed off of each other’s pain yet again, and I latched on to the feeling of his body pressed against mine, our lips moving hungrily and desperately—as if the act could make everything else in the world fade away.

      I was vaguely aware of pushing into a classroom, my body being lifted onto a desk. I wrapped my legs around Liam, and he ran his hands down the sides of my body, resting them on my hips.

      It was one of those moments that I knew I would soon regret, and I didn’t care.

      “Seriously?” A voice screeched from behind us. “I was gone for thirty seconds!”

      I peered around Liam’s head to see Melanie standing in the doorway, her mouth wide open in disbelief. Her eyes were stormy.

      “Thirty seconds, Megan,” she said, her teeth gritted.

      I slid off the desk, staring down at my toes like a child caught reaching into the cookie jar.

      “You broke the pact again,” I mumbled.

      Melanie rolled her eyes. “Well I thought you were at least strong enough to handle walking twenty feet through a school hallway,” she said, throwing her hands in the air.

      “What is this pact I keep hearing about?” Liam asked.

      “Nothing,” I said the same time Melanie said, “I’m not allowed to let her be alone with you.”

      Liam stared at me for a moment. “Why the hell not? You make me sound like some kind of predator or something.”

      “No, it has nothing to do with you,” I said quickly. “I don’t trust myself, that’s all.”

      “I just don’t understand any of this,” Liam said. “I never have.” He moved to stand in front of me, blocking my view of Melanie. “You barely offer up any explanation for why you broke it off this winter, and now it seems like you want nothing or everything to do with me—both at the same time.”

      “Since when did I owe you an explanation?” I put another foot of distance between us.

      “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” he said. “How about since you spent more time with me than you did alone?”

      “So? You would never acknowledge me in front of your friends, let alone your family, and—”

      “Now you’re just making up excuses. You hate those kinds of people, why do you care what they think of you?”

      “Because if I mattered to you at all, you’d make me feel like I mattered to you when we were around anyone, not just Melanie.”

      Liam let out a breath, turning away from me. That’s when I noticed that Melanie had left us alone again.

      “That can’t be why you broke up with me,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s not a very strong reason to break up with someone, especially someone who knows you better than anyone else ever will. You’re just using it as an excuse to cover something else up.”

      I shook my head, walking to the door and holding it open for Liam.

      “We have to go,” I said. I didn’t owe him anything. It wasn’t my fault he felt so entitled to everything in life. That was his disturbingly wealthy parents fault for giving in to his every whim. If something about our relationship felt off, then I had every right to end it.

      Liam brushed past me, moving towards the front office without a single glance over his shoulder.

      The rest of the group was waiting on me as usual. The air was tense, and I silently cursed myself, then Liam, then myself again for ruining the energy rush I’d felt before.

      “We threw Liam’s papers all over the hallways, and we stuck them in lockers too,” Amelia reported. Her hand was wrapped around Harry’s. That was new.

      “We painted messages all over the gym and cafeteria,” Lacy said. “We also did that.” She pointed over my shoulder.

      I spun around, for the first time noticing the large, black letters etched on the trophy cases. The Awaken Society, it read. The cases were in the very center of the front hall, visible from the parking lot. It would be the first thing anyone saw the next morning.

      Liam was watching me, and when I met his eyes he didn’t back down.
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      Ash and I were going to visit Ash’s and Drea’s grandfather, who was showing early signs of Alzheimer’s. He was living on his own for now, but Ash had already secured a place for him at a retirement home when the time came. Mr. Burnes was going to teach me about what happened to the American government.

      “I think it’s really cool you’re going with Ash today,” Jasper said, kissing my forehead. “It’s about time you wrote a sequel.”

      I smiled, hoping Jasper wouldn’t notice how forced the action was. I had the worst case of writer’s block imaginable, and I was nervous I’d never be able to break through it.

      “Guess who has a date tonight,” Drea called from the kitchen. She was holding her cellphone in front of her, smiling down at the screen.

      “That’s the second time this week,” I said. “When do we get to meet her?”

      “I’m not letting her anywhere near you nutjobs,” Drea scoffed. “You want me to have a chance, don’t you?”

      “Rude,” Ash said. He dangled car keys in front of my face before heading towards the door. “You ready?”

      I backed away from Jasper. “See you tonight.”

      It was time for my first history lesson.
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      “He was really a teenager when the revolution started?” I asked. We had been driving for about ten minutes. My mind raced with thoughts of interviewing Mr. Burnes.

      “Witnessed it all,” Ash said. “He’s got some good protest stories.”

      “He was an activist?” I asked.

      “Yeah. He started with an animal liberation group, and then an anti-economic inequality collective, but eventually he joined Rise Up.” Ash was drumming his fingers on the steering wheel.

      “What are those?” I asked.

      “The animal liberation group was an underground animal rights organization that started back in 1976. They took part in illegal direct actions, kind of like the Underground Railroad did for slaves in the 1800s—but for animals. They rescued animals from fur farms and laboratories, and arranged for veterinary care and safe houses. They were one of the first groups to be labeled terrorists by the United States government.”

      “You said they broke the law,” I started. “Did they ever hurt anyone? I get why they would be called criminals, but why terrorists?” I pulled out my notepad, scribbling down more things to discuss with Mr. Burnes.

      Ash smiled. “They were causing animal agriculture, fur, and pharmaceutical industries to lose money. A law was passed through congress soon after the 9/11 attacks in 2001 called the Animal Enterprise Terrorism Act. It claimed that activists who caused a loss of profits, through any means legal or illegal, could be labeled domestic terrorists,” Ash explained. “And to answer your question, no. They never once injured any human or animal. Although some members committed illegal acts such as arson or theft, many activists of different groups simply picketed or exorcised free speech.”

      “And they were labeled terrorists?”

      “If they caused a loss of profit.”

      I didn’t understand. I thought the twentieth century was far too early for signs of governmental corruption. Why did it take so many years for people to start caring about the encroachment of free speech?

      “Tell me about the anti-economic inequality group,” I said.

      “It was a truly global movement that fought against the widening gap between the rich and the poor. They started receiving international attention in 2011. Their slogan was, ‘We are the ninety-nine percent.’ This was referring to the huge amount of concentrated wealth among one percent of the United State’s population, which was creating social and economic inequality and instability. Basically, the rich were getting richer, and the poor were getting poorer.”

      We pulled into the driveway of a quaint home in the middle of downtown Portland, complete with a porch swing and bird bath in the front yard. I scribbled down questions on my notepad, my mind moving faster than my hand ever could. I felt like there was far too much information I needed to learn, and not enough time in the world for me to learn it—let alone process what it meant.

      Before I could push open the car door, Ash was doing it for me. Fat rain droplets fell from the sky. I pulled the hood of Jasper’s sweatshirt over my head.

      “Arctic Monkeys, huh?” Ash asked, reading the band name from my chest. “They go way back.”

      We hurried to the front door, managing to get soaked in the process as the torrential downpour began. Ash rang the doorbell.

      A wrinkled man with kind eyes made his way to the door, his face lighting up when he saw us behind the glass.

      “Asher, my boy. Right on time, as usual,” Mr. Burnes said, his voice booming and regal.

      I shot Ash a smirk when Mr. Burnes turned to lead us into the house. I mouthed Asher, and he gave me a playful shove in return.

      We entered a living room. “Who is this beautiful young lady you brought along for our Tuesday afternoon visit?” Mr. Burnes asked, reaching out to shake my hand.

      “This is Luna Beckham. I told you about her on the phone. She’s the writer,” Ash said.

      Mr. Burnes’s forehead creased. “Ah,” was all he said.

      Ash cleared his throat. “Maybe I forgot to mention her,” he said quickly.

      “Regardless, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Luna.” Mr. Burnes had us sit across from him on a pale green couch, and I couldn’t help but stare at the rows and rows of books that lined the walls.

      “That’s quite a collection, Mr. Burnes,” I said, offering a smile.

      “Oh, enough of that. I insist you call me George,” he said. “You wouldn’t want me to feel old now, would you?”

      My smile widened, shaking my head. “Of course not.”

      “Luna wants to interview you,” Ash said. “She wants to know about your rebellious teenage years.”

      George laughed. I wasn’t sure how, but even his laugh sounded British. The space around his eyes was marked with laughter lines, and I could easily imagine what he might’ve looked like as a teenager. Even now, he looked healthy—and happy—for someone with a brain disease.

      “You’d better cancel any plans you have for tonight. You could be here for a while, young lady,” George said. “I rarely stop talking once I start.”

      “That’s fine with me,” I said. “Let’s start with the early twenty-first century, just before The Fall.”

      “My favorite years,” George murmured, looking off into the distance. “What a time to watch the world evolve.”

      Ash leaned back on the couch, clasping his hands behind his head. I could feel his eyes on me.

      “Social unrest was approaching its peak, and it wasn’t just one issue. My generation was so fed up with the way our predecessors had run the world for so long, and we were starting to recognize the pure insanity of it all. You know how one defines insanity, Luna?” He didn’t wait for me to respond before continuing. “Doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different result.

      “Our planet and its inhabitants were being abused, exploited and tortured by the same culprits, and they had been doing it for centuries. It was the same story with different characters.”

      I made a note, trying not to smile at the fire in George’s voice.

      “You know California had a major drought back in the early years, and almost half of the state’s water shortage was caused by the meat and dairy industries. You know what the government did? Instead of telling people to cut back on their sodding cheeseburgers, they told homes and businesses to cut their water use. They told everybody to speed up their showers and turn the water off when they brushed their teeth. Californian homes only used somewhere around five percent of the state’s water.”

      “But why?” I asked. “If it was the animal agriculture industry’s fault, or at least partially their fault, why weren’t they held accountable? Did people know these facts?”

      George shook his head. “Those were major business enterprises they’d be messing with,” he said.

      “So? If it was such a serious drought, wouldn’t they do everything in their power to fix the problem?”

      “In a perfect world,” George sighed. “Big businesses had money invested in almost everyone in the government. Corporations owned our government, there’s no denying it. You needed money to run for office, and you needed money to stay in office. The corporations provided these funds, and in return, they gained protection.”

      “So there were other businesses who did this? Not just in agriculture?”

      “Well, of course. We had all kinds of companies getting away with pollution and exploitation that affected all life forms.”

      I dropped my pen on the note pad. “I’m trying to understand, but I still don’t get the why part of all this. Why didn’t people care about any of it, I mean, until the later years? And why was money so much more important than the exploitation and pollution that you keep talking about?”

      “You really are sheltered, aren’t you?” Ash said from beside me. Of course his first words of the entire interview happened to be insulting me. “It wasn’t entirely the money, but more the power that came with it.”

      “I just can’t imagine being in that kind of mindset. What’s more important than life itself, you know?”

      George smiled. “Spot on, Miss Beckham. You would’ve fit in well with my generation.”

      “Okay, so corporate control of the government was a big issue. What were some other forms of social unrest?” I asked.

      “I think a huge turning point came with the wave of police brutality that started around the ‘10s. We had begun the process of becoming a fully militarized police state,” George said. “When a country like China, with more than a billion people, had a total of twelve fatalities by police in 2014 compared with more than a thousand in the United States, there had to be something dreadfully wrong. In the United Kingdom there was only one person killed and three shots fired, that entire year.”

      “That’s insane,” I said quietly.

      “There were more people being shot here in the Land of the Free than soldiers overseas,” George said. “Military equipment actually served as hand-me-downs for our police force.”

      Again, I caught myself thinking why over and over again. Why would this militarized, corrupted state masquerade as a democracy?

      “So what was so special about Rise Up?” I asked. “There seems to be many complex issues important to your generation, how in the world do they all connect to each other, let alone start a revolution?”

      “Rise Up was the connecting force. President Stone coming into power was the last straw. We were hit by an enormous recession in the 20’s. In the midst of economic instability, he promised an end to the country’s monetary struggles once and for all. He deregulated nearly every facet of our economic system, giving far too much power back to the corporations who got him into office. Our already overcrowded prisons began filling with yet another form of nonviolent criminal: the domestic terrorist, who were really just activists.

      “Whether legal or illegal activism occurred, it was no matter to Stone’s new policies. If any protesting was deemed ‘a disruption’ to business, whether that meant profit loss or merely bad publicity, it led to the imprisonment of activists on an even larger scale than before. It caused a chilling effect. Even the media had to pay careful attention about whom they criticized,” George said.

      “Rise Up rose from the ashes of activist groups that felt like they were being shut down. Rise Up called for democracy, and they called for it straight away. They wanted money out of politics, freedom of speech even when businesses didn’t like what was being said, an end to police brutality and environmental destruction, and more than anything, they wanted Americans to know the whole truth, not just what benefited their oppressors.”

      I looked down at my note pad covered in slanted, barely-recognizable words. I had a lot of research to do, and we hadn’t even begun to discuss the revolution.

      “I think we’ll stop there for today,” Ash said. “Luna may be experiencing information overload right about now. She needs to process this before we move forward.”

      The way Ash was making me sound like a kindergartner trying to grasp calculus put me on edge. Sure, my Oportet upbringing sheltered me from the world, but I could handle this new information. I definitely didn’t need this condescending jerk telling me what I could or couldn’t process.

      The very politicians George now talked about were the same ones I remembered Aunt May describing as Oportet’s founders. After The Fall, people working with Stone escaped to Oregon to start a society they hoped would eventually replace America’s current state of anarchy. Creating Oportet’s authoritarian rule was an attempt to rebuild the society they always wanted—one where absolute power rested with leaders rather than citizens.

      “Thank you so much for letting me interview you, George,” I said. “I think you’ve inspired me to write my next book.”

      “A writer?” George asked. “Asher, you never told me your girlfriend was a writer.”

      Ash cringed, but he quickly covered it up. “Must’ve slipped my mind,” he said. He didn’t have the heart to correct him about the other bit of misinformation either. “That reminds me.” Ash pulled out a copy of Escape from Oportet from his bag, handing it to George. “That’s Luna’s book.”

      “Oh, I’ve seen this one around. It has been on my reading list for quite some time,” George said, snatching up his reading glasses from the coffee table and sliding them up his nose. He flipped the book over to read the description. “Very impressive,” he said, placing it on the table.

      George said something to Ash, and they began having a discussion I was barely paying attention to.

      Thoughts were racing around my head, each screaming louder than the next, vying for my attention. I was in many places all at once: I was back in Oportet with my parents, totally oblivious to the reality of life and the world I lived in; I was in present-day Oportet, rescuing Megan and Lilly and anyone who would listen; and I was in the United States of America, watching people evolve and fight for what they believed in, regardless of the threats from those in power.
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      Melanie and I managed to sleep for a grand total of one hour and thirty minutes.

      What a night.

      Last night felt more like a dream than anything. All I could remember was a collection of moments strung together like a movie montage: papers streaming down to cover a classroom floor, gloved hands decorating the halls with blood-red messages, a pair of eyes too alert for two o’clock in the morning, shouts and laughter reverberating through the halls, elevated heartbeats, and fingertips tracing along skin…

      Liam.

      I put my head in my hands. I replayed our argument in my head, listening for a hint of where I stood with him. Was he angry with me? Was he done with me?

      Was I done with him?

      Not only was I confusing myself with my actions, I was also confusing Liam—and Melanie, for that matter. I had been so sure in January when I stopped crawling through that basement window. I hadn’t wanted to be in a relationship with Liam. I hadn’t wanted to be in a relationship at all.

      I hated feeling like I was empty when Liam wasn’t there, and I didn’t want him to be the thing that filled me up. I wasn’t in control when someone had that kind of power over me. I was Megan Beckham, and I was always in control.

      So that’s what I had done; I had regained control. I had told Liam that I didn’t want to see him anymore outside of school and the Society, and then I renewed the pact with Melanie. I was not to be alone with Liam O’Neill, and it was for my own good. He had made me feel like I was losing myself—like he was stealing parts of me away. I didn’t know much about love, but I knew enough to recognize when something wasn’t right. So I had ended it.

      “Girls?” a shrill voice called. “Breakfast is ready.” There was a pause. “There’s something you need to see.”

      Melanie and I exchanged looks. Her pupils were big with anxiety. She was brushing her hair out in front of the mirror, her bottom lip trembling slightly.

      “Do you need me to cover for you?” I asked. “If you have an anxiety attack in front of your mother she’s going to be really suspicious. I could tell her you aren’t feeling well and had to lie down.”

      “If I—I’m not out in ten minutes, come back and check on me. Then you can go back out and tell her I’m sick,” Melanie said.

      “Yeah, okay.” I pulled her in for a hug. “We’re going to be fine. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      When I pulled away Melanie had her eyes shut tight. “Megan, if we’re caught we’re going straight to the OSD building. You know that, right?”

      I waved a hand dismissively. “There’s no way in hell we’ll be caught. It isn’t even a possibility. You heard Liam. They can’t trace us.”

      “Um, speaking of that,” Melanie said. “What are you going to do about him?”

      “Sorry, I have to go face your mother. No time for chit-chat.” I hurried out the door, giving a scowling Melanie a small wave on the way out.

      Entering the kitchen, I caught a glimpse of Ms. Wilson just around the corner, staring at the TV silently.

      I took a breath and walked through the door. An image of The Awaken Society spray-painted on a middle school trophy case appeared on the screen. The reporter stood in front of the middle school as guards, administrators, and students meandered in the background.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. I forced fear into my voice and hopefully into my facial expressions.

      Ms. Wilson glanced over her shoulder. “It’s atrocious. Some kind of terrorist group has infiltrated Oportet, the one safe haven in the country. The scum on the Outside will stop at nothing to drag everyone down with them,” she said. “They broke into the middle school last night just to trash the place and leave a bunch of incoherent messages on the walls. I’m guessing they were on drugs.”

      I rolled my eyes behind her back. “But they’re keeping the school open?”

      “Looks like it. They can’t afford to lose class time so close to final exams. The janitors are cleaning up the place, and students are being relocated to the classrooms that weren’t vandalized. I wouldn’t be letting you or Melanie enter that school building if it were up to me.”

      I tuned into the reporter. “An emergency assembly is scheduled for tonight in the town square.”

      “These are children,” Ms. Wilson said. “These are innocent children these radicals targeted and attempted to corrupt. How could anyone be so immoral?” She turned to face me. “This is why I brought my child to Oportet—to escape this kind of evil. Our country was perfectly fine before terrorists started running amuck under the façade of revolutionaries. Their so-called revolution put hard-working people out of business, led to poverty and economic upheaval, and worst of all, killed so many innocent men, women, and children.

      “Oportet was the one place where we didn’t have to worry about those people and their violence, and now they have clawed their way in. Well, I for one am not going to let them succeed again. I don’t care what measures the Council takes, as long as they smoke them out into the open and exterminate them like the vermin they are.”
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      Melanie ended up staying home from school, allegedly from a stomachache. That left me alone for the school day, though I was sure Ms. Wilson would make her attend the assembly tonight.

      The hallways were filled with heightened emotions. There was angry ranting, fearful cowering, and overinflated egos all mixed together to form a highly volatile cocktail. A freshman girl suffered a mental breakdown in front of the cafeteria. A group of senior guys were chanting anti-Outsider sentiments as they stomped down the halls. Everyone wondered where the Awaken Society would appear next.

      I walked down the hallway on the way to lunch, dreading the thought of eating without Melanie. I wasn’t friends with anyone else with the same lunch block as me except Amelia, and too much of her gave me a headache.

      A hand grabbed my wrist, pulling me into a dark room. I almost knocked over a vacuum, stumbling into familiar arms in a janitor’s closet—of all the clichéd places.

      I pushed myself off Liam’s chest and leaned against the closed door.

      “Sorry about that,” he said, smoothing down his button-down shirt and adjusting his bowtie. “I needed to talk to you.”

      “And you couldn’t let me know that in the hallway, or the cafeteria? You know, like a normal person?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest. Why were bowties making a comeback with Liam’s crowd? Didn’t they know that they were so early 2000’s?

      Liam shrugged. “It makes life more interesting this way.” He lifted the end of the braid that hung at my collarbone, staring at it instead of my eyes. “Are you and Melanie okay? I bet her mom is freaking out.” He dropped the braid, this time looking down at our shoes.

      “Nothing we can’t handle,” I said.

      Liam tilted his head up. “Isn’t Melanie home sick?”

      I nodded reluctantly.

      “Anxiety?” he asked. “How did she manage to break in with us last night?”

      “Usually it hits her before and after an event like that. Never during.” I closed my eyes for a moment. “I’m sorry,” I said. “About last night… you know… between you and me.” The words seemed to claw their way through my entire body before leaving my mouth.

      “A little part of you just died, didn’t it?” Liam asked.

      I swatted at him, but he dodged my hand. “I’m serious. It was a stupid fight and a stupid decision on my part to…you know,” I fumbled.

      “No, actually I don’t. What was a stupid decision? Freezing me out for months without a valid reason? Lying to yourself, and me, about what you really want? What is it that you regret?” Liam asked, placing his hands on the door on either side of me, boxing me in. I couldn’t think clearly.

      I looked away, anywhere but him. “I regret last night—everything that happened between us last night. Nothing more.”

      “I’m not going to wait for you,” Liam said, and I recoiled against the harshness in his voice. “Not that I have.”

      “That’s fair,” I said. There were so many other words and thoughts that demanded to be expressed, but I silenced them. Liam was going to be Liam, and there was nothing I could do to lessen the blow of letting him go again.

      “You know what I think?” Liam asked, pushing off from the door and running a hand through his hair. “I think you’re scared.”

      “Of what?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      “Of getting attached to something you might lose,” he said.

      “Look, if you’re about to go off on some tangent about my troubled past and how it’s keeping me from finding love, I’m going to stop you right there. Yes, I lost my entire family in some form or another, but I have a heart. It just doesn’t feel what you want it to feel.”

      Liam laughed dryly. “I don’t believe you.”

      My voice rose. “I don’t care whether or not you believe me. It is what it is, Liam.”

      “I feel like we’re going in circles,” he mumbled.

      “Maybe we’ve said all we needed to say this time.”

      We stood there staring at each other, the two most stubborn people in the world, and in the midst of it all I caught myself dwelling on one thing: I’m not going to wait for you. Not that I have.
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      The seven of us who broke into the middle school stood together at the assembly, excluding Liam. He had more important people to be standing with than the likes of us.

      Fliers were being passed out to everyone in the crowd, and one look down at mine let me know that it was the much-anticipated guide to the Terrorist Syndrome, in all of its bullshit-science glory.

      “There’s an epidemic of insanity going on behind our walls,” Lancaster started after all the cheering died down. “This morning alerted us that crazed radicalism has infiltrated our society, and it won’t stop until it has destroyed the peace we have worked so hard to facilitate. With an esteemed team of neurosurgeons and historians, we discovered that there is in fact a scientific explanation for this madness.

      “Terrorist Syndrome is a very serious mental illness that can affect anyone with the TS mutant gene present in their DNA. This puts any one of us at risk, but not all will develop this disease—it needs a trigger. Like depression can manifest in someone who loses a loved one, TS can be provoked by rule-breaking, bad company, and illegal books, movies and music from the Outside. The influence of those who already have TS can also spread the disease, which is why the vandalism that occurred in the middle school last night is so dangerous to our society’s wellbeing.”

      Amelia shuffled her feet beside me. “This is propaganda, isn’t it?” she whispered next to my ear. “We don’t really have some kind of mental issue, do we?”

      “Of course it’s propaganda,” I whispered, my tone harsher than it needed to be. “We’ll talk about it at the next meeting, okay? We don’t have any kind of disease, I promise.”

      Amelia nodded, but the movement was unconvincing. I worried how many other society members were starting to doubt themselves.

      Lancaster continued. “These sick individuals need to be turned in to the OSD as soon as possible. You have no idea the amount of damage they could do to Oportet while they run free. Sadly, there are diseased people among you. I call on each of you to ensure the safety of our community by notifying the authorities of any suspicious activity.”

      Everyone started looking around, no doubt searching for people to suspect. I was sure that the elitists were already starting to blame the Outsider immigrants.

      “These are our beloved children the terrorists attempted to infect. In order for Oportet to remain intact, it needs to become every citizen’s mission to look for the symptoms listed in your pamphlets, then to immediately report any suspicious individuals to the OSD. Terrorist Syndrome is completely curable; just ask your neighbors. There have been a total of thirty-eight cured citizens already. Now that we’ve had this miraculous scientific breakthrough, there is no need to send unruly immigrants back to the Outside. When they go on probation, a mere trip to the OSD building will be enough to suppress their criminal behavior.”

      Sending citizens to the Outside was the equivalent of sending the family dog to the farm. I didn’t know which fate sounded worse: losing your mind to a neurological procedure or death.

      “Before we close with our guided picture reflection, I need everyone in this square’s undivided attention.”

      I held my breath. The air seemed much too hot and thick around me.

      “We will stop at nothing to find the responsible parties. Oportet was founded for two main reasons—safety and purpose. The protection we provide allows our citizens to find meaning in their lives, something that is undoubtedly lost in the chaos of the Outside.

      “Our founders were charged with the task of rebuilding. They built Oportet up like a phoenix from the ashes of an annihilated country—a country so lost it seemed unlikely it could ever find its way again. Our society and its rules provide the stability and peace that was present in the United States up until the Age of Terrorism.

      “I ask all of you to think long and hard about why you are here. What is it about humanity that drives us to crave safety, meaning, and loyalty to a higher cause? I believe these characteristics come from our true selves, the people we are when we haven’t been corrupted by the evil that lies beyond our walls.

      “It is time to become attuned with your true selves. Show your loyalty to your society by helping us identify those responsible for the crime at hand, and hold hope that one day in the future, there will be no terrorists, and this country can become united again under the principals of protection, obedience, and contentment.”

      The crowd cheered louder than it ever had before as Lancaster exited the stage. The slideshow began, and the cheers warped into wailing, hissing, and screaming.

      A sinister cloud hung over the square. People all around us yelled at the top of their lungs. Hot tears flowed down their faces, falling to the ground. They cursed and spit, regardless of the blatant rule against foul language. It was obvious that it didn’t really matter if we broke the rules as long as we hated Oportet’s enemies.

      I swallowed, stumbling forward a few steps. I was suddenly dizzy and nauseated from the thick air that swirled around us. I reached for Melanie’s hand, and for the first time in my life I was completely terrified from within the safe confinement of Oportet.
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      After our visit with George, Ash and I returned to the apartment. When we arrived there was a note on the door in beautiful cursive script.

      Ash, Jasper, and Luna: Be good sports and go out tonight. With love, Drea.

      “Lovely,” Ash muttered. “I left my wallet in there.”

      We walked back down to ground level, sitting on the steps in front of the building. The sky was getting darker; clouds moved quickly above us.

      I pulled out my phone, and Jasper answered on the third ring.

      “Hey, where are you?” he asked.

      “We’re outside the apartment complex. Drea could’ve told us that the date was back at the apartment,” I complained.

      “Yeah, well, that’s Drea for you. Inconsiderate with a smile.”

      I could hear voices in the background. “Wait, where are you?”

      “Out with Sam and Liz. We were checking out the venue for our next gig, the Crystal Ballroom. It’s a really cool concert hall with amazing acoustics, a step up from our usual club or restaurant scene.” He began to talk about the band they were opening for, but I couldn’t hear him well over the background noise.

      The excitement in his voice made me smile. “That’s great. When’s the show?”

      “A few weeks from now, on a Friday,” he said. The voices on his end got louder. “Hold on a sec.”

      I drummed my fingers on my knee, glancing over at Ash. He looked up from his phone to meet my eyes.

      “What’s the verdict?” he asked. “We should go clubbing. Get drunk or something.”

      “We don’t drink,” I said. Not to mention there were a thousand things I’d rather do than go clubbing with Ash.

      Ash looked at me like I’d told him I was in a cult. “Did you convert to Mormonism or something?”

      “Luna? You there?” Jasper asked.

      I held up my pointer finger to Ash. “Yep.”

      “Do you want to meet at Richard’s?” he asked.

      “We’ll be there soon,” I said, shutting the phone.

      I stood up. Ash followed suit. “We’re meeting them at a nearby restaurant in the Pearl District. It’s not that long of a walk,” I said.

      We headed down the street, and I could tell Ash was mulling something over.

      “Why don’t you guys drink?”

      “Jasper believes it represents humanity’s tendencies towards violence and apathy. He thinks it’s only ever a destructive force and that nothing good can ever come of it.”

      “Okay…” He drew the word out with condescension. “So that’s why Jasper doesn’t drink. What about you?”

      A woman in a car waved for us to cross the street. “Solidarity,” I said simply.

      “Where are we going?” Ash asked, picking up his pace to keep up with me. “You walk too fast.”

      “Now you know how it feels to be dragged across town without knowing where you’ll end up,” I said, giving him a pointed look. He did the same thing when he took me to Rise Up’s meeting.

      He grinned. “So it’s true what they say about women holding grudges,” he said.

      “So it’s true what they say about men who don’t understand women making generalizations that only make the genders seem alienated from each other.”

      “What a mouthful.” Ash tilted his head back with a chuckle. “You’re fun to set off.”

      “Glad I provide you quality entertainment,” I muttered. “You’re very condescending, you know that?”

      “Probably because I don’t understand women,” he said with a smirk.

      I didn’t know how much more of the incessant mocking I could handle, especially when it came from someone I had to spend so much time with.

      When we got to the restaurant, Jasper, Sam, and Liz were already seated at one of the few tables in the quaint building.

      Ash sat across from Jasper and me, to the left of Liz and Sam. I watched as Liz took one look at Ash and introduced herself, flashing him a flirtatious smile. She tucked her platinum blond hair behind her ear.

      “How did it go today?” Jasper asked.

      I transferred my attention to Jasper, blocking out the blatant attraction between Ash and Liz.

      “It was great. George cleared up some questions I’ve always had. But to be honest, I have even more questions now.” I sighed, taking a sip of the water Jasper had already ordered for me. “Like what pushed activists to become revolutionaries? And how did they take down a government hundreds of years old? And how—”

      “Whoa, slow down,” Jasper laughed. “Why haven’t you wanted to learn about this stuff until now?”

      “I don’t know. I just feel like it’s important now,” I said. “I guess I’ve been too busy recovering from the last authoritarian government I faced to think about any others.”

      “Well I think it’s cool that you’re learning it from Mr. Burnes,” Jasper said.

      I opened my mouth to mention Rise Up, but decided against it. I’d been meaning to tell Jasper about where Ash and I really went after rehearsal, but I always felt like it was a bad time. I didn’t want him to think we were sneaking around behind his back. Why didn’t Ash just tell him the truth in the first place, instead of putting me in this position?

      I looked outside, noticing for the first time a black SUV parked across the street. My heartbeat quickened, and I could feel my body tensing up. It was the same type of vehicle the guards of Oportet used. My throat tightened, and I found it difficult to breathe.

      Flashes of past moments appeared, real and lifelike—just like they had back when I was regaining my stolen memories. This time they flew by quickly, just bits and pieces of the times I had witnessed the terror of the guards and their SUVs.
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        * * *

      

      Aunt May stood in front of Tomlinson and his team of armed guards, her body falling to the ground after the bullets from silent pistols struck her chest. The wind picked up around me as a hand clamped over my mouth, silencing the scream that was soon to escape.
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        * * *

      

      My legs were heavy as I tried to dodge the two guards coming through the front door. The drugged tea was working its way through my system, stripping my body of its control. Hands grabbed my arms, dragging me out the front door towards a black SUV. And I knew: They were going to end my life…
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        * * *

      

      A booming voice commanded Jasper and me to get off our bikes. We stood, my hand gripping his, and faced the guards. Sunlight glared off their dark vehicles. I looked at Jasper, realizing that his face would be the last thing I saw—that when the darkness came and took us away, I would be content in knowing that it was Jasper who awakened me, Jasper who gave me the hope of a better life, and Jasper who stared into my eyes the moment Oportet’s guards stole away our short existences.
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        * * *

      

      The world was dark when I returned to the present, and I could feel arms holding me in place.

      “Should we call an ambulance or something?” I heard Liz ask. “What if she’s having a stroke?”

      “She’s not having a stroke,” Jasper said, his voice coming from just above my head. “Twenty-year-olds don’t have strokes. It’s a panic attack.”

      My head was resting against something cold and hard, and I became aware of hushed voices in the distance. My eyes popped open and I looked around at the faces staring down at me.

      To my horror, I was on the floor of Richard’s Diner. Even Ash looked concerned, without any hint of a bemused smirk on his lips.

      “You okay?” Jasper asked in a low voice. His brows furrowed over worried eyes. After he helped me sit, he ran his fingers along my cheek and pushed hair behind my ears. “What triggered it?”

      Wordlessly, I stood and pointed out the window to the dark SUV. He slid his hand into mine as we stared.

      Jasper turned to me. “Were you having flashbacks again?” he asked softly. “I think we should go see Dr. Reynolds.”

      I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I mean, yes, I was having flashbacks, but I don’t want to see Gary.”

      “Will one of you please tell us what’s going on?” Ash asked from behind Jasper, his voice anxious.

      A waitress was talking to the man behind the counter, casting glances in my direction. Ash, Liz, and Sam were standing with us, and the other three customers were talking quietly in their booths.

      “What are we looking at?” Liz asked, following our line of sight.

      “I think Luna and I are going to head home,” Jasper said without answering her or Ash.

      Ash was staring at me, his eyebrows drawn together. “What about Drea?”

      Jasper cursed. “Forgot about that,” he said, angrily running a hand through his hair. “We’ll take a walk then.” Jasper looked at me. “Or do you want to stay put?”

      “No, a walk sounds good.” My voice was shaky.

      Jasper placed his hand on my back, then guided me out the door. I looked over my shoulder at all the eyes following us out. Heat rose to my cheeks.

      “How am I ever going to be able to show my face there again?” I asked, keeping my head down as we passed the SUV.

      “That’s what you’re worried about? I was going crazy in there,” Jasper said.

      “No, I was going crazy.”

      “I’m sorry.” He let out a breath. “It just scares me when this happens. I wish there was something I could do.” He put his arm around my waist, pulling me close.

      It was far from the first time I’d had an episode like that. There was usually some kind of visual trigger, like a familiar object, facial feature, or place.

      “Do you think this has anything to do with the procedure?” I swallowed, thinking about the neurosurgery my parents had Dr. Reynolds perform on me. The procedure was supposed to take away a year’s worth of memories, and although Dr. Gary Reynolds intentionally botched the surgery so I could eventually remember, it was still one of the most traumatic experiences of my life.

      “That’s why we need to talk to Gary,” Jasper said. “When you’re feeling up for it,” he added.

      “Are we just going to wander around?” I asked.

      “Why not?” he replied. Jasper smiled, calming me down a bit.

      We walked the streets of Portland, discussing random topics and people until our eyelids grew heavy and the sky turned dark.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “How was your date last night?” I asked Drea the next morning.

      We were sitting at the kitchen table, whispering so we wouldn’t wake Jasper or Ash.

      “It was amazing,” Drea said, taking a sip of her coffee. She had wanted tea, but I kindly explained that we didn’t have any in the house—it brought up horrible memories. “I think I really like her.”

      There was stirring from the living room, and the sound of a yawn. Ash sauntered in shirtless, sweatpants hanging low on his hips.

      “Eww, no one wants to see that,” Drea squealed. “Go put on a shirt you man-whore.”

      I averted my eyes, but not before noticing the defined muscles that were Ash’s abs. He immediately went to the cupboard for cereal, ignoring Drea’s command. I caught myself staring at his tattoo again, this time noticing the small crescent moon tucked behind the trees.

      “Look, now you have Luna all distracted,” Drea whined. “We were doing the girl talk thing.”

      “I’m not distracted,” I blurted.

      Ash poured his cereal into a bowl, the corners of his mouth tipping upward as he grabbed the almond milk. He looked over at me and winked.

      Drea groaned.

      “Stop that,” I said. “I was just looking at… the cereal. I’m hungry. I didn’t know what to have for breakfast,” I said, tripping over my words. “The cereal looks good.”

      He grabbed another bowl. “My mistake.” The smile never left his lips.

      Ash sat with us, passing me the bowl of cereal.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled. “Okay, back to girl talk,” I said to Drea.

      “Right.” Her smile grew. “She said she loves my accent.”

      “Works like magic with straight girls, too,” Ash said, shoveling cereal in his mouth.

      “You can be quiet or you can leave,” Drea snapped, then turned back at me. “Katelyn and I were going to see a movie, but we got the time wrong and ended up missing it. So then I said screw it and invited her to watch a movie here. We baked cookies, too,” Drea said, tilting her head forward and letting her short purple hair fall around her face. Lifting just her eyes, she grinned up at me. “She kissed me goodnight.”

      “Hold on,” Ash said. After receiving a death glare from Drea he raised his hands up. “I’m sorry, I’ll be quick. When you say you baked cookies, do you mean you baked cookies, or did you bake cookies?”

      Drea rolled her eyes. “What in the world does that even mean? It wasn’t an innuendo you delinquent,” she said. “Now shut up and go cover yourself.”

      “But I’m not done with my cereal,” Ash said with his mouth full.

      Ignoring him, I resumed our conversation. “So you like her a lot?” I grinned.

      Drea nodded, looking down at her coffee mug.

      “That’s… brilliant,” I said in my best English accent.

      “Please, for the love of God, never try that again,” Drea said, bursting out laughing. “Bloody awful.”

      “I have to say I agree with my sister on this one, love,” Ash said.

      “Okay, now you’re trying to sound extra British just to get on my nerves,” I whined.

      “I haven’t the foggiest idea what you’re going on about,” Drea said, thickening her accent.

      I shut my mouth, glaring at the two of them. Ash and Drea exchanged smiles, and my eyes flickered to Ash’s tattoo again, the crescent moon still and calm among the competing imagery.

      “I want to get a tattoo,” I blurted, surprising everyone in the room—including myself.

      “Drea, grab the keys,” Ash said, shooting up from the table. He disappeared into the living room, coming out seconds later in jeans and a skin tight t-shirt.

      Drea grabbed the car keys from the countertop, throwing me my wallet.

      “Right now?” I asked, the pitch of my voice at an abnormal level.

      “Why not?” Drea asked.

      “Okay, but what about Jasper?” He’d want to be there for this.

      “No time for that,” Ash said. “You can surprise him with it.” He smirked, his eyes calculating.

      “Okay, fine. Let’s go.” I still felt uneasy, but I wanted to be impulsive for once. What if Jasper tried to talk me out of it or something?

      Ash grinned, and Drea was practically bouncing up and down. She slung her arm over my shoulder.

      We shut the door quietly behind us, rushing down the stairs like a bunch of little kids. I didn’t have time to regret or fear what was to happen next, let alone think it through.

      I was tired of hiding. I had grown up trapping all of my forbidden thoughts inside, burying the darkness and doubt that hid in the corners of my mind.

      In Oportet I had been raised to hide, but I was free now. It was time for me to let my soul bleed through, a piece of the unseen to wear out in the open—where it could finally see the light.
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      It was Friday morning, and I woke with no desire to attend school. The only thing that pushed me out of bed was tonight’s meeting.

      When we entered the school, the halls were abuzz. I shot Melanie a questioning look as two girls walked by with their hands cupped over their mouths to hide whatever they were chatting about. Nothing new had happened since we broke into the middle school, and even that had started to lose its hype, but something was definitely disrupting the normal today. There had to be fresh gossip, and I knew just who to get it from.

      I spotted my target within seconds. “Amelia, I’m glad I ran into you.” I forced a smile, cringing internally at the peppy tone in my voice. “What’s going on?”

      “You haven’t talked to Liam recently?” she asked, keeping her voice low. Her eyes darted around the hallway, pulling Melanie and me off to the side to talk.

      I shook my head.

      “The Outsider is here,” Amelia said, her eyes wide. She soaked up drama like a sponge. “He’s eighteen. They would’ve put him in the grade above us, but since the year’s almost over he’s going to be a senior next year. Liam said he insisted on having the high school experience, and the Council agreed it would help him fit in here.”

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      Amelia shrugged. “Well he’s the first immigrant in months.” Her eyes lit up. “Oh yeah, and he’s in the school right now. He’ll be a visitor until summer.”

      Now that was useful information. “You’re coming to the meeting tonight, aren’t you?”

      Amelia bit her lip, suddenly finding the notebook in her hands more interesting than maintaining eye contact.

      “Well, I don’t know,” Amelia said. “This whole TS situation has some of us a bit shaken up.”

      “Why?” I asked, incredulity slipping into my voice. “TS is complete BS. It’s just another way to make us turn against each other.” I stared deeply into her eyes, willing her to look at me. “How many others feel this way?”

      “Just a few,” she said quietly.

      “Don’t give Lancaster what he wants. Be at the meeting tonight and bring anyone else who’s doubting themselves. If you’re still buying into Lancaster’s lies tomorrow, then by all means, drop out of the society. We don’t need any weak links,” I said, my voice ringing with authority.

      Amelia furrowed her brows. “Yeah, okay,” she said. “You know, a lot of people are actually more fired up than before. Some people want us to do more missions.” She looked pensive, shaking her head. “I’ll be there tonight, but I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      I nodded, walking off with Melanie. With five minutes left until class, we found a quiet spot in the hallway to talk.

      “I don’t think you realize how powerful you are,” Melanie said.

      “What do you mean?”

      Melanie glanced around. “People listen to you. They trust you,” she said. “You’re a strong leader, Megan.”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m a voice,” I insisted. “Leaders with power always corrupt. They’re always above everyone else. I’m on the same level as anyone in the Society.”

      Lancaster and Tomlinson were the only leaders I had ever known, but also the most twisted, power hungry, deceitful human beings I’d ever witnessed.

      “I say the things that people already know deep within themselves to be true. I don’t do anything more than show those who are awake that they aren’t alone, and that every thought they conceive is important, even the ones that go against what they’ve been indoctrinated to believe.”

      Melanie smiled. “Well, that sounds like a leader to me.”

      We walked to class, and I kept my eyes peeled for any new faces. I was determined to talk to the Outsider before anyone else did, and I’d find out just how true to Oportet’s values this guy was. Something told me a lone eighteen-year-old coming to Oportet had more to him than met the eye.

      I mulled over what Melanie just told me. I never wanted to be what Lancaster was, even if I was preaching the opposite of his messages. Brainwashing was still brainwashing, no matter what side it came from. I wanted people to be able to think for themselves, even if that meant disagreeing with me. Humans were complex, and the dogma of Oportet suppressed that complexity when it forced ideas and structures down its citizens’ throats.

      When I entered the history classroom, Mr. Brown was nowhere to be seen. Just as I sat down Liam walked into the room, his arm around the brunette he flirted with last class. I obviously didn’t care enough to learn her name.

      They wasted no time after sitting down to begin making out. They sat directly in my line of vision. Hot anger pulsed through my veins.

      Who kissed in the middle of a crowded classroom? And what the hell was Liam trying to prove by doing it in front of me?

      Asshole, asshole, asshole. Somehow cursing him made me feel better. If I clouded my mind with anger, there wouldn’t be any room for the pain that was trying to creep its way in. Like Liam himself always said: It’s better to be angry than sad.

      My stomach churned. I took a deep breath, opening my history binder and trying to ignore the smile on Liam’s face I could see out the corner of my eye. As soon as I glanced over at him, I regretted it.

      Liam was staring at her. He didn’t even look my way like he usually did when he wanted to make me jealous. All of his attention was focused on this girl and her eyes and smile and dark glossy hair. And that hurt worse than anything else he could’ve possibly done.

      The worst part wasn’t the act itself, but the fact that I had no right to be upset. It was my choice to push him out of my life. It was my choice to tell him I didn’t love him. It was my choice to make my own heart hurt this badly.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you see him yet?” Melanie asked, biting into her sandwich.

      “No, have you?”

      She nodded, giving me a shy smile. “He’s cute.”

      I laughed. “You’re going to have the biggest crush on him, aren’t you?” I leaned back against the tree we sat under. “Did he say anything? What was he like?”

      “No, he didn’t speak. He just sat in the back of the English classroom to observe or whatever,” Melanie said. The seriousness in her face faltered. “And I already told you what he’s like. Cute.”

      “You’re impossible,” I muttered.

      “So what about you? How was Liam today?”

      My face fell. I threw my sandwich back down on the tray, my appetite evaporating at the thought of Liam and the brunette sucking face in class. I thought about faking a smile and sparing Melanie the details, but I didn’t think I had enough energy for that.

      Instead, I searched the tables below our hill. I spotted Liam and the girl sitting with his friends. Great, something else to analyze—Liam showing off the brunette to his high-society friends, something he never dared to do with me.

      I pointed at them wordlessly. Melanie followed my line of vision, just as the face sucking started up again.

      “Oh,” she said. “Megan?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Why do you care so much?” she asked slowly, as if I was a bomb about to go off.

      “What makes you think I care?”

      Melanie sighed dramatically. “I’ve known you for a long time, and the look on your face makes it pretty obvious.” When I nodded she continued. “You told me you were certain when we made the pact that you didn’t want to be with Liam. It has been four months and you still care this much about him. You can’t blame me for being confused.”

      “I don’t want to be with him,” I said, moving my sandwich around with a fork.

      Melanie groaned. “Yes you do. You really, really do. I know I’m supposed to be the supportive best friend here, but you’ve given me no choice. The truth is that you and Liam—”

      I cut her off with the lift of my hand. “I don’t want to hear it, okay?” I stood up. “You can’t pretend to know anything about me and Liam. You’ve never even had your first kiss, let alone your first boyfriend. You couldn’t possibly understand these things,” I said, my words coming out harsher than I had intended.

      Melanie went quiet, and I immediately regretted everything I had just said.

      I sat back down, watching the hurt expression on Melanie’s face.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “That was mean and terrible, and I need you to forgive me. Please forgive me.”

      Melanie was quiet for a moment longer. “Liam was right,” she said. “You’re lying to yourself.”

      I let out a breath, then grabbed my tray and headed for the door. Liam looked up as I passed his table, and I was careful not to so much as glance his way.

      I don’t care. I don’t care. I don’t care.

      I set my tray down on the conveyer belt and kept my head down as I exited the indoor cafeteria. And smacked into someone.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. I almost hurried past the guy until I caught a glimpse of a very unfamiliar face—and I knew everyone in this high school. The new guy. I glanced up into equally curious eyes. “I’m Megan.” I reached out a hand, to which he accepted.

      “Julian,” he said.

      He wore a pair of retro-hipster glasses. His hair was cut short on the sides and longer on top. He wore a charcoal crewneck and navy jeans. I could see why Melanie thought he was cute, but I could already tell he wasn’t my type.

      “So, how do you like the school so far?” I asked. “Besides almost getting plowed over in front of the cafeteria.”

      Julian grinned. “It’s been good. I can tell some people aren’t too happy about me being here, but I’d expected that.”

      “They’ll get over it eventually. Some citizens have different opinions about the whole immigration thing,” I said. “What class do you have next?”

      “Pre-calculus. What about you?”

      “Same. I can show you the way if you want,” I offered.

      “Cool, thanks.” He followed me down the hall.

      “I bet you’ve been asked this a lot,” I started. “But why did you decide to come here? To Oportet?” Nice. Subtle, Megan.

      I could tell I caught him off guard. His eyes widened. His mouth opened, then closed again.

      After a moment he spoke. “Actually, you’re the first to ask.” He looked over at me. “I came because Oportet is the light that shines in the darkness.”

      My eyes narrowed, noticing that he was biting his lip as if to hold back laughter.

      “You’re not serious, are you?”

      “Dead serious,” he scoffed, but I was still picking up sarcasm. “It’s a safe, stable, and respectable place to live. Even the name ‘Oportet’ is Latin for necessary and proper.” Julian smiled. “An Orwellian dreamland.”

      My heart sped up. “Orwellian?” I cocked my head.

      Julian shrugged. “Just a great… philosopher… from where I’m from.”

      “I bet you love Big Brother,” I said, quoting my favorite George Orwell novel, 1984. Julian obviously didn’t think I knew what he was talking about, since books like that were obviously banned from Oportet. Lucky for me, the Society had a decent stash of illegal materials—collected from any members who snuck them in from the Outside.

      Julian snapped his head to the side to stare at me. “Sorry, what was that?”

      “You heard me,” I said. “It was an amazing last line, don’t you think?”

      Julian’s eyes were practically bugging out of their sockets. His forehead was creased in concentration.

      “Wait, you came from the Outside too, didn’t you?” He looked over his shoulder to make sure we weren’t being overheard.

      “Guess again,” I said. I enjoyed watching him scramble for an explanation.

      “Aren’t you afraid I’m going to turn you in to the Thought Police or something?” Julian asked, his grin resurfacing.

      I put my hands up. “Hey, you were the one who brought up Orwell.” I hesitated, wondering if there was a bit of truth to his threat. “Why did you really come here?”

      “I don’t give away secrets for free,” Julian said, shaking his finger. “I trade them.”

      “For what?” I asked.

      “Other secrets, of course.”

      We stood outside the math classroom, the hallways clear since the last lunch break hadn’t ended yet. I was surprised a teacher hadn’t caught us walking around without a hall pass.

      “I broke into a middle school this week,” I said. Melanie would’ve dropped dead if she was here. I learned a long time ago to trust my gut, no matter how crazy the decisions seemed to others.

      Julian nodded. I would’ve called his face expressionless if it weren’t for the amusement that danced in his eyes.

      “Heard about that,” he said.

      The bell rang. “Time for your secret,” I said impatiently. People started pouring out of classrooms, and the lunch crowd was already heading to class.

      “My secret is pretty big. I don’t think it’d be an even trade.”

      Liam appeared behind Julian, and it was the first time I’d seen him today without his face attached to the brunette’s.

      “Fine,” I said, a nervous smile creeping onto my face. “If you go along with what’s about to happen, we can call it even.”

      “What’s about to happen?”

      I took a step closer, taking a deep breath. I stood up on my toes and pressed my lips to his. Julian’s body tensed, but he didn’t pull away. After a few seconds he leaned into it, moving his lips to meld with mine.

      I pulled away, just as Liam walked past us to enter the classroom.

      Julian frowned, following my line of vision. “So that’s the guy you want to make jealous?” he asked, raising his eyebrows. “Kind of immature, don’t you think?”

      “You’re kind of judge-y, don’t you think?” I replied, mirroring his crossed arms and raised brows.

      Julian straightened and uncrossed his arms. “Oh, come on. I know it’s none of my business, but you can’t think what just happened was right.”

      I sighed. “Sorry.” I looked down at the white tiles. “It’s been a bad day.”

      I must’ve looked as pathetic as I felt because Julian’s face immediately softened. He shook his head. “Yeah, none of my business,” he repeated. “It isn’t every day I get to kiss a beautiful girl, no matter what the reason.”

      I smiled, leading him into the classroom. I wished I could say I felt better.

      Even the confusion in Liam’s face when I walked in with Julian made me feel crappy.

      You’re lying to yourself. These were the words that both Liam and Melanie insisted were true. Was I lying to myself? The pursuit of truth was what drove everything in my life—choosing to live with Melanie over Stacy, questioning everything I had been raised to believe, and creating a secret society to break through Oportet’s unconsciousness—these were all things that came from truth, the raw and unfiltered honesty I claimed to desire more than anything. You’re lying to yourself. So why did the candor seem to slip from my grasp when it came to love? Or was it Melanie and Liam who couldn’t see reality?

      You’re lying to yourself, they had said.

      I locked eyes with Liam from across the room. I’d stop at nothing to learn the truth—the truth about Julian and his motives, the truth about Lancaster’s plan for Oportet, the truth about my relationship with Liam, and above all else, the truth about myself.
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      I stared down at my arm. “I must be going insane.” Ash, Drea, and I were standing outside the tattoo parlor, all eyes on my new tattoo.

      Ash waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t be silly. This feeling you have—it’s how you know you’re alive.”

      Drea’s grin was too wide. “I can hardly believe this. Do you want me to take a picture?” She pulled out her cellphone.

      I nodded, but my eyes remained fixed to the tattoo on my upper arm. The skin around it was red and irritated from the needle, but the tattoo itself was stunning. I sucked in a breath, shuddering in disbelief at my uncharacteristic impulsiveness.

      “She did such a great job,” I said.

      Ash had taken me to his own tattoo artist. I didn’t even want to know how he’d gotten her to fit me into her schedule without even a call. She did seem awful friendly with Ash, so maybe she was simply doing him a favor.

      She had used a combination of white and black ink to draw an intricate image of the moon—complete with craters and small, twinkling stars on the surface.

      “How original,” Drea said. “Luna got a luna.”

      I frowned. “It means more to me than that,” I said, getting defensive.

      My phone buzzed. “Hello?”

      “Where are you guys? Is everything okay?” Jasper asked.

      Ash and Drea exchanged mischievous smiles, recognizing the voice on the other end. I walked a few steps away to avoid their eavesdropping.

      “We’re fine,” I said. “We went out for, um, breakfast and stuff. We’re heading home now.”

      “Breakfast and stuff? You know it’s three o’clock in the afternoon, right?”

      The tattoo took a lot longer than I had realized. Luckily I had a high pain tolerance, so I didn’t have to split the procedure into two sessions.

      “I thought Drea called you earlier,” I said.

      “She did. I believe her exact words were, ‘we snatched Luna so don’t come looking for us, or we’ll simply raise the ransom,’ then she hung up.” How was it he could pull off a fake British accent, and I couldn’t?

      “I’m sorry,” I said, glaring at Drea. “We have a surprise for you though,” I said, biting my lip. I wasn’t sure how he would react. I really wanted him to like it.

      “I’ll see you back at the apartment.”

      I slipped the phone into my pocket, then turned to Ash and Drea. “He sounded pissed. He should have been there for this.” Why did I let them drag me off without him?

      “He’ll get over it,” Drea said. “He’s going to love the tattoo, I promise.”

      We drove back to the apartment, and Drea let me sit in the passenger’s seat since I was ‘a big girl now.’ Ash kept glancing over at me and smirking, as if he knew something I didn’t.

      “What is your deal?” I finally asked.

      “Oh, nothing,” he said.

      “It’s obviously not nothing. Spit it out.”

      “Jasper’ll be none too pleased with you, that’s all,” Ash said.

      “Why? He’s in a rock band. I think he can handle his girlfriend having a tattoo,” I said.

      “It’s not the tattoo he’ll be in such a state over, love.”

      He parked the car, and we all headed towards the complex. Drea was staring at her phone, a familiar smile plastered on her face. She must really like this Katelyn girl. I was almost afraid she was going to run smack into a brick wall.

      My stomach began to churn. I hated the thought of Jasper being upset with me.

      When we entered, Drea made a point of standing in front of me to block the tattoo from Jasper’s line of sight. Ash hung back, leaning against the closed door with his usual self-satisfied smile.

      Jasper was writing music, using the keyboard on the kitchen table to play out melodies. He stood up, raising his eyebrows at us.

      “Ready for your surprise?” Drea asked, grabbing my non-tattooed arm and pulling me forward.

      “Is it the girlfriend you kidnapped?” he asked, meeting my eyes.

      “Yeah, but the new-and-improved version,” Drea said.

      I stepped out from behind Drea, holding out the inked arm. “I got a tattoo,” I said shyly, my stomach still in a knot over what Ash said.

      Jasper’s eyes widened for a moment, and he took a few steps forward. “I can see that,” he said. He stared at my arm for a moment, and then frowned.

      “So, what do you think?” I asked.

      “It’s great, Luna,” Jasper said, but his voice didn’t match his words. “Really great.”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. I attempted to cross my arms, wincing when my hand touched the tattooed skin. I let my arms fall back to my sides.

      “You didn’t think that your boyfriend of four years would want to be there for your first tattoo?” Jasper asked with his voice raised slightly. “Did that honestly never cross your mind?”

      I heard the front door opening, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Ash and Drea stepping out into the hallway. Ash met my eyes, a shadow of his earlier smirk still evident.

      “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking,” I admitted. The door closed behind them.

      “No, you weren’t.”

      I swallowed, his voice sharper than I was expecting.

      Jasper looked at my face and sighed. “Look, I’m really glad that you’re hitting it off with Ash and Drea. You just need to be careful, okay? I love my friends, but some of us didn’t have the sheltered upbringing that you had in Oportet.” He lowered his voice in case they were listening on the other side of the door. “There are a lot of dark places you can go out here, places that you’ve thankfully never been exposed to.”

      “What’s your point? What’s with everyone treating me like I’m some naïve idiot?”

      Jasper massaged the bridge of his nose. “I wasn’t saying that to point out anything about you, I was just trying to say that people like Ash and Drea can be a little…careless sometimes. They’ve experienced a lot more than you have, and it’s changed them. Sometimes they do things without thinking about the consequences, or about the people involved.”

      “I thought you always said that just because someone is born on the Outside, it didn’t mean they were less moral than the citizens of Oportet,” I said.

      “And I stand by that. Oportet and its corrupt rules and government don’t make anybody better than anyone else. Ash and Drea just grew up in a different world, that’s all. They lost both their parents while they were young, and they’ve always been a tad on the impulsive side,” Jasper said. He shook his head, realizing we had gotten off track again. “Just be careful, okay?”

      I nodded. “I’m really sorry about the tattoo thing. I was just afraid that if I talked to a rational person like you, I would back out.”

      “It’s fine,” Jasper said unconvincingly. “I really do love it. Remember when I told you what your name meant?”

      “The first time you called me.” I smiled. “We were so different back then.”

      “That’s a good thing. We’re here on this earth to evolve. I’m just glad that I get to evolve with you.”

      I placed my hand on the back of his neck, then stood on my toes to kiss him. We were interrupted by the sound of the front door opening again.

      “Damn,” Drea said. “We thought this was going to be one of those fights we could watch with popcorn in hand. Ash and I were even going to choose sides.” She pouted. “You guys are no fun.”
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        * * *

      

      It was Saturday. Jasper and Drea were at rehearsal, so Ash decided to take me for another history lesson.

      “You seem quieter than usual,” Ash said. “Not that I’m complaining, if it means I don’t have to hear any feminist rants or psychoanalyses.”

      “I was just thinking about something,” I said, ignoring his jabs.

      Ash sighed. “That’s never a good sign.”

      “If you were so sure that Jasper was going to be mad at me the other day, why didn’t you say anything? Did you want him to be angry with me?”

      “Don’t be so melodramatic,” he said, though he offered no further explanation.

      I shrugged it off. Today was about George and my next book, not Ash and his possible ulterior motives.

      “When’s the next Rise Up meeting?” I asked after a while. I was itching to become a member ever since Ash told me he was one and I wasn’t. Apparently there was confidential information about how the group was planning on taking down Oportet; information nonmembers weren’t allowed to know.

      My sister was still in there—I needed to know she would be safe in all of this.

      “Yesterday,” Ash answered matter-of-factly. “Phase Two is well underway.”

      “What’s Phase Two?” Or Phase One, for that matter. “Please tell me what’s going on. Megan is still in there, remember?” My heart skipped a few beats. I couldn’t help but worry for her. Every day that she remained in a place like Oportet, the less safe it had to become.

      “That’s your little sister, right?”

      I nodded. “I really need to know if this plan of yours is going to affect her.” I noticed my hands clenching around my seatbelt.

      Ash sighed. “Look, I’m not about to tell you this because you’ve been whining and begging, okay? I’m only going to tell you about Phase Two, and the rest you’ll have to wait for. To be honest, I’m not sure if we have all the final details worked out ourselves, yet.”

      We pulled into George’s driveway but remained seated.

      “They sent a member of Rise Up in there.”

      “What? Into Oportet?” I asked, panicked. “But there’s no way out.”

      “You got out,” Ash said. Before I could explain how my situation was different, he started talking again. “We arranged for him to smuggle in a cellphone, mini laptop, and other techie stuff I don’t really understand. He actually wore them strapped to his body.” Ash laughed, but I felt sick. “He’s a computer genius—a real eighteen-year-old prodigy. He’s only been in there a day and he’s already established a connection with our server here. They have mechanisms in place to block communications going in and out, but he snuck right by them.”

      Before I could ask about the new administration or the fact that they sent an eighteen-year-old into a dangerous, inescapable trap, alone, my thoughts were muted by Ash’s last sentences. If this kid could communicate with us, then Megan could too.

      “Ash,” I said, a smile growing on my face. “That’s great! That means if we can get this guy to find Megan, I could talk to her. I could find out how she’s doing, and how my crazy parents and Lilly are doing, too.” The excitement forced my words out so quickly I had to take a breath. “Do you think I could talk to Rachel and see if this kid could find them? She’d have to agree, wouldn’t she? She said I was important to the mission, and this would be such a huge favor, and—”

      “Luna, stop,” Ash said quietly. His jaw was tense. “Not everything can be about you.”

      I fell quiet, my excitement draining. I was surprised by how his words hit me like a punch to the stomach.

      “There’s a bigger picture here than just you and your estranged sister. You can’t expect Rachel to risk an orchestrated attempt at rescuing thousands of people just so that you can speak to your family, no matter how inspired Rachel was by your book.”

      “Right,” I said feebly. I opened the car door, flinching when I felt a hand on my arm. I looked down at his touch, then up to his warm expression.

      “You’ll see your sister soon,” he said.

      I nodded, looking away. I hoped he was right.

      When George answered the door his face brightened. His smile reached all the way to his kind, hazel eyes.

      “Asher, my boy. And Miss Luna Beckham, the writer,” he said, seemingly pleased with his remembrance.

      Ash looked relieved that George recalled who I was. We entered the living room, and Ash and I took our usual seats on the couch.

      “I’ve been reading your book,” George said. “It’s truly good. You would have fit in well with my generation. Have I told you that before?”

      I nodded, offering a smile.

      “What a time to be alive,” George said, staring beyond us.

      Ash cleared his throat. “Luna wanted to learn more of what happened before The Fall,” he said. “Before ’39, but after Stone was elected.”

      George nodded. “One must realize that every area of unrest had reached its peak by that time. It wasn’t a left versus right problem anymore; it was the elite few pitted against everyone else.

      “There were still those who denounced the issues at hand, but it was under Stone that the majority of the population was won over by the rebel cause. Rise Up was the glue to the revolution. They gathered all of the activist groups and citizens who were fed up with the system, and they united them under one organization. Even those who stayed out of the activism were avid supporters during the final years.

      “One of the greatest victories was when Faceless joined Rise Up to offer their services. We owed a lot to that group in the end.”

      “What’s Faceless?” I asked. My notepad was teeming with information, but I realized I had just as many questions as answers written.

      “They were what we called hacktivists. They used computer hacking to make political statements, and were successful in breaching countless corporate and governmental servers. The decentralized movement began around 2004, but it was so loosely organized that it was impossible to really call it an organization until leaders stepped up during the thirties.

      “Faceless fought censorship of any kind, but increasingly they tackled censorship that came from government agencies like the National Security Agency, or NSA. In the very early years they teamed up to cyber attack racist groups like the Ku Klux Klan and terrorist groups like al-Qaeda. In 2039 they were instrumental in infiltrating the government’s top secret files to reveal—”

      “Grandpa, if you don’t mind I’d like to save the details of The Fall for next visit,” Ash interrupted. “Let’s stay in the late twenties and thirties.”

      I was about to open my mouth to protest, but I figured Ash would get his way regardless. I was beyond frustrated that he’d interrupted his grandfather when I was at the edge of my seat. I wanted to know what Faceless could’ve possibly revealed that turned an entire nation against their government.

      “As you wish,” George said. He seemed ecstatic just to be talking about this stuff. “Freedoms like privacy and free speech went out the window by the time of Stone. Like I mentioned before, in the twenties we were in the midst of a terrible recession. The stock market crashed in ’27. It was all too easy for a leader like Stone to take over the presidency in the midst of an economic crisis. It was how countless authoritarian regimes began throughout all of history.”

      “Hitler,” Ash offered.

      “Exactly. And also like Hitler, Stone built up a cult of personality through the media, the public education system, propaganda, and his own charisma. He even ended up in power for a third term, which was an incredible breach on American democratic principles. Most of the dissenters allowed his reign to continue out of a combination of fear and hope for a better future. And, of course, the major event that Ash requested I save for a later date.”

      “A better future?” I asked, trying not to let the annoyance enter my voice. Why did Ash always feel the need to control everything?

      “A better economic future. Many were willing to sacrifice some of their rights and freedoms in order to let Stone pull the country out of its debt crisis. It was freedom of speech versus roofs over Americans’ heads,” George explained. He took a sip of his water. “The rest who stayed quiet did so purely out of fear. Stone had all kinds of governmental organizations spying on his own citizens, and any dissenters were labeled domestic terrorists and thrown in prison—or worse. They went after activists of any kind, whether they fought for economic equality, environmentalism, animal rights, an end to police brutality, or political corruption.

      “The protesters of police militarization at the beginning of the century couldn’t imagine what the police would do under Stone. Any good cops, or sympathizers, were weeded out. The police force turned into a domestic military formed from Stone’s worshippers. These men and women truly believed in Stone’s vision of America, and they didn’t mind getting their hands bloody if it meant obliterating the so-called domestic terrorism that Stone blamed for destroying the country. Imagine streets full of armed men and women in black uniforms and riot helmets who didn’t have a problem using violence against nonviolent citizens.”

      I couldn’t breathe. George’s words painted a mental image that I couldn’t shake—an image of my beautiful aunt hitting the pavement, five dead guards lying with bullets in their chests, a mug of drugged tea, the sound of tires on pavement, and a voice through a megaphone—armed guards in black uniforms and helmets, unafraid to kill for their leader’s cause.

      My vision blurred. I could barely make out a figure in front of me, and then there were two. Just like there were two guards to take me away in the black SUV. I felt myself being lifted, but all I could see behind my eyelids was black.

      There were no definite images anymore, just vague outlines of people and movements. There were rows and rows of Oportet guards marching in a line, then the image faded into a blurry white room. As my vision came into focus I could make out a rocking chair in the corner, and in front of me was a light blue rug.

      That was when I felt arms holding my shaking body—arms that were as foreign to me as my location.

      I scrambled up to my feet, making myself dizzy from the head rush. I faced Ash, who watched me with brows drawn together in concern. He sat on the floor in front of twin beds.

      “I told my grandfather you were ill and had to lie down,” Ash said softly. He looked down at the carpet. “Luna… do you have Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder?”

      “No.” My voice came out raspy. I cleared my throat, reluctantly moving back to the ground to sit across from Ash. “How could I have PTSD? This stuff didn’t start happening until we moved back to Portland.”

      “It can take years after a traumatic event for symptoms to appear,” Ash said.

      I shook my head. “But I never went through a traumatic event. I had to face some obstacles before I escaped Oportet, sure, but it wasn’t as bad as what other people have gone through.”

      “You don’t think watching your aunt die was a traumatic experience? Or your own parents drugging you and sending you off to be brain-wiped? What about almost being shot by guards, only to witness six people killed at your feet?”

      “How do you know about any of that?”

      Ash shrugged. “I read your book.”

      “Oh.”

      Could I really have PTSD? I knew how to find out, but that would mean visiting Dr. Gary Reynolds, the man who killed five guards and Head Councilman Tomlinson. He might’ve saved Jasper and me, but seeing him might trigger another unpleasant flashback.

      I always thought I was strong. Suffering from an anxiety disorder made me feel weak, and the events I witnessed in Oportet seemed to pale in comparison to the suffering on the Outside. Even Ash himself lost both his parents while he was young.

      “How do you know so much about this?” I asked.

      Ash moved his gaze from the carpet to my eyes. “My mum worked in a mental hospital exorcising other peoples’ demons. Kind of ironic considering she couldn’t even face her own.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She committed suicide after Drea and I turned eight,” he said. His face was rigid. “Drea and I are twins, did you know that?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. I reached for his hand.

      “It’s okay, she’s not that bad. Except when she steals my clothes, but I guess that’s just normal sibling drama.”

      “I’m sorry,” I repeated, ignoring his deflection. “About your mom.”

      Ash shrugged. “It was a long time ago.”

      We sat there in silence for a long while. Unlike the last time we talked about serious things, this time it wasn’t uncomfortable. Ash and I had a lot in common, even if a lot of it had to do with the dark parts of our own minds—a direct result of the darkness in each of our pasts.
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        * * *

      

      After saying our goodbyes to George, Ash and I slipped into Jasper’s black sedan. Drea had taken Ash’s car to rehearsal.

      I glanced in the rearview mirror. I gasped when I saw a dark SUV

      “What?” Ash turned to look through the back window. “Is that the same one from the other day?”

      “How many Portlanders do you honestly think drive SUVs with tinted windows?” I asked, my voice panicked. “I have a really, really bad feeling about this.”

      “Hey, look at me,” Ash said.

      I took in a sharp breath, meeting his eyes.

      “You aren’t in Oportet anymore. No one is going to hurt you out here.” His deep gaze instantly relaxed me. “Eye contact is key when dealing with anxiety. My mum taught me that.”

      We pulled out and headed down the road, and I couldn’t help but stare at the rearview mirror. The large, black vehicle looked grossly out of place in the small, suburban neighborhood. Ash had to know it was something more than a coincidence.

      Someone was following me, and I’d bet anything it was someone sent from Oportet.
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      Melanie walked home without me, which wasn’t entirely a bad thing considering I was angry with her, too. I might’ve lashed out, but she was the one who gave me unsolicited advice when I obviously didn’t want to hear it. What did she know?

      Instead of walking home alone I decided to ask Julian where he lived, though I was already sure of his answer. Outsiders were almost always placed in the same neighborhood upon arrival—the neighborhood that the Wilsons and I lived in. Julian happened to live one street over from us.

      “I’m really sorry about the kiss,” I said as we walked along the sidewalk. “You were right about it being immature. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

      “People in love do crazy things.”

      I stopped walking. “Whoa there. Who said anything about being in love? Liam’s just… Liam.”

      “Whatever you say,” Julian said, his arms raised. “But I was definitely picking up on something. He wouldn’t stop looking over at you the entire class period.”

      I shook my head, walking quickly to catch up to him. “You said you had a big secret about why you came here. What is it?”

      He ignored the question. “How is it you picked up on a literary reference while also being an Oportet native? I thought books from Outside were outlawed.”

      “They are, but Outsiders sometimes sneak in books, movies, and music. I live with a mother and daughter from the Outside. The daughter is our age. Melanie snuck in some things.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, why do you live with them?”

      Clouds shielded the sun, and the wind picked up, putting a chill in the air. We were coming upon a small playground on the edge of the neighborhood.

      “My parents died,” I said. “They say my sister did too, but I don’t believe it.”

      Julian looked at me curiously. “Why not?”

      “She escaped,” I said with a shrug.

      Now it was Julian who had stopped walking. “What did you say your name was? Your last name, I mean.”

      “Beckham,” I said slowly. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Megan Beckham, sister to Luna Beckham?” He looked at me in disbelief. “How did I find you without even trying?”

      “How do you know my sister’s name?” My heart was thumping hard as I looked to Julian. My knees felt wobbly.

      Julian slipped his backpack from his shoulders and unzipped the main compartment. “You can still sneak things in if you’re creative enough,” he said, pulling out a paperback copy of a book.

      Escape from Oportet, by Luna Beckham.

      I took the book from him, sitting down on the sidewalk so I wouldn’t fall over. I had to remind myself to breathe. I flipped through the pages to make sure it was real. Luna’s name was at the top of every even-numbered page.

      A single tear slid down my face. “I was right,” I whispered to myself. No one had believed me, but I’d refused to buy into Lancaster’s lies. “My sister is alive.” And she had achieved everything she’d set out to do on the Outside.

      Julian sat down next to me. “She’s definitely not dead, Megan. She lives in Portland.”

      “You’ve met her? Did she send you here?” I wiped the tear from my cheek.

      “No, I’ve never met her,” Julian said, ignoring my other questions. “Keep the book. I trust you know how to hide it from the authorities.”

      “I wouldn’t lead them to you regardless,” I said. I was about to ask him more about why he was in Oportet when screaming erupted from the playground ahead of us.

      I slipped the book into my backpack and pushed myself off the ground. Julian and I moved closer to get a better look.

      “You’re traitors!” a woman yelled at two kids. “I heard everything you just said, and I’ve alerted guards to take you to the OSD building immediately.”

      What looked like two twelve-year-old boys stood in front of a swing set, a middle-aged woman facing them. A toddler I assumed was the woman’s daughter cowered behind her.

      “Don’t even think about running,” she spat. “They’ll catch you.”

      My chest ached as I remembered my parents sending Luna off in a similar manner. These kids were too young to have their brains wiped. I couldn’t imagine it was safe do perform that kind of procedure on bodies that were still developing.

      “This is so twisted,” Julian said, his voice barely audible. “I don’t know if I can stand here and let this happen without getting involved.”

      “Welcome to my life,” I said, taking a deep breath.

      One of the boys wiped his face. “We didn’t mean it,” he said. “We’ll never talk about it again, I swear.” There were tears streaming down his face now, and the boy next to him appeared pale and statue-like.

      When the guards came they shoved the two into a black SUV, stopping to talk to the woman.

      “They aren’t going to erase their memories, are they?” Julian asked.

      “I don’t think so. Usually the first step is to send them to mandatory counseling sessions, but they’ll be closely monitored for a long time after this.” I shuddered. “What’s going on under Lancaster is scaring the hell out of me. It wasn’t this bad back when Luna was here, but during the past three years everything has escalated so quickly.”

      “Your sister sure did send a message, didn’t she?”

      “You think this is all because of her?” I asked. Sure she made a great escape, but I wasn’t sure how that could’ve sent a powerful enough message to turn Oportet even more authoritarian than it already was.

      “No, of course not. Someone like Lancaster had to have been waiting at the ready a long time to swoop in and take control like he did.”

      I watched as the woman picked up her now hysterical daughter, bouncing her up and down to soothe her. The juxtaposition between her motherly instincts and her obedience to totalitarianism was frightening. It was true selective compassion.

      Julian and I continued walking, and I realized my disagreement with Melanie seemed ridiculous after all that had happened on the walk home. My sister really was alive, and my happiness far outweighed the trivial words exchanged with my best friend. Not to mention there were far more sinister things going down in Oportet than mind games with Liam.

      “So do you live by yourself?” I asked. Eighteen-year-olds were considered adults in Oportet.

      Julian shook his head. “No. I’m required to live with an adult until I graduate next year,” he said. “I actually haven’t met the lady who volunteered to take me in. I stayed in a temporary household last night because they were still setting up my permanent living arrangement.”

      “Do you know her name?”

      “Nope. All I know is that she lives alone,” Julian said.

      “Do you think you could prolong the meeting for a while longer? There’s someone you need to meet.”

      Julian nodded, and I led him back to the house. Ms. Wilson worked late hours as a chef, and when she got home she usually went straight to bed. That’s why it was so easy for Melanie and me to sneak out at night.

      I rang the doorbell about fifteen times, even though the door was clearly unlocked.

      “What the hell is your problem?” Melanie asked, pulling open the front door. Her pale face instantly reddened when she saw Julian beside me.

      I wasted no time wrapping Melanie in a hug. “Luna’s alive,” I said. “She’s really alive.”

      Melanie relaxed her body, hugging me back. “Oh my god, Megan. That’s incredible. How—how do you know?”

      Remembering the good deed I plotted during the past five minutes, I released Melanie and gestured to Julian.

      “This is Julian,” I said, and then I moved my hand to gesture to Melanie. “And this is my non-biological sister, Melanie.”

      Julian offered a small wave, and I could tell Melanie was growing anxious. She’d thank me for this…eventually.

      “I don’t know the neighborhood as well as you do, and Julian needs to get to Stone Drive. I figured you wouldn’t mind showing him the way,” I said.

      Melanie’s lips moved to form a thin line. “It’s not like you’ve lived here for three years or anything,” she said under her breath.

      “I have homework.” I gave her a pointed look, using our telepathic connection to alert her that Julian was probably feeling awkward standing on our doorstep like this.

      Melanie stepped outside. “Megan really cares about her school work,” she said to Julian. “I’d be happy to, um, lead you to Stone Drive. If you want me to, that is.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate it,” Julian said, grinning. He turned his attention back to me. “I’ll see you later, Megan.”

      I smiled at them and shut the front door, far too happy with myself. I managed to find solutions to multiple problems all at once. First there was the issue of finding out more about Julian, like if we could trust him and why he came to Oportet. Then there was getting back into good graces with Melanie. I remembered the look in her eyes when she told me Julian was cute, coupled with the fact that I really needed to be alone. Now, Melanie could start getting to know Julian while I processed the news that my sister was actually alive.

      Luna was alive. I knew to trust my gut feeling, even when everyone told me otherwise. My sister had escaped, and now she had sent Julian to help me escape, too. What other explanation was there? This was all an orchestrated scheme to rescue me—why else would Julian happen to be carrying Luna’s book? He said he had ‘found me without even trying.’ That had to mean he was planning on finding me, right?

      I ran to the phone, typing in the number to Liam’s basement. I was about to hit the call button when I stopped, setting the phone back on the wall. Why did I suddenly think Liam wanted to talk to me?

      But it was Liam. He would want to know that Luna was alive. Wouldn’t he?

      He also flaunted a girl right in front of me, inconsiderate about how that would make me feel.

      Then again, I was the one who told him I didn’t feel anything for him, and I was the one who all but gave him permission to move on without me. Not to mention I did exactly the same thing to him before pre-calculus.

      My mind was racing around in circles. Tired of it all, I sat down on my bed and opened up Luna’s book.

      And I read.
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        * * *

      

      When I heard the sound of the front door opening and closing I glanced at the clock. It had been more than an hour.

      Melanie entered the room, her arms crossed. I could tell she was trying to look irritated, but the smile tugging at the corners of her lips threw it off.

      “Could you have been any more obvious?” she asked, her eyes narrowed.

      I grinned. “Yes, actually, I could have.”

      She sat down on her bed. “It was really awkward at first, thanks to you,” she said, but then her smile broke through. “But it got better. We ended up walking around the neighborhood a few times before he went to his new home.”

      “What did you guys talk about?”

      Melanie smiled down at her toes. “Random stuff. He told me about his friends back in Portland. He agrees with me about you and Liam, by the way.”

      I frowned. My personal life was far from the list of topics I had hoped they would discuss.

      “We also talked about Luna. Apparently she wrote the book about a year ago while living in Portland with her boyfriend, and it’s a memoir all about her life leading up to the escape. Julian said she wrote about you,” Melanie said.

      I was growing impatient. “That’s really cool and all, but did he talk about why he was here? Or who sent him?”

      “I didn’t pry into his personal life, Megan. If he didn’t want to tell you about it, then you should just drop it. Some people come for protection, you know. He might disagree with the Council and the Rules, but everyone has a good reason for coming here. You wouldn’t be able to survive the long reeducation process otherwise.”

      I shut my mouth, keeping my suspicions to myself. I knew there was more to Julian’s motives than just protection. He seemed to know exactly what he was walking into, and I couldn’t imagine any reason good enough to subject himself to the horrors of Oportet. He was sent here, and I had a feeling Luna had everything to do with it.
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        * * *

      

      The abandoned house on the edge of Oportet was filled with people by the time Melanie and I arrived.

      To my relief, Amelia was there, hopefully with the others who might harbor doubts about our cause. I looked around the crowd, suddenly aware of the scores of new faces.

      I spotted Lacy, Amelia, and Liam in the back, and I made my way over to them before I addressed the group.

      “Hey, who are all these new people?” I glanced at two new faces beside Lacy, my eyes widening as I realized just how young they looked.

      “Middle-schoolers,” Lacy said, excitement slipping into her voice.

      “But…how?” I faltered. “How did they find us?”

      “How does anybody find us?” Liam said, the first words I’ve heard from him since the incident in the janitor’s closet. “They’re awake. That’s all that matters, isn’t it?”

      “I guess. Just—wow. I can’t believe this,” I said. “This better not blow up in our faces.”

      “Yeah, what if they’re, like, spies or something?” Amelia whispered beside me.

      “We aren’t spies,” a girl said, walking up to me. She reached out her hand. “I’m Tanya,” she said. “You’re Megan, right? The leader?”

      I shook her hand, offering a smile. “How’d you find us?” I asked, curious on so many levels.

      “Me and my best friend found one of your fliers in the school Tuesday, and we agreed with everything it said. Like about the propaganda and brainwashing and all that,” Tanya said. She spoke so quickly that it was hard to keep up. “So then we went to my older brother, and he asked us a bunch of questions, I guess to make sure we were really serious about getting involved in the Society. He talked to his friends and they all decided that we should come.” She took in a deep breath after her marathon of words.

      Liam nodded, giving me a look as if to say, what did I tell you?

      “Welcome,” I said. “I trust you’ve been told how imperative it is to keep all of this a secret?” My eyes hardened.

      The two girls offered shy smiles and nods. I took one last glance at Liam before scaling the raised platform. I didn’t have a speech prepared, so like most things in life, I’d be winging it. I let the group of teenagers, and now pre-teens, quiet themselves as I stood before them.

      “This is one of the things I love most about the Society,” I started, the words coming to me in an unpredictable stream of inspiration. “No one listens to me because they have to, unlike in school or at Lancaster’s assemblies. People come and listen because they want to—and in some cases, need to—in order to make sense of themselves and the world around them.

      “We are here because we feel alienated from our families, peers, and society. We see through the Council’s façade, and we see through the deliberate oppression and manipulation the Council employs to keep citizens quiet and obedient. The Society is more than a conduit for petty acts of rebellion. It’s a place where no one has to hide themselves and their thoughts, and a place where we can organize direct action to send a message to the people who have been committing crimes against us our entire lives. We have been stripped of free speech and free thought, and now we are being stripped of our own minds.

      “There are people being sent to the OSD everyday now, and soon enough some of us will be sent, too.” At this, murmurs broke out across the room and the temperature seemed to drop a few degrees. “The procedures carried out by neurosurgeons employed by the OSD are designed to brainwash us into submission, and to eradicate any thoughts of our own. If you enter the OSD building, only your body is coming out. Your mind will be lost forever.

      “I know that there are those among you who are doubting yourselves, and doubting the Society. I am here to tell you that the Terrorist Syndrome myth instilled by Lancaster and his minions is nothing more than an unscientific deception, and it is aimed to serve as a chilling effect for anyone who is awake—anyone like us.” I scanned the faces around the room. All eyes were on me, their attention unwavering. “We have come too far to start buying into the Council’s lies now. If we are ever going to start a revolution within Oportet, we need to be able to see the truth.

      “That is what being awake means. To awaken is to see the truth beneath the layers of deceit purported by those in power, and also by those who are asleep themselves. The truth is the truth, even if no one believes it, and a lie is a lie, even if everyone believes it.

      “To awaken is to realize that the world doesn’t operate in black and white. No one knows all of the answers, and you should never trust anyone who claims to. Being awake isn’t about being better than anyone else, if anything it should remind us that we are all equal, regardless of authority derived from social constructs.”

      Anyone who was sitting before my speech was standing now. As I scanned the faces before me, I was caught in one of the greatest surges of energy I had ever felt. We were free—no longer bound by the doubt and fear that kept us up at night.

      “This Society and those in it see the world for what it is, not for what it is said to be. That is why we are here. We are here to question everything, to speak the truth, and bring a new wave of consciousness to Oportet, so that one day we will all be free of the Council and its rules.” Applause erupted.

      Lancaster could make his best threats, but they were nothing compared to the power of a group of people awakened.

      I was looking out into the frenzy of raised voices, laughter, and tears when I spotted Julian next to Melanie. They stood in the back corner, completely absorbed in conversation.

      After the applause died out, I stepped off the hearth, dodging anyone who looked like they wanted to speak to me. I managed to reach Melanie and Julian with only a few slaps on the back and murmurs of admiration.

      “Don’t be mad,” Melanie started. “You always talk about trusting your gut, right?”

      “Well, yeah, but not when the well-being of an entire group of people is at risk,” I hissed. Sure, I might’ve trusted Julian enough to tell him about the middle school right after I met him, but I didn’t like the idea of Melanie bringing him to a meeting without telling me. There was still so much we didn’t know.

      “I’m not a spy,” Julian said. “Not for anyone in Oportet, that is.”

      “So you were sent here by someone. You’re one of the rebels, aren’t you?” I asked. “The revolutionaries?”

      “Megan, you’re being rude,” Melanie said. “You can trust him, okay?”

      I ignored her, started to speak again, when Julian cut me off.

      “That was quite a speech you just gave. Really impressive,” he said. “You have a way with words.”

      “Some of which aren’t even in my vocabulary,” Melanie said, beaming at Julian.

      I suppressed an eye roll at her obvious infatuation. What was I thinking getting Melanie attached to some guy we knew absolutely nothing about? For all we knew, guards could bust us any minute now.

      Melanie was so fragile. I never advocated for violence at meetings or anywhere, but I would undoubtedly make an exception if Julian hurt my best friend.

      I wanted to stay and question Julian more, but there were too many pairs of ears.

      “I’ll meet you back at home,” I said curtly, turning to walk off in the opposite direction. Before I could stop myself I turned back around. “This isn’t over,” I said to Julian.

      Melanie’s eyes widened, her mouth opening slightly. She begged me wordlessly to walk away before I said anything else. Julian drew his brows together, his eyes thoughtful.

      “I’ll let you off the hook tonight, but I’m going to need answers. Soon.” And with that, I left the two standing there, speechless.

      Amelia was next to approach me. “I’m so glad you said those things tonight, Megan. I can’t believe I even considered what Lancaster said at the assembly. Really, thank you.”

      I smiled. “Thanks for coming, Amelia.”

      Next was Lacy. After that came a herd of middle-schoolers who looked like they were at a concert and I was the lead singer.

      When I finally reached the kitchen, I caught sight of Liam. He stepped out onto the back patio. I followed.

      “I almost didn’t recognize you without some random girl attached to your face,” I said, listening to the sound of crickets in the humid air.

      “Jealousy is not attractive on you,” he said, a smile working its way onto his lips. Then it was gone, and a frown took its place. “I could say the same to you, you know,” he said, his voice suddenly accusatory. “You don’t even know that guy. It’s been less than a day and you think you know him well enough to bring him here? We don’t know if he can be trusted, Megan.”

      “It was Melanie who brought him here, not me!” I said, throwing my hands in the air. “And I don’t want to talk about Julian. There’s something important I need to tell you.”

      “You told me you didn’t want to be in a relationship,” Liam said, ignoring my last sentence. “Or do you just want to be in a relationship with anyone but me?”

      “It’s not like that. Melanie likes Julian, not me,” I insisted.

      Liam’s forehead creased. “What? That’s not what it looked like in the hallway today.”

      I swallowed, realizing the hole I’d just dug for myself. “Well, that’s kind of hard to explain, but I don’t like him that way. I don’t even know if I trust him.”

      Liam was pacing now, processing.

      I sat down on the patio, hugging my knees to my chest. “My sister is alive, Liam.”

      He stopped in his tracks.

      “Julian told me,” I explained. “She made it out, just like I’d said.”

      Liam dropped down next to me. “Are you sure?”

      “She wrote a book. Julian gave it to me.” I stared out into the darkness beyond the patio. “She’s been living the life she always wanted. For three years she’s been out there, completely free of all this.”

      “That’s unbelievable.” Liam sat beside me; his knees knocked into mine. “I’m so happy for you, Megs.”

      We lay back on the patio and stared up at the sky. It was like the times we snuck out here alone, before the Society had formed. Not even Melanie was with us on those nights.

      I knew he must’ve been thinking about those times too, but Liam was dead silent. The stars were bright, and the moon only had a sliver missing from its wholeness.

      “You have to miss it,” Liam said, so quiet I almost didn’t hear him. “Us.”

      “I do miss us,” I answered.

      I was afraid he was going to press me for answers again—answers I had no desire to explain or didn’t even know myself.

      The silence carried on. He didn’t ask anything of me, so I didn’t have to try to make sense of my jumbled thoughts and feelings. We just lay there, and that was the first time I really let myself ache for the thing I let go of last winter.
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      The four of us had just eaten dinner at Richard’s Diner in the Pearl, forcing me to get over my embarrassment from the other day when I had the panic attack—or whatever it was—in front of Ash and his grandfather. Jasper decided that we would all go see a movie, and everyone had been suspiciously agreeable. Not even Drea started drama about the movie choice.

      “You missed the turn,” I said. My feet were up on the dash, something Jasper hated. He claimed my legs would be broken in an instant if we got into a car wreck.

      “Get your feet off the dash,” Jasper said, right on cue.

      “I said you missed the turn.”

      “I heard you.” Jasper glanced in the rearview mirror.

      When I turned around to Ash and Drea, both heads immediately turned down to look at their phones.

      “What’s going on?” I asked through clenched teeth. “Jasper, I swear, if this is what I think it is, I’m going to be extremely angry with you.”

      “You better give up now, mate. She could hold this over your head for months. This could be what lets her win every argument from here on out. ‘Say Jasper, remember that time when you took me to a quack against my will?’” Ash mocked us.

      “Jasper!” I screeched.

      “He’s not a quack,” Jasper said calmly. “He’s a good doctor and our friend.” He looked at me pointedly.

      “You told him about Saturday, didn’t you?” I asked Ash, glaring at him.

      Jasper jerked his head to look at me. “Saturday? What happened Saturday?”

      Well, first I had a panic attack right in front of Ash and George. Then I somehow managed to convince myself that I was being followed by an SUV from Oportet.

      “This is ridiculous,” I said, quickly diverting his attention. “If I wanted to see Gary I would’ve taken myself. I don’t need three babysitters. And you know what? I’m offended that you went behind my back like I’m some lunatic who can’t make rational decisions for myself.”

      “Quit saying you’re a lunatic. You’re not. I’m just worried about you,” Jasper said.

      “Well, sometimes you can be a little…” Drea spun her finger around her temple, the universal gesture for a crazy person.

      “That’s not helping,” Jasper said, gritting his teeth.

      I didn’t feel like yelling at him again in front of Ash and Drea, so I remained quiet the rest of the way, anger simmering just below the surface.
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Gary Reynolds lived in an upscale loft apartment and worked at a nearby hospital. Ash and Drea remained in the car while Jasper and I went to meet with Gary.

      Jasper and I exchanged greetings with the man who saved our lives three years ago, then followed him into the living room.

      “How’ve you been?” Jasper asked.

      “I’m seeing someone,” Gary said. He met my eyes, and the emptiness I’d noticed just after my aunt died was gone. It was good he had moved on.

      “That’s great,” I said. I meant it, but somehow my enthusiasm sounded forced. I placed my hands awkwardly in my lap, sitting on the edge of the couch. “I’m happy for you, Gary.” Okay, that sounded even worse.

      His face had aged since I’d last seen him; his hair had thinned. It looked like he had just gotten home from the hospital. He was wearing his trademark glasses and pale blue scrubs.

      I shuddered, remembering all of the times I’d been with this man. He had taken away my memories against my will, he’d watched my aunt die with me, and I’d even witnessed him kill six people.

      Stop remembering.

      I focused on the dimly lit room, the warmth of Jasper’s body next to mine, and the faint ticking of a clock in the distance.

      “Jasper told me about your flashbacks,” Gary said, his tone formal and his features business-like. “He also mentioned insomnia, nightmares, and anxiety. Does this sound like what you have been experiencing?”

      I had the urge to deny or downplay these scary-sounding symptoms that couldn’t possibly apply to me, but I just sighed and nodded. I described all the things my mind had put me through, from fear to panic to paranoia.

      “How long have these symptoms persisted?”

      “About a year,” I said. “It was when we stopped moving around and decided to stay in Portland for a while.”

      “Is this when you wrote your book?” Gary asked.

      “Yes, but what does that have to do with anything?” I sat up. Jasper slipped his hand into mine, and I fought the urge to yank my hand away. “No offense, but aren’t you a neurosurgeon? I didn’t think this kind of thing fell under your area of expertise.”

      “I’m also a psychiatrist,” he said. “That’s why I was such an asset to the Council when they were trying to bridge the gap between the mental and the physical aspects of the brain.”

      Jasper cleared his throat. “What do you think’s going on with Luna? Does it have anything to do with your procedure?”

      “I don’t believe so,” Gary said. “I think your travels kept the underlying emotional trauma at bay, but when Luna started writing her book she was forced to delve into it again. It was easy to keep those memories buried while she was constantly moving around, never dwelling on one thing for too long.

      “The two factors of settling in one place and facing her past through writing contributed to what I believe is a form of a delayed onset Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, and it could get worse from here. I would highly suggest therapy to help you manage your symptoms, and hopefully overcome them. I have plenty of references when you do decide to seek help. I would also recommend taking ten milligrams of melatonin thirty minutes before bedtime.”

      “No amount of melatonin, sleeping pills, or supplements work on me. I’ve tried. I also don’t need therapy,” I said. “I can handle this on my own, and I have been for a while now.”

      “Right. You’ve been handling it,” Jasper said through gritted teeth. “Is this some kind of pride thing?” he asked, staring at me in frustration. “Getting help isn’t that big of a deal. Gary is offering to help you get through this. It’s like you don’t want to get better.”

      I stared at him in disbelief, and it took a few seconds for my anger to break through the shock.

      “Stop acting like you understand me better than I understand myself. You honestly think I like lying in bed until four a.m. while you sleep peacefully beside me? Or having a freaking mental breakdown in the middle of our favorite restaurant? It doesn’t even seem serious enough to be PTSD. It’s just some lingering anxiety.” The anger I kept below the surface in the car was now bursting through. I almost didn’t care that Gary was sitting across from us. “You went behind my back to treat me like a three-year-old who didn’t want to get her throat swabbed at the doctor’s office.”

      “Blacking out and reliving past traumatic memories is a bit more serious than lingering anxiety, Luna,” Gary said tentatively. “It’s ultimately your decision to accept help, but I highly recommend you call me if it gets any worse, okay?” I could tell my outburst had made him uncomfortable.

      “I will,” I promised, then stood. “I’m sorry we bothered you.”

      Jasper was staring straight ahead, his jaw set. He managed to look Gary in the eye. “Thank you for taking the time to meet with us,” he said.

      When we reached the car, Ash and Drea immediately read our faces and decided against any of their usual banter. Jasper turned up the music, and I stared out the window the entire ride home.
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        * * *

      

      I already knew it was going to be a bad night from the moment I crawled into bed. Jasper said we could talk about ‘it’ tomorrow, and I immediately informed him that we’d talk about ‘it’ when I wanted to talk about ‘it.’

      I stared up at the ceiling for an hour before closing my eyes. When I opened them again, three more hours had passed.

      I looked over at Jasper. I could tell by his loud but even breathing he was in a deep sleep. My pulse picked up speed, and even as I massaged the area over my heart, I knew I needed to hear a friendly voice.

      It was just after three in the morning. I closed the bedroom door behind me, trying hard not to make a single noise.

      Dressed in pink pajama pants and an oversized sweatshirt, I crept into the living area. Ash sat on the couch with a book in his lap. The lamp beside him was the only source of light in the apartment. At the sound of the floor creaking beneath my weight, he glanced over his bare shoulder.

      “Why are you up so late?” I asked, keeping my voice low. I picked up the sleeveless shirt he’d worn earlier from the floor and threw it to him.

      He put it on without a fight. “The same reason you are,” he said. “Can’t sleep.”

      I sat down on the other end of the couch, facing him. We were quiet for a moment.

      I didn’t understand why I was here. The simple reason was because I needed to hear a voice, and I didn’t want to wake Jasper, but I was beginning to wonder if it was more complex than that. Ash understood the insomnia and my anxiety in ways that Jasper never could.

      Ash knew what it was like to remember things when he wished he couldn’t.

      He closed his book and set it on the coffee table, then turned to me. His eyes locked onto mine. I couldn’t help but stare at his tattoo again, but this time I didn’t look away.

      “You said that your insomnia started when you were a kid. Was it because of your mother?” I asked. I was too tired to filter my questions. Any words that passed my lips tonight would be honest and unchecked.

      He nodded. “Smart girl.” He moved his eyes to my right arm. “Tell me about the moon.”

      I stared down at the detailed shading and contours of the tattoo. “It’s like the truth. Even when the moon’s image is distorted by its many phases, the moon itself is unchanging. It’s not the moon that changes, it’s our perception of it.”

      “What else?”

      No one else had thought to ask me about what the moon meant to me, not even the tattoo artist.

      “After my aunt died I would see the moon through my window and convince myself it was her watching over me. She was beautiful like the moon, but also in the way she kept parts of herself hidden. We both hid parts of ourselves in Oportet. We had to,” I said softly. “But just like the moon, we were still there, no matter how much we kept out of sight.”

      “And it was the first thing you saw after you escaped,” Ash said.

      I opened my mouth to ask how he knew that when I remembered it was in my book. “That too,” I said. “What about yours?” I asked, staring at his arm again.

      First he placed his finger at the tattoo’s base, where the dark trees reached from his forearm up into his bicep. The sleeve started almost entirely black, but then tree trunks and branches formed out of the darkness, creating a beautifully eerie Oregon forest. It reminded me of the small patch of woods in Oportet, the place where Jasper and I snuck out to meet time and time again. It was where we shared our first kiss.

      “I’ve always liked nature. My parents took Drea and me hiking all the time when we were little,” Ash said. “I always remembered the forest being so bright and colorful, but when Drea and I turned eight, our mum took her own life, and five years later my father died in a car wreck. That was when I realized nothing was truly as bright and cheery as it seemed, at least not for long. So the woods turned dark in my mind.” Ash looked down at the black ink, taking in a breath.

      “That’s… depressing.” Before I could stop myself, I burst out into laughter.

      Ash’s eyes widened in surprise, and I thought he was going to be angry before a smile grew on his face, too.

      “What a mess we are,” Ash said, chuckling. “You better keep it down or you’ll have some explaining to do.”

      “Why? It’s not like we’re doing anything.” My cheeks reddened.

      “I thought we already established that I know more about what leads to hurt feelings, love.”

      I sighed, the smile fading from my face. “You have a moon, too,” I said. There was a crescent moon peeking through tree limbs.

      Ash looked back down at his arm. “I do, don’t I?” he said. “Sorry to say that’s just there because it looks cool.”

      “Will I never get over this?” I asked. Ash must’ve been struggling with insomnia for over ten years. I couldn’t imagine dealing with it for so long.

      “My mum really liked this psychiatrist guy named C.G. Jung, and he always said: what you resist persists. I don’t know—that quote has always made loads of sense to me.”

      “You can’t control what happens to you,” he continued. “But you can control how you think about it. If I can accept what the universe has thrown at me, so can you.”

      “You of all people should know it’s not that simple. I’m not going to sleep again and stop having flashbacks by just wishful thinking,” I said. That’s when I realized I was arguing with myself, not with Ash. I was the one who refused to take medicine or go to therapy. What other options did I have?

      “It is that simple. You’re holding on to things that happened a long time ago. You need to figure out why that is, and then you need to stop fighting it. The past can’t feed off of you anymore when you accept that everything that happened was a necessary part of getting you here.” Ash paused. “Maybe there’s a reason why you’ve been remembering things recently. The week before my father died, I was a wreck. It was like something inside me knew what was coming before I did.”

      “Are you saying something terrible is going to happen to me? Or someone I love?” I asked. What a fun conversation this was turning into.

      “No, of course not. Fear is what’s causing all of this, nothing more. It’s possible that sometime in the near future you may have to face this fear head-on,” Ash explained.

      “So there is more going on in there than just thoughts of girls and booze,” I said, leaning forward to tap the top of Ash’s head.

      He caught my wrist in mid-air. “I’m offended you thought of me as just another pretty face.” Ash released me after a couple long seconds, and I fell back to my sitting position.

      “I’m so tired,” I said, yawning. “For some reason I’m tired enough that your strange, New Age philosophies are making me feel less anxious.”

      Ash smirked. “Glad I could help.”

      “What you resist persists,” I repeated to myself. I got up from the couch, pausing before I left the room. “I’m not going to wake up to you giving me a tarot card reading about my future, am I?”

      Ash groaned. “Go. Try to get some sleep.”
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      Melanie and I were forced to listen to her mother’s endless ranting all weekend long. If she wasn’t complaining that Tomlinson and other past leaders were nothing compared to the greatness of Alfred Lancaster, then she was relentlessly bashing the domestic terrorists of both America and Oportet.

      It was Sunday morning, and I had stayed up most of the night reading Luna’s book. As soon as I woke up, it was time to read again.

      “You done with that yet?” Melanie groaned, squinting at the lamp beside my bed.

      I turned a page, then looked up to meet her eyes. “Almost,” I said.

      She turned back over, pulling the pillow over her head.

      Luna’s writing was beautiful. I had no idea she had been so close to our aunt, especially since I was so young when our parents forbid us from seeing her. I found myself crying for the woman I barely knew, stunned at how deep Luna’s words dug beneath my skin. When she described how she’d felt after leaving me behind, I cried again. To be honest, I ended up shedding tears throughout most of the book—and I was Megan Beckham; I didn’t cry for just anything.

      The escape scene, however, brought more anger than anything. Lancaster said that a group of rebels murdered Luna, Jasper, Dr. Reynolds, Tomlinson and my parents. I had always had a hunch that his story was a fabrication, but I never knew that my parents were never even at the scene of the escape. That meant Lancaster had executed them, purely out of retaliation for my sister besting him and the rest of the Council.

      My parents were probably sitting in our house when guards sent by Lancaster showed up on the doorstep. I’d bet they were waiting for news about Luna and Jasper, hoping that Tomlinson caught them and delivered them back safely. Maybe they were making plans to erase Luna’s memories again.

      I knew my parents, and as screwed up as they were, they never wanted Luna and Jasper to be executed. Controlled and detained? Maybe. My parents were brought up to put their faith in things that Luna and I saw right through, and they weren’t entirely to blame for that. It was hard to break free of chains they’d been taught to believe entrapped them for their own protection.

      My parents were murdered. Luna had someone to save her, but my parents didn’t. Deep down, I loved my parents, and I knew Luna did too—despite what they did to her.

      My anger reached its peak when I realized my sister had no idea her parents were dead.

      “I have to go,” I said, shutting the book. Liam’s words floated through my mind: It’s better to be angry than sad.
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        * * *

      

      I never once visited my family’s graves, not since the funeral. It was a weird feeling knowing that Luna’s casket had been empty—everyone saying their goodbyes to an empty box.

      But my parents’ coffins weren’t empty. The medical examiner told us that the extent of Luna’s injuries made it impossible to have an open casket. But my parents had both been shot in the chest. I had seen their frail bodies after they’d been embalmed. They were really gone.

      As I approached the elaborate tombstones with ‘Beckham’ in large, elegant letters I could feel my anger slipping.

      Hold on to your anger. It’s better to be angry than sad.

      My knees hit the ground above my parents’ remains. The anger I had been so desperately clinging to finally fell away, leaving the vulnerability I had been avoiding much of my life. To be vulnerable was to be out of control, and control was the only thing that made me feel safe.

      That was all gone now. I let the tears flow freely. I allowed them to stream from my eyes and down my cheeks, dripping into the earth below.

      I sucked in air, wiping my damp skin. How could a group of people have such a blatant disregard for life? The Council had no problem killing off its opposition, or even the parents of its opposition.

      My parents would’ve believed Lancaster had he told them the tale of the rebel Outsiders. They would’ve mourned Luna’s death, but they wouldn’t have questioned him further. Lancaster knew that. He knew my father personally, and he knew that killing my parents served no purpose other than revenge for raising Luna.

      I felt a hand on my shoulder. I quickly wiped my face and stood, completely self-conscious of my raw emotions.

      A woman with long, wavy brown hair stood before me. She wore a flowery headband, and a long skirt. I took in a breath when my gaze reached her eyes, which were frighteningly empty.

      “You’re Megan,” she said, her voice flat. “Luna’s sister.”

      I nodded. I crossed my arms, trying not to meet her hollow eyes again.

      “I’m Lilly. Jasper’s mom.”

      I snapped my head up to look at her, realizing how accurate Luna had described this woman in her book. She was wrong on one account, however. Lilly’s eyes were far from radiant and warm.

      “Oh,” I croaked. “Nice to meet you.” Should I tell her that her son is alive?

      “I always visit Luna, too,” Lilly said. She sat down in the grass between my mother’s grave and Luna’s.

      I sat across from her, despite all of the instincts telling me to run far, far away. Her eyes darted around, and she looked hesitant as she opened her mouth to speak.

      “I was the first test subject,” Lilly said abruptly. Her eyes were panicked, like she was trying to scream but her mouth was glued shut. “I can’t feel anything anymore.”

      My body froze; a lump formed in my throat. The air filling my lungs felt insufficient.

      Lilly shook her head. “They didn’t take my memories like they did to Luna,” she said. “They took the emotions. All of them.” She was just staring at me—like she was trying to make herself feel the pain that I felt. “I should be angry at them, and I should be able to grieve for my son. But I can’t. I can’t feel anything!” Lilly shuddered.

      I talked about the horrible OSD procedures all the time at Meetings, but now that I witnessed the atrocity up-close, I realized how much I had underestimated the effects of the procedure. Tomlinson killed citizens’ minds and bodies, but Lancaster effectively managed to kill only the mind.

      Lancaster was creating living dead people—true zombies—and in that moment, I made a promise: if I was ever detained by the Oportet Safety Department, I would find a way to kill myself: mind and body.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, the words feeling stale and insufficient as they rolled off my tongue. “But Lilly.” I forced myself to meet her eyes. “Your son is alive. So is Luna.”

      She didn’t cry. She didn’t laugh, smile, or even gasp.

      Lilly just nodded. “I think so, too.”

      As uncomfortable as I was, I owed it to the Society to utilize the situation. I also owed it to Lilly and anyone else that was ‘cured.’ I needed to gather as much information as I could to eventually end this insanity.

      “Would it bother you if I ask some questions?” I asked. “About the procedure?”

      Lilly laughed, but it sounded fake and unnatural. “Nothing bothers me.”

      “You say it took away your emotions. All of them?” I asked. Liam and I’d had a long-running theory that the procedure only tampered with a person’s emotions. The procedure didn’t necessarily take the emotions away, but altered them to Oportet’s benefit.

      Her eyes widened, drawing her brows together. “Not all of them…” Her brows furrowed in deep concentration. “…I’ve noticed a strange feeling when I attend assemblies or enter conversations with others about Oportet… this feeling of contentment. Whenever I hear someone say certain words like Lancaster, Oportet, rules, or anything of that sort, I feel joy. Like right now… just talking about it… I feel happy.” Her lips formed a small smile, but it dissolved soon after. “I think it’s loyalty that I feel.”

      Lilly didn’t feel ‘nothing’—she felt the artificial emotions implanted by the OSD’s neurosurgeons. It was just as Liam and I had feared. They had reprogrammed Lilly.

      I buried my face in my hands. “This is bad. Really, really, bad. Lancaster had to have crawled straight out of hell.”

      “Don’t say that!” Lilly shrieked, and I flinched. She covered her mouth with a hand. “I feel rage,” she breathed, her body shaking. “Any time someone speaks against Lancaster or Oportet. I feel it when Lancaster shows pictures of rebels, too. I can’t control it,” she murmured. “You can’t trust me,” she said, suddenly moving to her feet.

      “But now you know the emotion isn’t real. Can you squash it before it takes control?”

      Lilly shook her head. “I want to wrap my fingers around your throat,” she whispered. “For what you said about our leader.”

      I stood up, too, taking a few steps back as a precaution. “That’s not you talking, Lilly. They forced you against your will to feel this way.” There was something terrifying about someone not only medically brainwashed to worship a corrupted leader, but also lacking the empathy or guilt that would stop a normal person from making rash decisions.

      Luna wrote that Lilly was a hardcore pacifist. I could only imagine what someone with violent tendencies would do under Lancaster’s love spell. I gasped, realizing the OSD was now in charge of training guards. What if a requirement was to undergo the procedure?

      Lilly turned away, and when she turned back around I swear I saw the pain in her eyes that she couldn’t feel anymore. Her fingers curled into fists at her sides as if she were fighting against some urge planted in her mind by Oportet.

      “Don’t let them win,” she said. Deep trenches formed across her forehead.

      Luna had been right about one thing when she wrote about this woman in front of me—a woman Luna loved very much. Lilly was strong. The question was: did she have the strength to fight Oportet?
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        * * *

      

      I was pacing back and forth in our bedroom, explaining what I had just uncovered to Melanie.

      “You would really kill yourself?” Melanie asked after I mentioned the promise.

      “Wouldn’t you?” I retorted. “That wasn’t Lilly Williams I just talked to, Melanie. It was her hollow shell. What does your body matter if it isn’t you that’s doing the thinking?”

      “I guess it doesn’t,” Melanie said quietly.

      I stopped pacing. “We need to do something about this, and soon.”

      “You think they’ll take one of us eventually, don’t you?”

      Sensing her anxiety, I immediately deflected. “I, for one, cast my vote for Amelia.”

      Melanie narrowed her eyes, but a smile began to form. “You are a terrible person.”
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        * * *

      

      Julian ate lunch with us now. He also walked us home, though I was pretty sure it was just Melanie he was walking home. I deserved to be the third wheel after the months that Melanie had to be one for Liam and me.

      People in the Society were still fired up after Friday’s meeting. More and more people were being arrested for Terrorist Syndrome, and Society members were all looking for me to lead them on some kind of crusade. I wanted to start that war, but I wasn’t quite sure how to fire the first shot.

      It was becoming increasingly difficult to handle the split in the Society when it came to the use of violence or nonviolence as methods of rebellion. Everyone knew where I stood on the issue, but I feared that soon my disapproval wouldn’t be enough to stop the more radical sector of the group.

      “Those who make peaceful revolution impossible will make violent revolution inevitable,” Julian said Thursday afternoon on the walk home. “JFK quote,” he added. “He was a former United States president.”

      Yeah, I know, smarty-pants.

      “So you agree with them?” Melanie gasped. “That we need to get our hands on some weapons and form some kind of guerrilla militia?”

      “I didn’t say that,” he said. “I’ve always been a fan of nonviolent opposition, but I do understand where these people are coming from.”

      “Is that what you came here to do? To lead a nonviolent revolution?” I moved to stand in front of Julian and Melanie, forcing them to stop. “You’ve seen our secret society firsthand, so I think it’s only fair for us to know where you stand.”

      “Megan,” Melanie hissed. “Keep your voice down.” She scanned our surroundings, noticing a woman jogging on the other side of the street and two adults with kids on the playground ahead.

      I ignored her, staring into Julian’s eyes. His gaze was just as steady, and I sensed a hint of anger in his eyes.

      “It isn’t a good idea to discuss this here,” Julian said, his voice sharp.

      “Fine. Melanie’s mother isn’t home. We can go there,” I said, earning me a look from Melanie.

      “Lilly is expecting me,” he said.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Lilly? As in Lilly Williams?”

      “Uh, yeah. She’s my guardian. You know her?”

      “Jasper’s mother?” I asked. “You read Luna’s book, didn’t you?”

      Recognition crossed his features. “Oh, wow. I didn’t even make the connection. I read it so long ago… Wait, isn’t Lilly supposed to be some kind of happy hippie?” he asked. “She’s barely said five words to me. She just kind of floats around the house like a ghost.”

      “She was the OSD’s first victim,” I said. I filled him in on all the gory details on the way to the neighborhood.

      “That explains a lot,” he said. “This is all so messed up.”

      “You think?” I muttered. “I know that Lilly could care less if you’re home an hour late from school, by the way.”

      Julian pursed his lips, reluctantly following us back to the house. Melanie remained silent. She knew that I was going to get my way regardless.
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        * * *

      

      We sat in the living room, Melanie and I on the couch and Julian in the accompanying chair.

      “Look, I trust you guys, but I’m a part of something that could get me in very big trouble here,” he said.

      I gestured back and forth between Melanie and myself. “So are we.”

      Julian shook his head. “Not like what is going on outside Oportet.” He sighed before continuing.

      I wasn’t a fan of Julian’s air of arrogance.

      “I’m a part of the Portland branch of the activist group Rise Up. I was sent here to get information and send it back to Portland. I’m essentially a scout. There’s a possibility that we’ll send more and more members here, so that eventually we’ll have the numbers to start a real revolution.”

      There was something about the way he said ‘real’ that made my spine tighten.

      “Rise Up? I’ve heard of that,” Melanie said. “My mom hates them. They were at the forefront of the U.S. revolution. Now they want to lead one here?”

      Julian nodded. “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” He glanced at me. “Martin Luther King, Jr.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s from his Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” I snapped. He was starting to piss me off. “Do you know how to speak on your own, or do you always have to rely on the words of others?”

      “At least I know how to provoke meaningful change. All you’ve ever accomplished is a bunch of petty vandalism and immature pranks,” Julian fired back.

      “Oh, here we go,” Melanie mumbled.

      Julian and I barely acknowledged her.

      “Finally.” My voice rose. “I’ve been waiting for you to finally admit it.”

      “Admit what?”

      “You think you’re so much better than everyone here, especially people like me and Melanie. You came from out there in the real world?” I put air quotes around ‘real world.’ “So. Freaking. What.” I glared at him, fighting the urge to rip the pretentious hipster glasses right off his smug face. “How long is this integration plan going to take? Do you honestly expect us to wait for you and your legitimate and mature organization to carry out that process? People are being taken every day to have their minds wiped. We can’t afford to wait.”

      “And what do you propose we do about that? Break into the OSD building and spray-paint provocative messages on the walls?” The sarcasm in his voice along with his all-knowing smirk was infuriating.

      “We got twelve new members from that act of petty vandalism. I’m sure there will be more at this week’s meeting.” I paused. “You have no idea what it’s like to live in a place like this. You act so superior, but you know what? People here have been oppressed their entire lives. We don’t break rules for the hell of it. Each time we’ve had a purpose, even if the action was simply writing a message on the side of the road that made fellow freethinkers feel less alone. You may have had the luxury of living in a place where you had the freedom to speak your mind and disagree with the people around you, but we haven’t. The Society might not have everything figured out, but we’re trying. Maybe someday we can be as good as Julian and all the real activists of the world.”

      Melanie looked over at me, and then she met Julian’s eyes. “You can see yourself out,” she said, her voice stronger than usual. “Don’t bother coming to the meeting tomorrow night.”

      “I didn’t mean to… I don’t know why I said that,” Julian stammered. “Something came over me.”

      “Was it asshole syndrome?” I asked sweetly with a smile. “I heard that’s going around.” I led him to the door, and he stole one last look at us before heading out.

      “I think I’m finally rubbing off on you, Mel,” I said after the front door slammed shut.

      “That’s probably not a good thing,” she muttered. “What in the world just happened? Why did you have to sass him about the quotes like that?”

      “You aren’t honestly suggesting that it was all my fault, are you?”

      “No, but you did start it.”

      “He started it with all the condescension and insults,” I insisted. I knew Melanie was right, but I hated admitting it. Something inside had told me to provoke Julian, and I was glad I had. Liam always said that I was the best judge of character. It was good to know that my instincts were still sharp.

      “The way he lashed out like that,” Melanie started. “Wasn’t it kind of strange?”

      “I guess.” I was too busy processing the information Julian had just revealed. He said he came to send back information, but how was he going to do that without the proper technology? Liam always said that communication between Oportet and the Outside was nearly impossible.

      If Julian had somehow established contact with his organization in Portland, then there was a chance I could communicate with Luna. The only problem was: I didn’t know how to get close to Julian again after what just happened.
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      “Did you sleep okay last night?” Jasper asked at the kitchen table.

      Drea was looking down at her phone, tapping her foot swiftly on the wooden floor.

      “Yep. Slept fine,” I lied. Neither of us had mentioned the events of the previous night.

      I glanced over at Ash, but he was too busy staring at his laptop screen looking at job postings. Now that he was back in Portland, he wanted to start working again.

      “Are you texting Katelyn?” I asked Drea.

      “No,” she mumbled.

      She got up from the table abruptly and stormed out of the room. I had to steady my coffee mug before the dark liquid could spill out. The sound of a door slamming echoed through the apartment.

      Ash looked up. “What’s got her knickers in a twist?”

      Jasper and I shrugged.

      “What kind of job are you looking for?” I asked.

      “Hoping for something in architectural design, but I might have to settle for something beneath me and work my way up.” His eyes never left the screen in front of him. “Unlike some people, I actually went to school and got my education.”

      “Hey, I got an education,” Jasper said. “I liked being homeschooled for most of my life. Plus I received Oportet’s finest education for a year, and that turned out to be a very rewarding learning experience.” Jasper grinned at me, leaning back and clasping his hands behind his head.

      “So you studied architecture in college?” I asked Ash.

      “Our father had set aside a college fund for me and Drea. He always wanted us to go.”

      “What did Drea major in?”

      “She got a major in music education, and minored in women’s studies.” Ash smiled. “We all had a good laugh at that one.”

      “Yeah, she mentioned wanting to give private drumming lessons,” Jasper said.

      I wondered why I had never asked Ash what he was interested in until now. Architecture wouldn’t have been my first guess.

      I found it fascinating that we each had our own passions and dreams, and that there didn’t seem to be any explanation for why those passions chose us. That was something I was sure of—we didn’t choose these things more than they chose us.

      I was glad writing chose me. It was the only way I knew how to make sense of the world. It was the only way I could prove to myself that I was alive.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m ready to learn about what happened right before The Fall,” I told Ash as he drove us to George’s. Jasper had wanted us to come to tonight’s rehearsal, but I had something else in mind. “I’m tired of you always cutting off George when he’s about to tell me about it.”

      “I’ve been building up the suspense,” Ash said. “I guarantee that you’ll be rushing off to join Rise Up after this history lesson.”

      “When’s the next meeting?” I asked.

      Ash pursed his lips. “That’s confidential.” Before I could complain, he spoke again. “Let’s focus on one thing at a time.”

      “Whatever,” I huffed. “I just can’t imagine something so big that an entire government lost its legitimacy.”

      “You won’t feel that way when you hear it,” Ash said, shaking his head.

      Talking to Ash on the way to George’s house seemed to calm my nerves. It had been less than a week since I’d suffered a panic attack in George’s living room, his description of corrupted law enforcement triggering a series of flashbacks of Oportet’s guards.

      Not to mention the window-tinted SUV that had been parked on his street. Ash could only make me feel so safe. If Oportet had really sent someone to find me, then I wasn’t sure I would ever feel safe again.

      It was still bright outside, which made me feel an ounce better. I turned to look out the back window. When I turned back around Ash was looking at me.

      “You aren’t being followed,” he said. “Why would they suddenly decide to care about you and Jasper three years later?”

      I knew that convincing Ash would be futile, so I kept my mouth shut. He thought I was just paranoid because of the flashbacks, but I knew better.

      When we arrived at George’s, he was excited to see us. He led us into the living room where we sat in our usual places.

      “I haven’t seen your sister in a while,” George said.

      “She’s been busy. I’ll make sure I bring her next time.” Something flashed in Ash’s eyes, but it was gone before it could register. “Luna wants to hear about how Stone secured a third term as president.”

      “I’m surprised you don’t know about that yet,” George said. “The only people who don’t know the truth are the kind that stick fingers in their ears and sing it away.” George’s roaring laughter filled the space, and I saw Ash smile out of the corner of my eye.

      “And they are also the people who built a society to honor that ignorance,” Ash said.

      “Oportet,” I said to myself.

      “It was November 5th, 2035—exactly a year before the next presidential election,” George began. “That morning, the country’s three largest cities were targeted by bombings. The Empire State Building in New York City, the Willis Tower in Chicago, and the U.S. Bank Tower in Los Angeles were all hit. The death toll was incredible, officially close to ten thousand. Many more were injured, and millions were heartbroken.”

      I took in a breath, leaning back against the cushions. The pen I once held rolled to the floor.

      “Protests had been on the rise, regardless of Stone’s crackdowns and surveillance. Riots had been gaining momentum in major cities, and more and more activists were being convicted of domestic terrorism and sent off to jail. Who were the likeliest of culprits to pull off such a scheme?”

      “You don’t mean…” I trailed off, looking at Ash. His face was masked.

      “Domestic terrorists were to blame, and that was the official answer. All kinds of documents and phone calls were obtained by the government implicating Rise Up and allied groups. Anyone with ties to Rise Up or other activist groups were put on trial, and even past sympathizers came under harsh scrutiny. The public was outraged, and at that point no one really cared what measures Stone took to squash the threats of domestic terrorism. That was when everyone went underground, and those left behind were executed under Stone’s orders.”

      “Wait,” I said, my eyes darting from George to Ash. “Rise Up didn’t actually do it, did they? I thought they had always been nonviolent.”

      George smiled. “Patience, dear child. This story is far from over.” George paused to take a sip of coffee. “Soon after Stone had seemed to get the country under his control, a bill was presented in Congress to repeal the 22nd Amendment, which limited the terms a president could hold office to two. It was easy for Stone to then convince the public that a third term was absolutely necessary for their protection.

      “The country was also under an executive ordered state of emergency that put far too much power into Stone’s hands. Like I said before, with what Stone deemed the ‘War on America’ led by activist groups, not many dared to question his authority if it meant both the economy and the American people were safe. If the turn of the century was marred by religious extremists’ terrorism, then the thirties were all about the threat of radical activists’ terrorism.

      “Stone’s presidency quickly turned into more of a tyrannical regime, and he even started to outlaw certain books, movies and other forms of media that could ‘corrupt America’s youth’. Fear is, in my opinion, the most powerful emotion a human can feel. It’s biologically necessary for our survival. And fear is exactly what Stone used to delude the masses.”

      “But not everyone,” Ash said. “There are always those who see right through it.” He glanced over at me.

      “Very true, indeed,” George said. “By that time, I played a major part in the Rise Up movement, and I was dead certain that no one within the organization would ever harm innocent civilians. We had to conduct our own investigation.”

      “How?” I asked. “How did you escape imprisonment or execution for continuing to be a part of Rise Up?”

      “As I mentioned before, we had to move our operations underground. We each had to make the sacrifice of going completely off the grid, with no traceable identities or anything in their systems to prove we existed. It was the only way to keep our loved ones and ourselves safe. Under Stone, it was perfectly legal to use any means of torture necessary to extract information. The agreement was that if we ever got caught we were to immediately take our own lives.”

      “Commit suicide?” I gasped. My face immediately grew hot with the realization that both Ash and George had lost someone by that very fate.

      No one spoke for several long seconds.

      Then, as if someone had hit the ‘play’ button on a remote, George picked up where he left off. “It was a very dangerous time to disagree with the government. There was an element of hyper-patriotism after the attacks. Anyone who showed dissent could be labeled by friends and family as a sympathizer of the domestic terrorists and therefore a traitor to the United States.

      “Then, in late 2038, the resistance finally saw a turning point. The hacker group Faceless joined forces with Rise Up, and they brought all of their information with them. Soon it was clear that the attacks of November 5th had been an orchestrated political conspiracy, and all it took was the careful extraction of a coded document, signed by Stone himself. Once decoded, the document clearly referenced the attacks as something both planned and deliberate. At that point, Faceless leaked the document to the media, and only one brave news station stood against Stone’s imminent wrath to expose the conspiracy.”

      “That sounds too easy,” I said. “One document containing a reference to a planned attack doesn’t sound like enough to incriminate the government. Couldn’t it have been faked?”

      “That’s exactly how Stone spun it,” George replied. “But it only took that one brave reporter to strike the match, and once the fire started, there was no putting it out. That reporter soon disappeared, but what Stone didn’t understand was that you couldn’t kill an idea. You may be able to kill the messenger, but you can’t kill the message.

      “That was when dissenters began to come out of hiding, and new information began to pour in every day. Researchers, scientists, technicians, reporters and even ex-government bureaucrats came forward to testify. Much of the public was finally beginning to see the events of the late twenties and thirties for what they were—a cunning tyrannical leader and a strong band of corporate interests doing anything imaginable to attain absolute power of America.”

      I picked up my pen from the floor and set it in my lap. I looked around the green-accented room, finally understanding what I had set out to learn. The events of my life were just a stitch in a tapestry, everything connecting to everything else.

      “What happened to Stone?” I asked.

      “Assassinated. Most of them were,” George said, and I assumed he meant the other politicians and businessmen conspiring with Stone.

      “By whom?”

      “Not us, if that’s what you’re asking. We remained nonviolent until the end,” George assured. “But if Charles Ray Akers hadn’t done it, there was a long line of eager citizens behind him. Those who make peaceful revolution impossible…” George trailed off.

      “Rise Up did bomb the White House,” Ash said from beside me.

      I had almost forgotten he was there. “You did what?”

      “No one was inside,” he said. “It was just a symbolic demonstration. The building didn’t stand for what it used to stand for, and this country needed a chance to rebuild.”

      “It was the one questionable thing Rise Up ever did,” George said. “I voted no, in case you were wondering.”

      “What would you have voted?” Ash asked.

      I opened my mouth to say no. “Yes,” I said, surprising myself. “If there was no chance of anyone being harmed, then I would have voted yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Like you said, it was symbolic. The White House wasn’t a symbol of democracy and freedom anymore, it was a symbol of greed, violence, and oppression. They murdered thousands of their own people.”

      A long moment of silence ensued, but my thoughts rang loud and clear. I shut my eyes.

      Like the pieces of a puzzle America’s history had been laid out before me: A long history of secret prisons, violations of free speech, economic inequality, police brutality, and corporate control of the government that occurred long before Stone. He was just the final domino before it all came crashing down.

      I opened my eyes.

      “Time to go,” Ash said with a grin.
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        * * *

      

      “You had this all planned out, didn’t you?”

      “Of course.”

      The next Rise Up meeting was tonight, and we headed there right after meeting with George. I already called Jasper to tell him I was working on my next book so I couldn’t make rehearsal, which wasn’t entirely a lie—or at least I convinced myself it wasn’t.

      This time we were early. The meeting was being held inside a hotel conference room. The area was spacious, with many chairs pointed towards a podium. A large screen provided a backdrop.

      I recognized Rachel, the leader of this particular branch, in the back of the room manning a high-tech computer.

      “Ash, could you help me with this?” she asked, her alluring, deep voice ringing through the room. “I can’t get the presentation to load. I’m really missing Julian right now.”

      “I’m not,” Ash muttered under his breath. He said something else, but it was barely audible. All I could make out was ‘pretentious brat.’

      Rachel’s black hair fell halfway down her back in loose curls. She wore a modest blue dress that provided the perfect contrast to her beautiful dark skin.

      Ash moved to help her. I felt awkward standing alone, so I followed him.

      “Speaking of the computer geek,” Ash started, taking Rachel’s spot in front of the screen. “Has he communicated recently?”

      Rachel opened her mouth and then closed it, glancing at me.

      “I sent you a text,” Ash said quietly, as if I somehow wouldn’t be able to hear him standing a foot away. “She’s ready. I cleared her.”

      “You’ve gone over all of the rules?” Rachel asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Does she know about our integration plan?”

      “Yes. Though, I think she’s questioning the effectiveness of that method.”

      I cut in to explain myself before Rachel misunderstood. “I’m concerned that if things are escalating so quickly under a new leader, then it could be detrimental to wait longer than necessary,” I said quickly.

      Rachel smiled, something I ordinarily wouldn’t expect from a leader whose decisions fell under scrutiny. I took a sip of my coffee, realizing I was turning into the typical writer stereotype, complete with a caffeine addiction and sticking my nose where it didn’t belong.

      “It’s never a bad thing to question. But you know that, don’t you?” Rachel held her smile, which was wide and genuine. “So does your sister, or so I’ve heard.”

      I almost choked on my coffee.

      “Julian mentioned her in his last message. It seems that she runs her own rebel group back in Oportet. I can’t wait to meet her,” Rachel said.

      I was having a hard time listening to anything she said after the mention of Megan. I was just so thankful she was safe.

      “I just sent a message back, but he hasn’t responded,” Rachel continued. “I proposed a new idea, one that involves Megan’s secret society.”

      “It wouldn’t put her at risk, would it?”

      “She’s already putting herself at risk, darling.”

      Now Rachel’s smile was beginning to appear more condescending than I’d previously noticed. She had the same look in her eyes that Ash and Jasper had whenever they pointed out my “naivety.”

      Or maybe I was just letting my insecurities cloud my judgment.

      “Things have gotten out of hand. I’m beginning to see the Beckham side of things—that it could very well be detrimental to wait.” Rachel noticed my confusion at her use of ‘Beckham.’ “Megan thought we should act sooner as well,” she explained.

      “You talked to her?”

      “No. Julian did. He actually said something rather insensitive that upset her,” Rachel said, frowning. “I insisted he apologize immediately. It will be imperative Julian plays nice if we decide to collaborate with Megan’s group.”

      I shook my head slightly. Megan was really the leader of a secret society? I just couldn’t picture the soccer playing, popular, middle school it-girl I’d left behind now operating an underground rebellion. Not to mention the energy it must take to hide something like that from our strict parents, especially after all the trouble their oldest daughter caused.

      When the meeting looked to start, Ash and I grabbed two seats in the front of the room, a decision I regretted. I hated the feeling of eyes boring into the back of my head.

      I found myself mentally wandering off until something Rachel said perked my ears. I looked up at the screen, where a slide labeled Medical Brainwashing appeared.

      “These scientists and doctors have teamed up to bridge the gap between the mental and the physical—the brain and the mind. By altering the chemical makeup of the brain, it is possible to both erase and restore memories and emotions. It is also possible to artificially implant cognitive history. You can imagine what that kind of power could enable. Dissenters wouldn’t have to be executed, they would only need to be medically brainwashed, and therefore hindered from any kind of rebellious mindsets or tendencies. Mindsets like loyalty and obedience could then be wired to respond with the pleasure and reward signals from the brain. This would essentially create a human robot.”

      That was when Dr. Gary Reynolds approached the stage, and I jerked my head to narrow my eyes at Ash. What was he doing here? And why didn’t Ash tell me about it?

      “Not everything is about you, remember?” Ash whispered.

      I returned my gaze to the front, biting down on my bottom lip in agitation. I wasn’t a fan of surprises.

      Gary cleared his throat before stepping up to the microphone. “For those of you who don’t know already, I’m Dr. Gary Reynolds. I am one of the three people who has ever managed to escape Oportet, and I am also a neurosurgeon and psychiatrist formerly employed by Oportet’s top government officials.”

      I expected at least gasps from the crowd, but it seemed they already knew who he was.

      “The Council had been ordering experiments and research in the realms of mind-altering procedures, and we had successfully carried out these procedures on several human subjects before my escape.”

      I thought of my neighbor Don, whose parents sent him off to the Council for his rebellious teenage years, and he had returned home a completely different person. Then I thought of Aunt May’s friends who went to the Council requesting a passage to the Outside. They came back with their minds inexplicably changed.

      Then there was me. I had been a test subject—someone who contributed to the madness going on in Oportet at this very moment. Gary’s past actions on the moral compass were very, very murky.

      “I knew that what I was doing was wrong—very, very wrong. It wasn’t until I fell in love with a beautiful woman that possessed an even more beautiful mind that I finally decided to change. I couldn’t continue destroying the very thing that makes us human. I did, however, have to play along for a few more years, as those of you who have read Luna Beckham’s book know.”

      I felt the attention fly back to me for a moment, but I held eye contact with Gary.

      “But all the while, I was planning my grand escape. As selfish as it was, I cared less about what would continue in my absence than my own freedom. Someone very dear to me made me realize that my silence has made me complicit in a terrible crime.”

      Gary locked eyes with someone to my right. I turned to see a woman in her late-thirties. She had kind eyes, straight, shoulder-length blonde hair, and a wide smile.

      He must have a thing for blondes, I thought. I shook my head at the flash of bitterness. It had been three years. Gary deserved to move on—he deserved to be happy.

      I leaned in to speak close to Ash’s ear. “She’s a member?”

      He nodded.

      “It is my duty to offer up my knowledge and expertise on this subject. I sincerely hope we will see a day when places like Oportet no longer exist, and will never be able to exist again. That is the day when the world will be filled with freethinkers who place morality and freedom over greed and dominion.”

      Applause filled the room, and I realized that there were at least eighty more people here than the last meeting I’d attended. Could that have been a faux gathering organized by Ash and Rachel to make me feel like I was a part of the organization when I wasn’t? Or had the organization grown that much?

      “That was a nice touch,” I said.

      “I wrote that,” a voice to my right announced. It was Gary’s girlfriend, and she was sitting two people down. “I’m Sara.”

      I smiled. “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      Rachel reclaimed her spot at the podium. “It has been decades since the attacks of November 5th. Since The Fall we have collected legions of incriminating evidence against the late President Stone and his allies. We also know that the politicians who escaped assassination came to be the founders of Oportet, and those who first joined them inside the walled society were the very same corporate elitists that had been controlling the United States Government since the turn of the 21st century.

      “What we have now is a large city with citizens dominated by either ignorance or fear. We need to somehow find a way to break through those barriers, and to show the citizens of Oportet that they can be both free and safe outside their walls. We know that many Oportet natives will be too indoctrinated to take our message seriously, but we hold hope that at least half of them will be open to the liberation process once new information is presented. The others will just have to deal with the fact that Oportet is coming to an end, and there is nothing they can do to stop those walls from crashing down.”

      Applause sounded again, and for the first time since I escaped Oportet, I was fully at peace with leaving Megan behind. I was meant to go, and she was meant to stay—even if neither of us had recognized that yet.
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      “Everybody make a circle,” I said.

      It took a few seconds for my command to sink in, but then, in a great show of coordination, everyone, including the new, younger members, moved about with chairs lifted over their heads to the edges of the spacious room, creating a large circle in which we could all face each other.

      I sat on the edge of the hearth, fully integrated into the circle. Melanie sat on one side of me, Liam on the other, just like old times. Unlike old times, Liam barely spoke to me other than to ask if Julian was coming to the meeting. My harsh “no” seemed to make him content enough.

      Everyone settled in. Eyes were on me as I took a deep breath.

      “It’s time for a group discussion,” I said. “For our newer members, I need to make one thing clear: I am not a Tomlinson or a Lancaster. I’m not here to tell you what to think, only how to think. We all have different beliefs and perspectives, and it’s important that we each respect those differences—and each other. So today, I’m going to act as a moderator and let anyone speak who wants to contribute to the discussion.” I shifted under the intense gazes directed at me. “Does everyone understand?”

      I glanced around the room, receiving nods wherever my eyes landed.

      “Great. The topic I think we should discuss first is violent versus nonviolent direct action. Any thoughts to start us off?”

      A few hands sprung into the air, and I called on the youngest looking face to my right. The girl had to be around twelve or thirteen years old, complete with a baby face, straight-cut bangs, and a purple headband.

      Her eyes were hardened. “They use violence against us all the time. Why is it suddenly, like, immoral, for us to use it ourselves? It would be like self-defense.” By the looks around the room, she had surprised most of them. Dimples and rosy cheeks contradicted the young girl’s call for violence.

      I pointed to the guy next to her, who had raised his hand the same time she had.

      “To go off of Celia’s point, I think it would be almost necessary in certain situations. Like if the OSD guards were coming after me, I’d fight back,” he said, earning vigorous head-nods from people in the room. “And I also wouldn’t think twice about getting violent with guards if they were taking my girl.” He put his arm around the innocent-looking Celia.

      I felt Liam’s gaze. “I can’t disagree with that,” I said, my eyes flickering to Liam’s for a brief second. “But what about preemptive strikes? Some of you think we should use violence in our missions, like using home-made bombs to commit arson.”

      “No way,” a boy in the back said. He was in my grade. “That’s just stooping to their level. Plus it would only fuel the hatred towards us.”

      It started to become difficult to judge whose hand was raised first. I just kept calling on one person after another.

      “But they’ve murdered our families and friends, and they’re going to keep doing it until they’re stopped.”

      “They aren’t killing anymore. Just using mind-control or whatever.”

      “That’s even worse! I’d rather be dead.”

      I almost forgot to tell everyone about what I’d learned from Lilly in the cemetery. I held up a hand to silence the group. I gave them an overview of what Lilly had told me, explaining the artificial loyalty they were implanting into people’s brains, along with the emotional numbing.

      “See? Maybe if we bombed the OSD building…”

      “There’s a whole bunch of people in there!” a freshman girl countered from across the circle. “We can’t just kill them. Like Megan always says, you can’t blame those who are asleep for their actions.”

      “That’s not what she means. They still need to be held accountable, regardless of all the indoctrination.”

      All eyes flickered back to me.

      I sighed. “Yes, I agree that everyone needs to be held accountable,” I said. “But… I can’t condone violence unless it’s used as self-defense, and I don’t believe bombing a building full of people qualifies as such.” I called on one of the speakers from before.

      “Why not? If you were scheduled for a TS procedure tomorrow, would it be self-defense then? Technically any one of us could be sent there at any time.”

      The room was silent for a moment as the truth of those words sunk in. Then five hands shot into the air.

      Liam shifted beside me. “Violence should never be considered as the first option,” he said. It was the first time he had spoken. “All other possibilities should be exhausted before we even consider it. I mean, think about it—we’d be making the exact same mistakes as every other group, religion, country, or civilization in all of human history. We need to find a way to rise above the same unhealthy and destructive mental patterns that have plagued our species since the beginning of time.”

      All five hands had lowered, and all eyes were now on Liam. His strong voice was soothing to my ears. It transported me back in time—to those cold winter nights when we huddled together in a pile of blankets, my head pressed against his chest listening to his beating heart—

      A voice interrupted my painful thoughts. “Megan? I asked what we were going to do about the procedures,” Amelia said, twirling a strand of hair around her finger.

      I cleared my throat and pulled myself back into the present, racking my brain for the right words. “I’m not sure yet,” I said honestly. “I do know that in order for our strike to be effective, we all have to be on the same page. I can’t control any of you, and I’m not going to try, but I strongly advise finding alternatives to violence. Also, if you ever decide to use violent tactics, then I ask that you break apart from the Society. This group will not claim any act that harms people.”

      I called on the girl with the purple headband—Celia. “I don’t think anyone wants to break off from the Society, but, like, I think we also need to know that you’ll make a plan and carry it out soon. Before any of us is taken away.”

      A single hand rose in the back, and I exchanged glances with Melanie when I recognized the face as Julian’s. I hadn’t seen him earlier. He must’ve snuck in at some point during the discussion.

      “Would the Awaken Society accept help from Rise Up?”

      Liam looked up. His body tensed beside me.

      I opened my mouth to say something insolent, but Julian had already started talking again. Everyone in the room was staring at him, though many of the Oportet natives weren’t sure who Rise Up was. Outsider immigrants sure did, as indicated by the eyes and smiles widening with recognition.

      “Joining forces would grant you access to all of our resources. At the same time, you wouldn’t be taking orders from anyone within the organization. It would be a partnership—each organization equal in all spheres of planning. I could easily act as your source of communication with the Outside, and I would notify you of any important information regarding your liberation.”

      The room was quiet. Gazes slowly transferred back to me. Excitement shone in each pair of eyes.

      I didn’t like Julian, and his words seemed forced—and obviously not his own idea. But this wasn’t about him or me. I had to do what was best for the group.

      “Group, this is Julian. As many of you already know, he just arrived in Oportet under the guise of an Outsider seeking refuge inside Oportet. I’ll let him explain who Rise Up is, and then we can discuss and vote on whether to join forces with them.”

      Julian stood and began explaining why Rise Up was interested in liberating Oportet.

      “But why do you want to join forces with us?” Melanie asked, causing many a jaw to drop. Melanie never spoke at meetings.

      “We wouldn’t have to wait for reinforcements to make a move. Also, based on what I’ve told the leader of the Portland chapter of Rise Up, we think that this group is fully capable of working with us to make a real difference. We respect all that you have done under such harsh restrictions from those lording over you.” Now Julian was staring right at me, and I was surprised to see sincerity in his eyes.

      “Does anyone oppose this proposition?” I asked. “Don’t be afraid to raise your concerns.”

      “You guys aren’t going to, like, tell us what to do, right?” Celia’s boyfriend asked.

      “No. We are just as much of a democracy as this group. You will be working with us, not for us,” Julian said. “You’ll be working to free yourselves and the others who don’t even realize they need help yet.”

      “Anyone else?” Crickets. “I promise that Julian and I will make a fair agreement, and that all information will be shared at a future meeting. No one will be left out.”

      Everyone seemed content with the discussion’s outcomes. For a while, we all just stayed in the circle to talk. Towards the end there were at least five different conversations going on, the topics overlapping until we were all laughing and debating together in the only place we were allowed to share these innermost thoughts.

      I noticed the only person who wasn’t participating was Liam. I peered over at the sour look on his face, my eyes wordlessly asking what was wrong.

      “I still don’t trust that guy,” he said low to my ear.

      “Why?” I whispered back.

      Melanie had caught on to our covert conversation, narrowing her eyes at me in a silent warning. I ignored her. I didn’t need a pact anymore—not since the brunette.

      “The way he looks at people—it’s creepy. He shouldn’t be looking at them like that.”

      I smiled slightly. “So transparent.”

      Liam huffed. “Whatever.”

      “We should go talk to Julian,” I whispered to Melanie. Feeling Liam’s stony gaze I turned back to him. “You can come if you want.”

      He didn’t answer, but he followed Melanie and me into the kitchen regardless. I gestured to Julian, and the four of us snuck out the back door onto the patio.

      Julian’s eyes kept flickering to Liam, whose arms were crossed over his rigid body. Liam hovered so close to me that his shoulders touched mine.

      “Okay, what the hell was that?” I asked. “Why the big change in attitude between yesterday and tonight. I thought you were so much better than all of us.”

      Julian pressed his lips into a hard line, still looking at Liam. “Had a talk with Rachel—she’s the leader of the Portland chapter of Rise Up. She thought it would be best to team up, and I agreed. I’m sorry for yesterday, and for the stupid things I said. I was still on edge yesterday from the stunt your boyfriend pulled. That’s where all the talk of immaturity came from.”

      Melanie cocked her head, glancing over at Liam. He shifted next to me, refusing to meet either of our eyes.

      “And what stunt was that?” I asked. My jaw tensed. I transferred my eyes from Liam to Melanie and Julian. “Can you two give us a moment?”

      Julian looked from Liam to me. “Fine. We can talk business later, Megan.” He opened the door, then looked to Melanie to see if she was coming.

      Melanie touched my arm. “Will you be okay?” she asked.

      I nodded. She and Julian left Liam and me alone, the back door clicking shut behind them.

      “So?” I asked him.

      Liam rocked back on his heels. “Just gave him a little talk, that’s all.”

      I sighed. “Do I even want to know?”

      “Probably not.” Liam gave me his classic smile—the crooked grin that got him out of any and all trouble—and I fought hard against its effects.

      “You’re an idiot,” I said. We sat down on the deck, and even though I knew I should be angry with him for whatever he said to Julian, my hand found its way into his. “Remember when you asked me if I missed it—us?”

      Liam nodded.

      “I think I just really miss you. I miss talking to you. I miss hearing about your crazy parents and your stuck-up siblings. I miss being your best friend.”

      “Best friends don’t do what we did,” Liam said, his wicked smile reappearing.

      I shot him a look. It was just like him to lighten a conversation just as it got serious.

      His grin dissolved. “Yeah, I miss you too.” He sighed. “But I don’t think I can be just friends with you, Megs.”

      “Stop thinking about the future. Focus on right now,” I said. I lay back, gently tugging on Liam’s arm to bring him with me. “Just talk to me.”

      “Okay,” he said quietly, letting out a long breath. “My parents have started talking nonstop about how important next year is for my future. They signed me up for so many classes at the government building to prepare me for bureaucratic work, and on top of that, I’m taking the most difficult classes at school.”

      “You still have a private tutor?”

      Liam rubbed his eyes, then nodded. “It’s way too much. I don’t know how I’ll be able to pull it off.”

      “I don’t understand why you put up with it. I mean, you obviously don’t believe in these things, yet you always end up killing yourself to get all A’s. I just don’t get why you try so hard.”

      “It would take even more effort not to try. Think about how my parents would react if I fell from the top of the class.” Liam shook his head. “I know it’s hard for you to understand since your parents…”

      “Are dead,” I finished.

      “Not what I meant,” he said quickly.

      “Yeah, I know. In the end, I think they just accepted that my grades were never going to be as perfect as Luna’s.” I thought about my visit to the cemetery, and how I was finally able to let go of some of the sadness I’d buried for so long. “You always say that being angry is better than being sad.”

      “Because it’s true.”

      “I don’t think it is anymore. Burying the sadness with anger is only going to make it grow. There’s no release. It just builds and builds until you can’t possibly hold it back any longer. You can’t choose to be angry instead, you can only choose to be angry as well as sad, and then you hope that the rage overwhelms the grief so it’s the thing you feel the most.”

      Liam was quiet for a moment. “Okay, let me rephrase. Being angry feels better than being sad.”

      “I think that’s because sadness creates space—space for all the thoughts and memories and emotions, and then even more space that can’t be filled. Anger can only take up space. It fills the emptiness that makes sadness so unbearable.”

      Liam grinned. “You can be so…esoteric sometimes.”

      “But you understand.”

      “I do. I always have.” Liam’s fingers traced the lines on my palm.

      “We can trust Julian,” I said. We needed to discuss all of this Rise Up business, though. “We don’t have to like him, but we can trust him.”

      “Do you like him?”

      “Not particularly,” I said.

      Liam’s shoulders relaxed. He still cared enough about me to feel jealous. It made my heart flutter. It felt wrong to derive pleasure from that thought.

      “I’m scared, Megs.”

      “Me too,” I murmured. “But I also really like our chances, especially with Rise Up on our side. Maybe you won’t even have to worry about classes next year.”

      “There’s a thought.” A lazy smile working its way to Liam’s lips. “What would really happen if Oportet ceased to exist?”

      “Oh, you know, rivers would turn to blood, stars would fall from the sky, zombies would rise from the grave, and smelly, tree-hugging hippies would rule the world.”

      Liam burst out into laughter. “I think people here could actually believe that.”

      “That’s the problem, isn’t it?” My eyelids were too heavy to hold up any longer. I let my eyes droop shut, breathing in the warm, summer air. “Belief in a thing does not make it true. It doesn’t even make it probably true. If a leader claims two plus two equals five, and if every single person in a society believes he’s right, two plus two will still equal four.”

      “Belief in a thing does not make it true,” Liam repeated. “I like that.”

      “I’m really, really tired,” I said, yawning.

      “Well, it is three a.m.”

      “I don’t like sleeping, though. It feels like a waste of time. There are so many important things I could be doing instead.”

      “Like planning a revolution,” Liam joked, turning his head to look at me. “You amaze me more and more each and every day.”

      I shifted my body towards him, our faces mere inches apart.

      “When we decided to name you the Society’s leader, I don’t think anyone thought it would turn into what it did. After those initial few people—Lacy, Amelia, Harry, and Thomas—the Society grew like wildfire. I don’t think it would’ve if it weren’t for you,” Liam said.

      I opened my mouth to protest, and Liam placed a finger on my lips to stop me.

      “Just, hold on. Let me finish.” He grinned at my pout, removing his finger slowly. His eyes were still focused on my lips.  “You put a spell over people. I know you hate the connotation behind the word leader, but Megs, you are one. And a really powerful one at that. It doesn’t have to be a bad thing—power can be used for good just as much as it can be used for evil. I also know you hate that you chose to stay while Luna got to leave, but you have to know that there was a reason you stayed.

      “And that reason has absolutely nothing to do with me, and nothing to do with Melanie. You’re more than a leader or an activist, you’re a liberator—someone who was always meant to free thousands of people from tyranny and oppression.”

      I was speechless. How could someone think so highly of me? I wasn’t that great of a person. As far as faults went, I had many. People easily annoyed me, I often made snap judgments, and I could be stubborn, irrational, and cold. But here was Liam calling me Oportet’s savior.

      I shook my head. “No…Luna is the savior. She’s the brave one. The true leader.” I’d never escape Luna’s shadow.

      “Megs, do you see Luna anywhere? She got her ass out and didn’t look back. End of story,” Liam said, exasperated. “You’re the one who’s been fighting every day since she left, and you’re the one who’s going to deliver the fatal last blow to Lancaster’s evil regime.”

      “Please don’t say anything bad about my sister,” I said weakly, his words stinging like a reopened wound. Luna did what she had to do.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to hurt you.” Liam reached out to touch my cheek, running his fingers down the length of my face. “I’m just saying, Megan, that you’re the one.”

      I winced. My heart was being torn to shreds, a blade reaching deep inside to cut open each of my scars, causing them to bleed out over and over again.

      I placed my hand over Liam’s heart, wondering if its beating aligned with mine. We both rolled onto our backs, lay there in a comfortable silence, and gazed up at the twinkling stars and bright moon.
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      “Hey, Luna,” Rachel called, walking swiftly from the other side of the conference room. Her long blue dress swayed as she walked. She placed a hand on my shoulder when she reached us. “Would you be up for a bite to eat? You must be quite tired of this one by now.” She nodded towards Ash.

      “How’d you know?” I threw Ash a sideways glance.

      Rachel laughed—a beautiful, almost melodic sound that seemed to carry through the room, making many a head turn in our direction.

      “How about it? I think us girls have a lot to learn from each other, don’t you?”

      Confidence rolled off of her in waves. I couldn’t help but feel intimidated. I’d never be able to lead and speak the way she could. I could barely talk in front of a handful of people without feeling paralyzed with fear. Quite ironic considering all of the people the Council forced me to speak in front of back when I’d lost my memories.

      I breathed in slowly. “Yeah, that sounds great. I rode here with Ash…” I trailed off.

      “I’d be more than happy to drop you off at home afterwards,” she assured me, already guiding us out the door and away from Ash’s crossed arms and ruminating stare.

      As we started to leave, I looked back at Gary. He’d been swallowed by a wave of people as soon as the meeting ended. I didn’t have the energy to fight that kind of crowd. I resolved to see him soon, so I could properly apologize for my and Jasper’s behavior the other night. Instead, I turned and allowed Rachel to lead me away.
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      We sat in a booth at Richard’s Diner, the sky already dark beyond the restaurant’s windows. The place was bustling with people. Voices and the clanging of dishes and silverware filled the room.

      “How on earth are we going to do this, Luna?” Rachel swirled her water around with a straw. “So many obstacles to overcome in so little time…” She paused. “But you’ve been there before, haven’t you?”

      I thought back to the escape plan that got Jasper and me out of Oportet. We hacked into my father’s email to screw up the guards’ shifts at the new wall, intending to create a short window of opportunity to sneak through undetected. Unfortunately, we were caught by Head Councilman Tomlinson, Gary, and a handful of guards. We had no idea that Gary was really on our side until six guards lay dead at our feet.

      “Yes. There’s no way to predict how a plan will play out. Some things are bound to go wrong, it’s just a matter of when and what. Not to mention who will be hurt in the process.” Please don’t let it be Megan.

      “I think the only logical starting point would be this Oportet Safety Department building that Julian told me about.”

      I remembered Rachel explaining the building at tonight’s meeting. The concept was eerily similar to the domestic terrorist detainment facilities under Stone, and the secret United States prisons long before the crash of 2027.

      Rachel was staring at a space beside my head, mapping and analyzing all within her mind. “Think about it—that’s the guards’ headquarters, where prisoners are held, where Oportet’s weapons are located, where the new gate is controlled, and where the medical brainwashing takes place. It’s the ideal target. We just need to find a way to evacuate the building so that no one gets hurt…”

      “When we take it down,” I finished, my pulse racing. What if something went wrong? What if something I helped orchestrate led to unnecessary death and suffering? Could I live with myself?

      Rachel nodded wordlessly, her forehead creasing. “We need a way to get in and out before the building is destroyed. We can rescue prisoners, loot weapons, open the gate for Rise Up and its allies to enter Oportet, and then we can perform some kind of…demonstration for Oportet’s citizens. They need to understand why we are doing this, and why they are now finally free. Of course, that kind of thing won’t work for everyone.”

      I nodded. “Because some of them are so deeply unconscious that they don’t recognize their own enslavement.”

      Rachel sighed. “Exactly.”

      “So, I have a question.” I took a sip of my water, processing something that had been bothering me since my very first Rise Up encounter. “All my life I’ve been told that young people are too immature to do anything meaningful or important. They’re irrational, shortsighted, selfish, and unfit to make decisions and form opinions all by themselves. They need guidance and direction from those above them, and only when they reach a certain age should they be able to think for themselves. Only then should they be allowed to enter the real world.”

      Rachel smiled. She knew where I was going with this.

      “I know for a fact that this is bullshit, and obviously, so do you,” I continued. “Rise Up is made up of a large percentage of young adults, and from what Ash’s grandpa has told me, it’s been that way for many years. My question is: Why? Why did you send an eighteen-year-old to do a grown-up’s job? Why are you putting the fate of thousands of people in the hands of a group of rebellious high schoolers?”

      Rachel set her drink down and sat back in her booth. “What you have to understand is that there is a difference between age and maturity. A huge, monumental difference. Age represents how many years you have been on this earth, and maturity is how you have utilized those years. I’m twenty-eight years old, and I know people older than I who have far less maturity than you, Luna.

      “Rise Up was first formed by young people—many of whom weren’t even old enough to drink yet. Why, you ask? Because they were tired of how these so-called grown-ups were running this world. They were tired of the same kinds of people controlling our governments, driving our people deeper into poverty, putting profits before humans’, animals’, and our planet’s well-being, and spreading the lie that young people can’t make a difference. And not just young people, but the poor, minority, female, and working-class populations as well. These were the people that were fed up with always coming in last in a game they didn’t even agree to play. And these were the people who decided to come together to demand a better, more compassionate and democratic world for all people, not just a select few.”

      “Because in the end, what does it matter how old you are? If you’re passionate enough about changing the world, then you’re the one who’s capable of actually doing it.”

      Rachel’s words ignited a fire inside me, showing me how a group of young people really did change the world—starting with protests and leafleting, escalating into a full-blown uprising. Remembering all that George had described, I imagined people thrown into windowless buildings for speaking their minds, while men and women in uniforms beat others on the streets with bloody clubs and tear gas. I saw crowds of people marching towards the White House after discovering Stone’s treachery, some armed with weapons and others with words.

      What a beautiful thing it was to see how one small spark could ignite an entire revolution to make the world a better place.
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      When I got back to the complex, I saw Ash and Jasper sitting outside our apartment. They looked up as I approached.

      “What’s going on? Did Drea kick us out again?”

      “We’re choosing not to go inside,” Ash said, his tired eyes struggling to stay open.

      Jasper’s arms were crossed, staring at the door with drawn eyebrows. “Where were you?”

      “Having dinner,” I said, my eyes flickering to Ash for backup.

      He looked down at his skinny jeans, probably trying not to smirk. I gritted my teeth.

      “Alone? I thought you and Ash went to visit George.” Jasper studied my face, a frown tugging at his lips. He knew I wasn’t telling him something.

      I never meant to keep anything from Jasper. It all started when Ash told him that initial lie the night he first took me to Rise Up, and then everything just snowballed from there. I meant to tell him everything sooner, but then there was the scene at Gary’s house, and I was too angry with him to tell him anything. It was almost like a form of revenge, and I really, truly hated myself for it.

      “Guys, seriously, what’s going on?” I glanced at the door, listening for anything strange from within. There was nothing.

      No one spoke. Jasper kept his eyes trained forward, his jaw tense. Now he knew I was hiding something from him.

      “Katelyn ended things with Drea,” Ash explained. “Drea is really upset and needs someone, you know, nurturing or whatever, to console her. Which would be you.” He pointed a finger at my chest.

      I gulped. “Oh.” I moved to stand in front of the door, twisting the knob tentatively. I cast one last glance over my shoulder, but only Ash met my eyes.

      He gave me a slight smile of encouragement. “Go on, then,” he said with a wave of his hand.

      I stepped into the apartment, shutting the door behind me. I instantly spotted Drea sitting in the living room, staring at nothing in particular with a pair of empty eyes.

      I sat down on the couch, unsure what to say. I was never good at the whole comforting thing.

      “What happened?” I asked slowly, smoothing my skirt as I looked down at my lap.

      She wasted no time jumping right in. “After two weeks of nonstop texting, not to mention seeing each other nearly every day, she just stopped. No texts, no calls, no anything. And then, after a couple days of silence, she just brushes me off like a speck of dirt. As usual, the whole thing meant a lot more to me than it did to her.” A tear escaped her eyes, making it halfway down her cheek before she wiped it away.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, struggling to piece together the right thing to tell her. “What a bitch,” was what I settled on.

      Drea snapped out of her daze to meet my eyes. She burst out laughing, reaching a hand to her mouth. “That’s not the kind of thing you’d expect to hear coming out of Luna Beckham’s mouth, is it?” She shook her head. “Yeah, I guess she was.”

      “No, seriously, Drea. One day people like her wake up and realize that they have no one left—that they’re all alone because they spent their whole lives treating everyone like absolute crap. Those kinds of people are toxic, and you’re much better off without them.”

      “Deep inside, I know you’re right, but I just can’t think about it rationally right now. I just feel so pathetic, you know? To care so much about someone I barely knew. And it’s almost like I’m not really in love with her at all, I’m just in love with the idea of her—the future I got to make up in my head the more time we spent together. I’m in love with the crazy thoughts I had about moving in together, buying some kind of pet, maybe even marrying her one day.”

      Drea put her head in her hands. “It sounds so ridiculous to even say those things. A few weeks aren’t long enough for me to be thinking about that stuff—but this kind of thing is always happening to me, Luna. I’m always the one who cares way too much about girls who couldn’t care less about me.” She looked up at me, tears falling quicker now. “It makes me feel like I’m broken—like there’s something wrong with me.”

      “No. Don’t even say that, Drea,” I said, staring at her with as much intensity as I could muster. “You aren’t pathetic, and yes, this is going to hurt like hell for a week, but then the pain will slowly drift away, and you’ll meet someone a thousand times better, someone whose crazy dreams will match your crazy dreams, and you’ll realize that they were never really crazy at all. There’s nothing wrong with you. You’re just a genuinely wonderful person in a sea of heartless jerks.”

      Drea grinned, wiping her face with her sleeve. “That was kind of a beautiful compliment,” she laughed. “Thanks Luna. I’m sure Ash and Jasper all but forced you in here.”

      I quickly shook my head. “I wanted to be here for you. Even though I suck at it.”

      “No, you’re absolutely right. It’s going to sting for a few days, and then I’ll be back to normal. That’s how it is every time.” She frowned. “I’m just terrified this is all I’ll ever know—this cycle of getting my hopes up only to have them stomped and spit upon.”

      “No way. You’re in a band, for heaven’s sake. What’s sexier than a hot girl who’s also in a freaking rock band?” I smiled, forcing one out of Drea in the process.

      We stood, and I wrapped her in a hug. “You’re going to find her,” I whispered. “And she’s going to be everything that girls like Katelyn aren’t.”

      “Thanks, Luna. You’re a really great friend.” Drea pulled away. “I can see why Ash likes you so much.”

      “Wait… What?”

      Drea just laughed, moving over to the fridge to grab a soda.

      “He told you that?”

      “Not exactly, but I’m his twin sister,” she said, as if I was supposed to know what that meant. “I don’t think he’s ever met a girl like you before.”

      “I don’t think he’s ever tried.”

      “That’s probably true.”

      I really hoped she just meant the platonic kind of like.

      “Do you think we should go tell them it’s safe to come in now?” I glanced over at the closed door, wondering if Jasper was mad at Ash, too. It should’ve been pretty obvious that if I was hiding things, Ash had something to do with it.

      “Of course not. Let’s see how long they’ll sit out there,” Drea said, and I was glad to see her usual mischievous look had returned.
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        * * *

      

      I stayed asleep until 5 a.m., when I was jolted awake by a single thought: What would we do with the people who were already medically brainwashed?

      That quickly morphed into: What would I do if the OSD performed that kind of operation on Megan?

      I imagined the ghost of a sister I once loved, completely void of the emotions that made her human. I felt my throat closing up, heart beating erratically and body beginning to shake.

      The bedroom began to spin out of focus until it wasn’t even a bedroom anymore.
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        * * *

      

      The guards strapped me down to the operation table, and all I could remember was the look of apathy on Mother’s face as she watched them take me away. Were they going to give me a lethal injection? Were they going to cut open my brain to look for what made Luna Beckham so rebellious? Or were they going to do what they did to my neighbor Don, and turn me into a mindless robot?

      A doctor’s face came into view, and I struggled to make out his features. My vision was still blurry from whatever Mother slipped into my tea. I didn’t know why the restraints were necessary. I couldn’t even feel my limbs.

      My eyes widened as I recognized the face of Dr. Gary Reynolds, May’s former fiancée. What was he going to do to me?
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        * * *

      

      My body rocked back and forth, which was odd considering I wasn’t moving it. I felt a hand stroking my hair, and when I opened my eyes it was Jasper’s face I saw. He leaned down to kiss my forehead, moving stray hair from my face.

      I tightened my grip of his arm, leaning into his chest. This was where I felt most safe.

      “I’m sorry,” I said into his skin, and I wasn’t even sure what I was apologizing for. I guess I was sorry for all of it. Every lie and half-truth I ever told him and each exchange of angry words.

      “Shhh.”

      Jasper started humming the first song he ever wrote for me, and for the first time in months I was able to fall back asleep in the early hours of the morning.
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      “Nooo,” I moaned, swatting Melanie’s hand away.

      She retaliated by yanking the covers off the bed.

      I squealed, hugging my shivering body. “I don’t even like you!”

      “Is that right?” Melanie asked. She reached into my dresser and threw me my favorite graphic tee and jeans.

      “I just pretend to like you so that I can continue living here,” I informed her, burrowing into my pillow.

      “Yeah, right, because you love living with Ms. Wilson so much,” she retorted. “Now get up or we’ll be late. Do you remember how Mother Dearest reacted last time we were late?”

      “I’m up,” I said. I sprung out of bed, yanking the tee over my head and bunny-hopping into the dark jeans.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      We ate breakfast on the way to school. We spent the walk dreaming up a future without Oportet. It seemed like that dream could actually be a reality now.

      When we arrived, I watched Liam strut into the history classroom with his friends. I waved goodbye to Melanie and followed him in.

      To my relief, he wasn’t sitting with the brunette anymore, instead assuming his old seat on the other side of the room. The Neanderthals with bowties and button-down shirts surrounded him as usual.

      I couldn’t help but smile a little, but it quickly dissolved when I caught him glancing over at me. Too late—he noticed. Liam’s crooked grin began to take hold, holding my gaze until Mr. Brown started his lecture.

      “Today we’re going to be talking about the terrorist attacks of November the fifth, 2035, which were the most devastating attacks this country has ever seen.”

      I furrowed my brows, seeing the same confusion in Liam’s eyes as well. We had never been taught this in our previous years of history.

      “The terrorists we have been learning about this semester, mostly among the group Rise Up, orchestrated an attack on our three most populous cities. They killed and maimed thousands of people.”

      The classroom was dead silent. A tear escaped the brunette’s eyes, and her blonde friend grabbed her hand to console her. I rolled my eyes at Liam across the room, the corners of his lips tipping upwards.

      This was some kind of new propaganda Lancaster made up, right? Rise Up was nonviolent. They would never hurt thousands of people…would they?

      “Here are some slides of the destruction,” Mr. Brown said, moving right along in his presentation. “The Empire State Building in New York City, the Willis Tower in Chicago, the U.S. Bank Tower in Los Angeles, and the White House itself.” Images of burning buildings, firefighters, and weeping mothers and children flashed on the screen, and then a picture of people in Rise Up t-shirts standing in front of the White House, smiling and cheering. One of them held a detonator.

      I gasped. What was this?

      “This was the end of our great nation. In the coming years the terrorists convinced the public that it was actually the government who orchestrated the attacks.”

      “Bullshit,” a guy next to me whispered, his eyes filled with rage.

      “The terrorists spread their lies and corruption until the country crumbled beneath their fingers. They assassinated much of the government, President Stone included.”

      The brunette buried her head into her friend’s shoulder. The guy next to me had his clenched fists sitting on top of the desk, his foot tapping violently.

      “Those who knew the truth founded Oportet, creating a haven of honesty, protection, and order. What we call the Outside is America’s crumbled remains, filled with murderers, traitors, thieves, and the impoverished. If disease doesn’t wipe them out, then surely their own violence and hatred will.”

      It sounded like Mr. Brown was recounting a memorized script.

      Applause erupted after Mr. Brown’s final lines. Another frenzy began, complete with yelling, cursing, and spitting at Rise Up and all of its murderous allies.
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        * * *

      

      “You,” I said, slamming my tray down across from Julian in the cafeteria. It was pouring outside, so everyone was forced to eat inside today.

      Melanie’s eyes flickered between Julian and me.

      “You’re going to have to explain yourself tonight. We’re having an emergency meeting.”

      “Why? What’s going on?” Melanie asked.

      Amelia sat down next to me. “Have you not been to history yet?”

      “No…”

      “I thought you people were supposed to be the good guys,” Amelia said, narrowing her eyes at Julian. She pointed a soggy french fry at him. “Now I don’t know what to think.”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific,” Julian replied with tight lips. He was trying not to lose his cool in front of Melanie.

      “Were there or were there not terrorist attacks on November 5th, 2035?” Amelia snapped.

      “You better put that down before you hurt somebody.” Julian followed her french fry’s erratic movements. “And, yes, there were. In New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles.”

      Amelia set her weapon down. “What about Washington D.C.?”

      Julian cocked his head. “What about it?”

      I let out an exasperated breath. It felt like we were on a merry-go-round. “Did Rise Up blow up the White House?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Julian said, taking a bite of his burger. “But that happened on November 5th, 2039, and no one was hurt. It wasn’t a part of any terrorist attacks.” He looked between Amelia and me. Recognition and worry crossed his features. “What is Mr. Brown teaching?”

      “More lies,” I said. This was going to really screw up the alliance between Rise Up and the Awaken Society if Julian didn’t clear up the truth for us right away. “Look, I’m used to the Council’s twisting of events—like my parents’ death and my sister’s escape. But after today we’re going to have a lot of questions and doubts coming from other members.” I nodded to Amelia, who was looking down at her food. “We need to know the truth.”
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        * * *

      

      “Here’s the truth,” Julian began.

      I glanced around the room, where the Society had gathered for the meeting. Liam was nowhere in sight. My brow creased in worry.

      Julian explained to us how President Stone and his corporate allies crashed the stock market in 2027, causing a huge depression. He gained control of the White House after promising economic prosperity, and he delivered on that vow. The only drawback was the freedoms and rights he took from his citizens in return. By 2032, he ran for presidency unopposed.

      By that point, secret prisons weren’t so secret anymore. Now they were terrorist containment facilities, and more than three-quarters of their prisoners were nonviolent activists. Their only crime was speaking out against their government and the corporations who owned it. Mainstream media dared not speak against the presidency lest they wanted to end up in prison, too.

      In order to solidify Stone’s role as a dictator, he orchestrated a series of devastating attacks a year before the next election. This allowed him to repeal the 22nd amendment on term limits, earn support or at least submission from the majority of America’s population, and turn the country against his greatest threat: those who dared to rise up and stand against injustice.

      When the truth about the economic depression and the terrorist attacks finally surfaced, not even Stone’s corrupted police force could stop the uprising that was to come. As Rise Up’s grand finale, they evacuated the White House and watched it burn to the ground. The White House just didn’t represent what it once did anymore; America hadn’t been a democracy for quite some time.

      That was what Julian explained at tonight’s meeting, successfully answering all questions and quelling all fears—or at least he seemed to. There were always going to be people like Amelia who took a little more coaxing to break free of the Council’s lies. How else was Oportet so successful? It fed off of citizens’ deepest fears, doubts, and nightmares, and then replaced them with a beautiful picture of comfort and safety. The only problem: the picture was a lie, drawn by power-thirsty fascists who really only wanted our submission and control.

      “Hey, where’s Liam?” I asked Melanie after the Meeting. We were in the kitchen, candlelight dancing on the deteriorating walls.

      Melanie frowned. “I don’t know. He said he’d be here.”

      A panic formed in my chest. I had a really bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      “He’d made a face when I told him Julian was going to lead tonight’s meeting…maybe he decided not to come,” she offered, shrugging.

      “Yeah, that’s probably it.” Would Liam really skip a meeting over something so petty?

      “You were amazing up there, Julian,” Melanie said when he entered the room. She smiled, placing a hand on his arm.

      Whoa. My eyes widened, looking between them. It looked like it was too late to do anything about this relationship. The sparks were bright and sparkling.

      He grinned back, holding her gaze. I studied them, wondering if their relationship was a good idea.

      Finally Julian looked my way, as if he’d just noticed I was standing there. “Oh, hey, Megan. Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      We stepped out onto the patio. “You were actually decent up there,” I managed.

      Julian raised an eyebrow. “I guess in Megan-terms, that was a compliment.”

      “I’m sorry. I just really don’t want anyone to hurt my best friend—my sister,” I said. I gave him a pointed look. “And if anyone did…well, the consequences would be painful.”

      Julian chuckled, raising the hair on the back of my neck. “Duly noted.”

      “Now, what did you need to tell me?” I wanted to spend the least amount of time possible with this guy. He put me on edge.

      “I’ve been in contact with Rachel back in Portland, and she’s formulating a really solid plan. We should be able to strike within the next couple of weeks.”

      “That’s great.” We sat down on the deck.

      “Yeah, it is. Luna has been really helpful, you know. She’s working with Rise Up now.”

      My heart constricted. Soon I would see her again. I was sure of it.

      Julian pushed himself up, pacing in front of me. “Can I just say something?”

      “Go for it,” I said slowly.

      “I think that you and Liam—”

      I cut him off. “Actually never mind, you can’t say something. Especially not something that’s none of your business.”

      “No. You need to hear this. Melanie said you’d listen to me better than her.”

      I stood up. “What kind of logic is that?”

      “She’s too close to you. You need to hear the truth from a neutral third party.”

      I fumed. How dare Melanie discuss my love life with a complete stranger? She knew I didn’t like him, let alone fully trust him, and now she was sending him to be some kind of relationship counselor?

      “I know you’re probably really angry right now—”

      “Furious.”

      “But we don’t understand why you’re resisting so much. It’s obvious to pretty much everyone that you’re in love with him—and that he loves you too.”

      I clenched my fists. I got up, then reached for the door. When his words registered, I stopped, then turned to face Julian. His face was blank. There was no trace of a smirk or sarcasm; he was being completely serious.

      “Fine. You want to know why? It’s because I’m afraid of losing myself when I’m with him. I’m afraid that I’m empty, and he’s the only one who can fill me up. When we’re together it feels like he’s taking parts of me away, pieces of my soul that I’ll never be able to get back. Liam makes me vulnerable and out of control. Not that any of that is your business.”

      Julian just stared at me for a long moment, and I figured he thought I was crazy. Good. Maybe I’d scared him off, and he’d just leave me alone.

      “But Megan, you’re not empty, and you’re not broken. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met—completely filled and whole. You don’t have to worry about losing yourself.” He stepped towards me slowly, as if any sudden movements would set me off. “There’s a difference between vulnerability and weakness. Yeah, you have to lose some control, but that’s part of what makes love so great.”

      My fists began to relax, my mental defenses crumbling. I’d worked so hard to close myself off, convince myself that pushing Liam away was in my best interest. Was Liam right that day in the janitor’s closet? Was I really just afraid? And isn’t fear the true weakness?

      “Having someone to lean on should only make you stronger, Megan.” Julian took another step towards me.

      I sprang into action, dodging Julian and yanking open the door. Melanie moved towards me, concern in her doe eyes. I moved past her too, and past anyone else who tried to talk to me. I heard my name called as I made it out the front door. I was on autopilot now.

      I hurried down the street, keeping an eye open for any patrolling guards. Only the sound of crickets filled the humid air, and I felt a raindrop land on my head. I hoped the weather would hold off for a little while longer.

      When I finally reached the O’Neill family mansion, the tiny raindrops had become fatter and more frequent. I snuck around back, knocking on the basement window. The lights were on, and I heard shuffling behind the glass.

      The window slid open. “Hurry and get in here. It’s about to storm.”

      I fell into Liam’s arms, resting my head on his shoulder. He held me against him, tightening his grip when movement sounded from above our heads.

      “Usually they’re fast asleep by now,” Liam said, worry etching his features.

      “I’m sorry, Liam. I thought I was doing the right thing, but it turns out you were right. I was just scared of getting attached to someone I could very well lose.”

      “What?” He smoothed my hair back, and then his hands framed my face.

      “I pushed you away because I didn’t want to lose you.”

      “You were never going to lose me.”

      I shook my head. “No, not that kind of lose. Just look at what happened to my parents, to my aunt—and what almost happened to my sister and her boyfriend. Not to mention Lilly Williams. The Council tore my family apart. They left me with nothing, and then I met you. You and Melanie saved my life—gave me a stand-in family, people to love. But when I realized I was in love with you, I also realized that the Council could take you away from me, just like they did my real family. I couldn’t push Melanie away, so I pushed you away instead.” And I couldn’t even begin to explain how out of control being in love made me feel. I guessed I was also scared of Liam changing me—and not for the better.

      Liam scowled, staring out the window. The rain was coming down harder.

      “All of my fear rose to the surface. I started to believe that you weren’t good for me—that you had too much control over my emotions, thoughts and actions. I didn’t want to give the Council another weakness to exploit.”

      “So you ran,” he finished. He sat down on the edge of the bed, running his hands through his hair.

      I opened my mouth to defend myself. Megan Beckham didn’t run. But that was a lie—I used fear to create excuses and delusions that I started to believe after a while. Maybe I thought I was losing myself around Liam because I was actually able to be my real self around him. There was nowhere to hide.

      “I understand if all of that just sounds like more lame excuses, and I understand if you’ve moved on.”

      Liam was silent.

      “I just needed to tell you why—why I stopped coming through your window.”

      Nothing.

      “Okay, well, I’m going to go.” I took in a breath. “I’m sorry,” I said one last time.

      I turned around, fighting back tears. Why did I always have to ruin everything? I screwed things up, and it was too late to fix them.

      I opened the window. Rain blew in and soaked my clothes and Liam’s carpet. Just before I could push myself out, arms wrapped around my waist, holding me still. Liam reached up and jerked the window closed.

      He spun me around. I could barely react before his lips reached mine.

      When he broke the kiss, I asked, “Does this mean you forgive me?”

      “I’m working on it.”

      I started to say something else, but it was cut off with another kiss. He held my face with his hands, and I gave in to the moment, letting every last thought slip away.

      That was when I noticed that Julian was right. I was already filled up. Liam wasn’t taking anything away from me; he was only making me stronger. Vulnerability made me stronger.

      We ended up on the bed. As soon as I started to lift Liam’s shirt over his head, a voice came on the intercom system. Yes, he really was that rich.

      Liam held a finger over his mouth, and I had to stop myself from bursting out laughing. It was almost like his parents just sensed that Liam had a girl in his room.

      “Liam? Are you still up?” Mrs. O’Neill’s voice called.

      “Yes, Mother,” he said. A sudden a wave of panic flashed in his eyes. He slid off the bed, darting across the room to his desk.

      I listened closely, picking up on multiple male voices in the background.

      “Honey, could you please come upstairs? It’s important,” she said. Her voice sounded strained.

      The voices continued, growing louder.

      “I’ll be right there,” Liam answered. He grabbed a manila folder from a desk drawer, handing it to me.

      The intercom shut off. I sprung up, searching Liam’s face. This couldn’t be happening.

      “Look, Megs, we don’t have much time before they send somebody down here to get me.” He took my hand, kneeling down on the floor in front of me. He spoke quickly, and I had to focus to keep up. “Julian and I were discussing Rise Up’s plan today. They want us to attack the OSD building, but we need a way to control the guards without any weapons—we’ll get weapons after we’re able to penetrate the building, since that’s where the supply is held. And that got me thinking about the brainwashing procedure. Remember what we thought about the guards maybe having to undergo the operation? We were right. It’s a requirement. That means their brains were all altered the same way, so if there’s some kind of loophole or weakness—it’s the same for all of them.”

      Footsteps sounded above us, getting closer and closer to the basement stairs.

      “Take this folder and hide in the closet. It’s full of all the notes I took when I hacked into the OSD’s database. That’s why I wasn’t at the meeting tonight. I screwed up and forgot to cover my tracks. By now they’ve probably tracked the security breach to my mother’s computer.” He gritted his teeth. “You’ll be able to sneak out the back when they’re gone,” Liam said, nodding his head towards the closet door. Footsteps started down the stairs.

      My lip trembled, and Liam’s face contorted in pain. He brushed his lips against my forehead.

      “You’re not going to lose me, Megs. I swear. Just do as I say—everything you need to know is in that folder.” He ushered me to the closet. “I love you,” he whispered. “I’ll see you soon.”

      I knew I was supposed to say those three words back, but I couldn’t speak, not even as I caught one last glimpse of Liam’s face as he shut the door. I covered my mouth with my hands, burying the muffled sobs that had started to escape my lips. I sunk to the ground, holding my knees to my chest.

      We’d always said that it was only a matter of time before one of us was taken. But I’d brushed it off, thinking that I’d already lost too many people. It was somebody else’s turn. I guessed the joke was on me, wasn’t it? This was the exact thing I was afraid of. My nightmare had become my reality.

      “Liam O’Neill, you are under arrest for the violation of Rule 47, Rule 108, and numerous violations under the Safety and Security Act. We also have reason to believe that this breach was in coordination with the self-titled Awaken Society efforts. You will be detained and questioned thoroughly,” an almost robotic voice proclaimed from right outside the closet door.

      The sound of handcuffs rattling and then clicking shut echoed through the door. I saw shadows of movement underneath the door, and I stopped breathing altogether.

      “Tell him what will happen if he doesn’t cooperate.” I recognized the voice as Liam’s father.

      “If your answers are insufficient, we will have no choice but to diagnose you with Terrorist Syndrome. You will be cured as soon as Saturday.”

      My fingernails dug into my palms until they drew blood. Liam would never talk—which meant we had to break him out before Saturday. Rise Up’s plan better be solid because we only had four days to carry it out.

      “Honey, listen to me,” Mrs. O’Neill said. “Just give them what they want, so you can come back home. You just made a mistake. Those kids corrupted your mind, and now you have the chance to make it right.” Her voice caught, and I heard a sniffle.

      “That’s enough, Elle,” Liam’s father said.

      “You’ll be staying in one of the best rooms in the whole building,” she said, ignoring her husband. “Just give them some names and this whole thing will be over.”

      “I’m not telling them shit.”

      A brutal snapping noise filled the room, like a guard’s club or gun hilt.

      Shut up, Liam. Shut up, shut up, SHUT UP!

      “You’re sick, honey. You need help,” Mrs. O’Neill sobbed.

      “Take him away,” the gruff voice of Mr. O’Neill commanded. “Then you can send someone to search the basement.”

      Footsteps started up the stairs, followed by an eerie quiet. I needed to get out of here. I slowly cracked the door, peering out into an empty basement. I wiped the tears from my face. This wasn’t over yet.

      I made a dash for the window, carefully easing it open. Just before I could open it all the way, to my horror, it squeaked. I stopped dead in my tracks.

      “Did you hear something?” I heard from the stairs.

      I pushed myself through and onto the wet grass. It only took a few seconds for the torrential rain to completely soak me. I meant to close the window back, but I was afraid I didn’t have enough time. Instead, I ran.

      I ran as fast as I could into the dead of night, letting the darkness swallow me up. I had to make a cut through Oportet’s miniature forest to avoid the road with the guards’ tinted SUV’s. That was what Liam meant by “sneak out the back.” It was a little pathway we discovered that led to my neighborhood.

      The only light came from the sky above, but that didn’t really help me as I flailed through the trees, letting branches and thorns scrape up my body. Not that it mattered. I felt nothing.

      I tripped over a protruding tree root and tumbled to the muddy ground. My immediate thought was to get up and keep going, but I was just so tired. Couldn’t I just stay here for a little while? Maybe I’d sink right into the earth, where I wouldn’t have to worry about anything or anyone.

      But as soon as I let myself go to that place, I was up and moving again. I’d been fighting that darkness since I lost my family and was kicked out of my childhood home. I couldn’t let it win now. I still had to save Liam. And see Luna again. And be Oportet’s savior—whatever that meant.

      So when I reached yet another window to climb through, I was soaking wet, covered in mud and leaves. Not to mention the blood from the branches slicing at my skin and the fall.

      Melanie almost had a heart attack. “What the hell?” she gasped, covering her mouth. “I figured you were over at Liam’s, not frolicking through the forest at two in the morning.”

      I took off my shoes before climbing in, chucking them behind the house. They were ruined, anyway.

      “I’m going to take a shower.” I was surprised at how lifeless I sounded. Everything just felt numb.

      “What if my mom hears you?” Melanie whispered.

      “Don’t really care at this point.”

      “What happened, Megan? Are you okay?”

      I trudged over to the conjoining bathroom. “No. But it’s not really about me anymore. We can’t just shut down when shitty things happen to us,” I said, feeling more life spring into my voice, filling it so that it didn’t sound so empty. “I have a job to do.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about. You’re really scaring me.” Her voice was trembling.

      “We’ll talk in the morning. Go to bed.” I couldn’t say the words out loud yet. I’d tell her tomorrow.

      She hesitated, staring at my tattered clothes and scraped body. I turned, and after closing the bathroom door behind me, I leaned my back against the door and slid down to the floor. And I surrendered to silent tears. On the other side of the door, I heard the bed creak and a lamp click off.
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      “Drea, please. He needs to see you.”

      I paused before opening my bedroom door, overhearing Ash and Drea in the midst of a disagreement. Jasper was still asleep after last night’s panic attack drama.

      “No he doesn’t, and besides, Jasper and I will be busy this week,” Drea said, her voice shaky and defensive.

      “Doing what?”

      “We’re starting a music tutoring business.”

      “Please, Drea,” Ash begged. “This job interview tomorrow is really important to me, but George will be expecting a visit. We meet every Wednesday, no matter what.” I heard footsteps, then what I assumed was a hand being swatted away.

      “Don’t touch me, Asher.”

      I knew I should walk away, but my feet were locked in place. I leaned against the wall, hoping Drea didn’t make a sudden dash for her bedroom.

      “Please? It’s just an hour of your time. He really misses you.”

      “Ash, I can’t.” Drea’s voice caught. “Last time I saw him he forgot my name.”

      The room was silent.

      Ash sighed. “I know, but he remembered it within minutes. It’s not his fault. You’re blaming him for something he can’t control.”

      “I’m not blaming anyone!” Drea exclaimed. “I just don’t want all of the memories of our grandpa to be overridden by someone who’s not him.”

      “But he is still George. He’s actually doing a lot better than others in his situation. Please, just go see for yourself.”

      A hand touched my arm, causing me to jump.

      Jasper shook his head, giving me a pointed look. I had a bad history of eavesdropping. I blamed it on being a writer. Writers found people and conversations so interesting that we had to observe them whenever possible, even when it was morally questionable. Or maybe I was justifying listening in on Asher’s and Drea’s argument.

      I let Jasper pull me back into the bedroom. He was still giving me that look.

      “So, you’re starting a business with Drea?” I asked, deflecting the attention.

      Jasper rolled his eyes. “Come to you in a dream?”

      “Oh stop being so high and mighty. I just needed the keys on the kitchen counter. It wasn’t my fault Ash and Drea were being all brother-sister in there.”

      “Why’d you need the keys?” Jasper leaned against the door next to me, locking eyes with mine.

      “So I could sneak out and see my super-hot secret boyfriend.”

      Jasper never missed a beat. “As long as you’re home before lunch.”

      I grinned. “I’m going to see Gary.” But not for the reason Jasper thought. “And then I was thinking you and I could go out for lunch. I have something I need to tell you.” I was finally going to tell him about the amazing work I’d been doing for Rise Up. It felt like the right time.

      Jasper leaned closer, making me lose my train of thought. “I’ll see you soon, then. I’m glad you’re going to see him. I could go with you,” he offered.

      “No, it’s okay,” I said. I forced a smile, trying hard to fight off the guilt of another half-truth.

      When his lips reached mine, a door slammed in the distance.

      “Perfect timing,” I whispered, drawing back.

      “Always is.”
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      Sara, Gary’s girlfriend, led me to their living room. Gary looked up from some kind of medical journal, smiling when he saw me. He adjusted his glasses, rising to greet me.

      “Luna,” he said with enthusiasm.

      He seemed like a different person now. I guessed I had Sara to thank for that.

      “How are you?” He gestured to the couch. “Make yourself comfortable.”

      Sara and Gary sat across from me in tall, blue chairs. Gary set down his reading material.

      “I’m fine. How are you guys?” I nervously scratched the back of my neck, my breath quickening. What if this was a bad idea?

      “Never better,” Gary said, looking over at Sara. “Did you need to speak with me alone?” He obviously made the same assumption Jasper did—that I was there to ‘get help.’

      “No, actually, I’m glad Sara is here. This has to do with Rise Up.”

      They exchanged puzzled glances.

      “Is this about our efforts in Oportet?” Sara asked. “I bet you’re excited about seeing your sister again.”

      She had no idea. “Yes, it is. And I am.” I turned my attention to Gary. “Do you still want to make up for the procedures you carried out under Tomlinson?” I couldn’t believe how blunt I was being.

      Gary’s eyes widened. “Of course, I—yes,” he stammered.

      Sara’s drew her brows together, reaching for his hand.

      “I was thinking about everything you said at the Rise Up meeting, and also about all the victims of medical brainwashing. You have so much knowledge about these procedures, and I was wondering if you wanted to use that knowledge for good.”

      “You want me to do some kind of reverse procedure,” Gary said, massaging the bridge of his nose.

      “You’re the only one who could do it. Not only are you skilled in Oportet’s research and experiments, but you seem to want to make things right.” My voice was growing stronger. I needed him to understand that I was meant to leave Oportet when I did, Megan was meant to stay, and he was meant to cure.

      He sighed. “I would need a detailed report of this new procedure.”

      I beamed. “Yes, of course.” How in the world was I going to get that?

      Sara’s eyes flickered from mine to his. “Gary, we don’t even know if this is possible. Don’t make any promises that you can’t keep,” she warned. “We don’t know if the things they took from these people are even retrievable.”

      “I have reason to believe they are,” Gary said. He walked over to his desk, leafing through papers. “I didn’t want to tell anyone about this just yet, but I’ve been leading research in Alzheimer’s disease and other illnesses related to mental impairment and memory loss.”

      “I know this,” Sara said slowly. “That’s why you’ve been working late at the hospital.”

      “What we were doing in Oportet was extremely advanced compared to here on the Outside. With the knowledge I brought, we were able to formulate procedures that could potentially reverse the effects of diseases like Alzheimer’s. We’ve recently operated on a willing human subject, and the results have been promising. Memories were able to return, and, so far, stick. Like with Luna’s.”

      Sara uncrossed her arms. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “That’s amazing, Gary.” I took in a breath, a weight lifting off my shoulders. This changed everything.

      My phone began to vibrate. It was Rachel.

      “I need to take this,” I said, excusing myself just as Gary launched into all the medical specifics. Like I’d be able to understand any of that.

      “Hello?”

      “Luna, we’ve hit a snag.”

      My stomach lurched. “What kind of snag?” I stepped out into the hallway, holding onto my phone so tightly my knuckles hurt.

      “The first draft of Operation Liberate is complete. And we need to carry it out this Friday.”

      “Tell me you’re joking,” I gasped. “It’s already Tuesday!”

      “The OSD has taken one of the Awaken Society’s members,” Rachel said, anger seeping into her voice.

      I sunk to the ground, feeling the panic setting in. “Who?” I could barely utter the word. I didn’t know what I’d do if she said my sister’s name.

      “It wasn’t Megan,” Rachel said quickly, probably hearing the anxiety in my voice. “But it was someone close to Megan. Someone she loves very much.”

      I never wanted my sister to feel the pain of losing someone. It must’ve been hard enough losing me.

      “We need to act quickly. There’s going to be a Rise Up meeting tonight, and I have a special mission for you.”

      After Rachel explained what I needed to do, I knew I had to tell Gary goodbye and be on my way. I could talk to him more about the medical procedures later.

      “I’ll go right now,” I said. Jasper was going to be pissed. “I’ll see you at the meeting tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      “Figures,” Jasper muttered.

      I was in the car, heading to downtown Portland. “I’m really sorry, Jasper. It has to do with the thing I need to tell you about. It’s what has been taking up so much of my time lately.”

      “And Ash’s?” I detected a note of annoyance.

      “Well, kind of.”

      “You’ve been telling me that it’s book research. Was that a lie?”

      “No, not really. But now it’s something bigger than that. It’s really exciting, and I can’t wait to tell you about it.”

      There was silence on the other end.

      “I’ll see you later, I guess.”

      He hung up without even saying goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      Leading up to The Fall, rebel forces formed militias completely outside of both the government and activist groups. Made up of the police and military populations who refused to bow to Stone’s oppression and corruption, they called themselves protectors of democracy, and they vowed to protect the American people from tyranny.

      Prior to The Fall, Rise Up had never formally allied with these forces because of their obvious differences in opinion when it came to violence. Militias all over the country banded together to take down Stone’s corrupted police and military forces, and once Faceless leaked the identity of the true terrorists, most of President Stone’s forces imploded from within. Many of the surviving military and police who still bought into Stone’s lies took up residence in Oportet—as guards.

      When things had finally calmed down, these militias worked to secure America’s borders and cities. The trust between the police and the people had finally been restored—because, once again, the police were the people.

      Portland, like many cities, had a revolutionized police force of its own, based almost entirely on volunteers and funded by donations. They rarely used force, but they held the city’s weapon supply in case of emergencies.

      They were going to be instrumental in Operation Liberate. Rachel had charged Ash with the task of debriefing them last week, explaining the very important role they could play in Oportet’s freedom. They had promised to hear him out, and at the end of the meeting, the group was to vote on whether or not to become an ally. It had been a unanimous vote in favor.

      Ash was busy, so I was on my way to tell them they had only days to prepare. Oportet was going down much sooner than expected.
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      Just after waking, there was a brief moment when I had no recollection of the previous night’s events. It was the calm before a storm. I rolled over on my side, letting the morning light touch my skin. It was only when I opened my eyes and saw Melanie watching me from across the room—face tense and eyes solemn—that I let the memories in.

      A pain resurfaced that I’d buried last night in order to get any sleep. The grief from listening to the guards lead Liam away wrapped its icy black tentacles around my mind and squeezed. I’d lost Liam last night. I’d lost Luna, Aunt May, my parents… and now Liam. I’d lost them all.

      I hadn’t realized I was crying until Melanie sat next to me, running her hands through my mess of curly red hair.

      “They took him,” I said. Just saying the words out-loud somehow made it worse. “The OSD came, and they took Liam. And we only have until Friday to get him back.”

      I didn’t think that hiding pain made it any less bearable. Sweeping it under the rug might’ve worked for a while, but then it would just grow and grow and demand to be confronted head on.

      And so I did. Just like that day in the cemetery, I let the pain in. I let it consume me. Because once the pain was felt—like searing hot coals on bare skin—I could finally find the space between the sufferings. I could find the space that made me stronger.

      My pain would make me stronger.
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        * * *

      

      This was the first time I ever had to gather strength before delivering a message to the Awaken Society. This was the first time my hands trembled and voice wavered, and somehow this brought an even more passionate reaction from those before me. They saw my pain, but they didn’t see it as a weakness like I’d always thought. They saw how I struggled to hold myself together, and it made them fiercer.

      I could tell my little group of rebels was tired. Their eyelids drooped and their shoulders sagged with the weight of exhaustion. We’d had so many emergency meetings in the past month, and the lack of sleep was taking a toll.

      But there was no way around it—there were only a matter of days before Operation Liberate. We were going to meet every night until then. Meeting in daylight, no matter how creative the excuse, would send off scores of red flags to anyone who saw us.

      “We can’t go on like this,” Melanie piped up. She’d started actively participating in meetings, speaking in front of people for the first time in her life.

      I was so proud of her.

      “How are we all going to get together before Friday’s assembly?” she asked. “It starts at six o’clock.”

      I’d just explained what happened to Liam. Some had already heard, but that didn’t prevent the sense of overwhelming heaviness that filled the space. I tried not to focus on the tears, the panic, and disbelief, and especially not the pity. I focused instead on the hardening resolve, the clenched fists and fixed jaws, and I let their growing fire add to my own.

      I prepared to tell them everything I learned from Liam’s manila folder packed with research from the OSD’s database. His sacrifice had given us a fighting chance. I rubbed the bridge of my nose, looking to my left where Liam usually stood. We’d have to figure this one without him.

      A young girl I recognized as Tanya, one of the first middle schoolers to find the Society, raised her hand shyly.

      She waited for me to nod in her direction. “I know a place we could meet during the daytime, maybe after school so we could all make up excuses about studying and extracurricular activities or whatever.”

      That was impossible. The only way we met here was because of the night’s darkness and the fact that everyone, including most patrolling guards, was indoors and asleep; the official curfew made sure of it. If anyone saw more than one teenager heading off towards the abandoned neighborhood, we were in deep trouble.

      “Where?” I asked, raising my brows.

      “Well, I kind of found it by accident when I was a kid. I only just remembered it,” she started, nervously glancing at all the pairs of eyes locked on her. “Me and my neighbor were using a path in the forest that leads to our neighborhood when we discovered some kind of abandoned playground. It was hidden from the path by overrun plants and a fallen tree. We thought it would be fun to pretend to be explorers, so we went off the path and pushed through some branches until we found it. The clearing is big enough to hold us all, and no one really goes into the forest anymore.”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it. Sure, there were many things that could go wrong, but when weren’t there? I was almost surprised no one had caught any of us sneaking around so far.

      “And you remember where it is?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s do a trial run and meet there tomorrow after school. Everyone will need to be incredibly careful not to be seen entering the forest. We can all meet on the path, closest to the Outsider neighborhood. If you don’t know what I’m talking about, partner up with someone who does. I repeat: We cannot be seen.”

      I waited for everyone to quiet down, letting them find suitable partners and share the best ways to sneak into the forest undetected.

      So, so much could go wrong.

      “Okay, back to where I left off. I’ve gone through all of Liam’s information, including detailed reports of this crazy brainwashing procedure, along with all of his notes and suggestions about how to best move forward.” I struggled to keep my voice level. Suddenly I wasn’t comfortable with so many eyes on me. “Every guard is required to be brainwashed, under the ruse that it prevents them from being infected by Terrorist Syndrome. Their brains are altered so that they associate anything to do with Lancaster, the Council, or the Rules with an overwhelming sense of euphoria and loyalty. Anyone showing symptoms of TS would trigger the opposite reaction—extreme aggression, anger, and a duty to protect from this perceived threat to Oportet’s well-being.”

      “Not seeing how this is good news,” I heard Melanie mumble beside me.

      “There is a catch. In case a procedure misfires and a guard becomes uncontrollable, there’s an off-switch of sorts. The OSD’s scientists programmed the guards to essentially fall unconscious with the click of a button—some sort of device that emits a high-pitch frequency undetectable by human ears. Problem is, this trigger device, like everything else we need, is located within the OSD building. We also don’t know what it looks like or how to use it.” Liam was kicked off the server before he could gather enough information on the subject; this off-switch was the reason he was detected and sent to the OSD building.

      “Which leaves us right where we started,” Amelia huffed.

      My eyes narrowed in on her, clearing my throat.

      She fell silent.

      “Not necessarily,” I said. “There’s one more thing the guards were programmed to do that could be of use to us. Their loyalty to Lancaster runs deeper than we thought: any command from Lancaster has to be obeyed without question. This program would override anything the guards could feel about his commands, such as guilt, suspicion, or hesitation. They are programmed not to question—just to obey. With the second-best hacker in Oportet on our side—” I glanced at Julian, whose lips held a half-smile. “—we can pretend to be Lancaster. We can breach the guards’ communication devices and tell them to evacuate the building and head to the assembly with everyone else. Once we make it into the building, we will need to open the gates to allow Rise Up and their militia to enter.” Julian had told me all about the militia Luna had won over. It was like we were working together miles apart—the sister who started a revolution and the sister who was going to see it through.

      Mumbling started up, and shushing noises were quick to follow. Excitement sent electrical currents through the air, filling me with the warmth I hadn’t felt since before Liam’s capture.

      “So that’s what we have so far. That’s how we’re going to breach the OSD building to obtain weapons, open the gates, find the off-switch device and free Liam. That’s how we’re going to evacuate the building before it goes down in smoke.”

      The din of clapping, enthusiastic chatter, and cheering filled the space, the sounds of eagerness for our final battle. We still had a lot of work to do, but now we had real, tangible hope—not just an elusive idea or daydream.

      This was really going to happen.
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      “We’re so close,” I said to Rachel from the couch in her bright living room, just after I returned from rallying the militia.

      The high of being a part of a movement bigger than myself was the most incredible thing I’d ever felt, filling my lungs with purpose and lighting my soul on fire.

      In this world, there were a lot of things going against humanity—the way we waged wars over competing mythologies, attacked and maimed each other for land and supremacy, lied, cheated, and used each other for wealth and status. Just looking at most of our history, if all of humanity were one person, he would be a sociopathic narcissist prone to violence and acute paranoia.

      But that was just one side of history. When looking at our story from a different angle, I could see that most of mankind was trapped in a rigged world, controlled and lied to by those in power. It was only when we became self-aware that we were able to take the power rightfully ours, rising up to push this awareness further. Little by little, I could see how each reform movement, revolution, and social upheaval loosened the chains that weighed us down—some groups more than others—shifting our collective consciousness to reach higher and higher, our fingers skimming true justice, freedom and peace.

      It was impossible to keep so many people in the dark for so long. Eventually light was bound to trickle through a single crack, and it only took one person to notice before large numbers of us were peeling away at the darkness to let more light shine through. In the end, it wasn’t up to someone else to grant us our inherent rights, it was up to us to defend them.

      It was one of those conversations that made me feel like I had a purpose in all of this, like I wasn’t some lost twenty year-old fumbling through life, naïve enough to put her faith in humanity and all that it had to offer the world. It was one of those conversations that I probably wouldn’t remember the next day, just a vague recollection of laughter, warmth, and the light shining through her white curtains to fill the room.

      It wasn’t all warm and fuzzy. Especially when she started to talk about her family’s history.

      “I was like Ash in that I was introduced to activism through my grandfather, who learned it from his grandfather before that,” she explained. “He was the founder of an organization that formed in response to excessive police force that disproportionately affected minorities. America liked to think she’d recovered from the dark times of slavery or Jim Crow, but the sad truth was that racism was still alive and well, especially in the Deep South. His grandfather before him marched with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., so you can see how activism runs in my veins,” Rachel laughed, but it didn’t reach her eyes. There was sadness there—a remembrance of the extreme violence her race had faced throughout history. It was a sadness I’d never fully comprehend.

      All the while, I couldn’t stop thinking about Jasper and the tension between us. “I should go talk to him, shouldn’t I?” I asked, after filling in Rachel on our heated conversation and the wall of dishonesty I’d built.

      “Yes, you should,” she scolded, suddenly sounding more maternal for someone only eight years my senior. “I’ll see you at the gathering tonight.”

      I sighed, grabbing my keys.
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        * * *

      

      I was glad Jasper was the only one home. He sat in the living room—or Ash’s makeshift bedroom—setting down his guitar as I approached.

      “We need to talk.” I sat on the couch, pausing. “Okay, that sounded way too ominous.” I laughed nervously.

      He didn’t say anything, so I gathered my strength and let it all out. I told him about the initial fib Ash told about where we were going, and how things kept getting in the way and it never felt like the right time to tell him about Rise Up—and saying these things out loud showed me how ridiculous it all sounded. The truth was, Jasper and I had grown apart these last few weeks. It wasn’t clear how it all started or why, but a few inches of distance had transformed into a few feet—and it was painfully clear which one of us had continuously made the gap widen.

      “It’s Ash,” Jasper said.

      I looked over my shoulder. I hadn’t heard him come in….

      “No, I mean, that’s what changed. This all started when Ash and Drea came to town.”

      “You can’t pin this all on him, Jasper. He’s just the one who introduced me to Rise Up.”

      Jasper rolled his eyes. “That’s just what he does, Luna. He weasels his way in when you’re not looking, pushing people apart for his own selfish gain. He’s always been that way.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. I thought you guys were friends—why would he try to push us apart?”

      Jasper laughed dryly, putting his face in his hands. “You honestly can’t see it, can you?”

      “See what?” I asked through gritted teeth. His condescension cut deep. “The only reason Ash and I have been spending so much time together is because he’s been taking me to meetings, and he’s been teaching me about America’s history with George.”

      “That’s not entirely true, is it?” he asked quietly, eyes hardened.

      “What do you want me to say? That I like hanging out with him?” Because I did, sometimes. Though, most of the time he kind of pissed me off. “That we connect in ways I don’t understand? Because I guess that’s true. We both have things we’d like to forget, and it’s just nice to talk to someone who understands me.” Ash was the one who gave me tools to fight off my anxiety. He was the one I could talk to when I couldn’t fall asleep. I found it easy to connect with him. Why did that have to mean anything more?

      Jasper flinched. “Is that what you’ve been telling yourself? Because I’ve been here the whole time. It’s your fault you chose someone else to confide in.” His voice rose, and the lump in my throat grew. “Did you just conveniently forget that I saw my father die in a hospital bed after being shot by a thief? Or that time I thought I’d lost you for good, only to find out someone had hijacked every memory you ever had of me. Or what about when we literally stared death in the face, hand-in-hand? Dammit, Luna, I watched people die with you! And you don’t think I understand you?”

      I couldn’t open my mouth to speak. My head spun. I didn’t want to argue with Jasper. Not now. Not when liberating Oportet was the most important thing I’d ever been a part of.

      I stood up abruptly. “I—I know you do, but I can’t deal with this right now. There’s so much work to be done with Operation Liberate, and I need to stay focused. I just wanted you to know the truth before the operation.” I started to turn away, pausing to look into Jasper’s pained eyes. “I’ll probably crash at Rachel’s house until Friday so we can continue planning.”

      Shock registered on Jasper’s face, his forehead creasing.

      I took in a breath. “I think you and I need some time. And there just isn’t any room for mistakes in this operation. We only have a few days left.” I stepped to him and placed a palm against his cheek. “I love you so much, Jasper. I know we’ll be able to work through this. There’s nothing between me and Ash except friendship, I swear to you.” My voice was too rushed, and I knew that we needed to talk more, but I had to focus. The clock was ticking.

      I went into the bedroom, threw some clothes and other essentials into a backpack.

      “Will you at least be going to the show?” Jasper asked when I came back out. His voice was low and defeated.

      “What show?” I vaguely remembered Jasper mentioning something big happening for the band, but I couldn’t remember exactly what it was.

      Anger flashed in his eyes. “The one I’ve been talking about for weeks now. I guess you’ve been too busy to hear,” he muttered. “We’re opening for The Limits on Friday.”

      Now I remembered. The Limits was a band that was rapidly picking up speed in the music industry—I could see why this would be a huge deal for The Void. How messed up was it that I’d barely paid any attention to Jasper’s big break?

      “Friday is the day we infiltrate Oportet,” I said, looking at him apologetically.

      “Don’t tell me you’re going back inside,” he gaped, standing up from the chair. “Don’t be an idiot, Luna. Those people would gladly have your head. They’ll erase your memories, and it will be for good this time.”

      He wasn’t allowed to tell me what I could and couldn’t do—not when it came to my sister, not when it came to Oportet.

      “Look, I have to go.” I shook my head. “Maybe there’s a way for me to still go to the concert.”

      Jasper stepped in front of me, blocking the door. “We promised each other we’d never to go back,” he said, reaching for my arm, his eyes pleading for me to listen.

      “Why don’t you go with me?” I asked, looking away—anywhere but his eyes. “This is bigger than either of us. This is important. I want to see it through. It’s my sister, Jasper.” I met his gaze. And his mother.

      Jasper shook his head, dropping his hand to the side. He dropped his gaze; his jaw was set. “I don’t break my promises.”
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        * * *

      

      I barely made it down the apartment’s steps before the tears fell. I needed to stay focused, but the only thing I could think about was Jasper. My head began to throb, and I clutched my chest to try and relieve the huge weight that sat there.

      I recognized Ash’s car pulling into the lot, and I realized I’d left my keys on the kitchen counter. I sat down on the steps in defeat.

      When Ash saw me his pace quickened, slowing just as he reached me. “What’s wrong, love?” He plopped down next to me, studying my face.

      “I left my keys inside,” I choked.

      “That’s no reason to cry.”

      I glared at him through my tears, wiping the ones that had escaped down my cheeks. “I don’t really want to talk about it with you,” I said, shocked at how harsh I sounded. It wasn’t fair of me to blame Ash, no matter what ridiculous accusations Jasper made.

      Ash swallowed, staring ahead. “So, something happened with Jasper, then?” The humor in his voice had disappeared, and I was starting to see that he used it almost as a mask. Ash didn’t like people seeing how he really felt—and I couldn’t tell if the feelings he was hiding were genuine… or something else entirely.

      “I can’t stay here right now.” I took in a deep breath, shuddering in the chilly evening air.

      “Come on. Off we go,” he said, reaching out both hands to help me to my feet.

      “Where?” I asked, knowing it didn’t really matter. “I was going to stay with Rachel until Friday.” I figured we could also go together to the Rise Up meeting tonight.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll drop you off there afterwards,” Ash said. “We’re going to go have some fun.”

      Never letting go of my hand, Ash guided me to the car, opening the passenger’s side door. I hesitated, sliding into the seat warily. What other choice did I have?

      “I feel like we have vastly different opinions on what constitutes as fun.”

      Ash grinned. “We’re not as different as you’d like to think. How many times do we have to prove that?”

      I was silent, watching downtown Portland whoosh by outside my window—people leaving and entering stores and restaurants—couples, friends and families laughing and carrying on as if nothing important was about to happen. Was this what it was like before Stone’s reign of terror? Everyone blissfully unaware of what was to come, and in many cases, what was already going on?

      We parked outside some bar. I narrowed my eyes at Ash.

      “It’s seven o’clock, Ash. What are we doing here? The meeting starts in thirty minutes.” My words spilled out too quickly. “And I don’t drink.”

      “No, Jasper doesn’t drink.” Ash sighed. “When you told him that you were in Rise Up, which I’m assuming is what just went down, what did he say?”

      I shrugged. “Nothing, I guess. He was too focused… on other things.” This wasn’t any of Ash’s business. “If I go in with you, would you just drop it?”

      Ash looked like he was calculating his next move in a chess match. “Okay. And you don’t have to drink. You could just eat if you wanted.” Ash swung open the car door. “The owner is actually a friend of mine,” he added.

      My stomach betrayed me with yet another grumble. I’d been too busy to eat anything since this morning.

      I followed Ash inside, peeking around his shoulder to survey the area. It was dimly lit, with multi-colored lights hanging over a small dance floor. There were small tables off to the side, and a bar to our right. The walls were decorated with vintage photographs and vinyl. One of the pictures was of a Chinese man standing in front of a military tank, while another depicted an African-American boy determinedly facing a pair of police dogs in Birmingham, Alabama.

      “Hey, how are you, mate?” I heard Ash say to my right.

      I was still studying the walls. Another photograph showed a huddle of people kneeling down on the streets, holding up peace signs as police sprayed them with tear gas. The caption below said it was from the World Trade Organization protests of Seattle in 1999. That wasn’t too far from here—it was one of the places Jasper and I visited while we were traveling.

      Jasper…

      “You like the décor?” a man asked.

      I turned, nodding. The man next to Ash had black hair, an angular face with tattoos that rivaled Ash’s.

      “Since you obviously weren’t listening the first time, this is my friend Tyler,” Ash said.

      I snapped out of my daze to shake Tyler’s hand. “Nice to meet you,” I said with a smile.

      He returned the grin. “The pleasure is mine. I’ve wanted to meet you for a while now. Big fan of your work.”

      I was never going to get used to people saying that. “Oh, thank you.” Heat rose to my cheeks.

      Ash watched my face, saying goodbye to Tyler and leading me over to a table in the corner. There was barely anyone there at this hour, and the music was only ambient in volume.

      “See? It’s not that bad, is it?” Ash held his usual smirk, leaning across the table almost too close for comfort.

      “No. It’s actually kind of nice.” I liked Tyler’s music taste, and I let it and the atmosphere distract me from my thoughts.

      When a waiter came over to take our orders, I surprised even myself when I ordered whatever drink Ash was having and a club sandwich. It felt like betrayal, but I was too upset to stop myself. I’d always been curious, not that I would’ve ever mentioned that to Ash.

      “How does it feel to be living on the edge?” Ash asked, his eyes flashing excitement—and something else I couldn’t decipher.

      “I guess I just need to take my mind off of things for a while. I was already getting anxious about our Oportet attack, and now I have to worry about my relationship on top of it all. I’m scared for my sister, I’m scared for her friends, and I’m still on edge from those creepy black SUVs.” I shut my eyes. “I need a break from all the thinking.”

      “I know what you mean,” Ash said. He reached for my hand and squeezed. “It’ll all work out, I swear. You’re the most capable, intelligent, and understanding person I’ve ever met. There’s nothing more powerful in the world than someone like you, Luna.”

      Hearing Ash talk like this reminded me of that night when neither of us could sleep. It was the same kind of honesty and vulnerability that I’d never thought he was capable of.

      “Thanks, Ash. You’re right. It’ll all work out—it always does. Just try convincing my brain of that.”

      The waiter returned with our drinks, and I tried not to eye mine like it was some kind of squid or tarantula dish. I forced myself to take a gulp with confidence, coughing when the liquid burned all the way down my throat like fire. So much for pretending I was confident and at ease with my first taste.

      Ash laughed, his eyes crinkling. “I forgot you were an alcohol-virgin. Don’t worry, you won’t feel it as much after a while.”

      He was right. After a while everything—my throat included—was just numb. It was like someone had turned my thoughts on mute, which happened to be exactly what I wanted. The vodka cranberry was downed before I knew it. I listened to Ash talk about the bar’s history, and how it had always been a hotspot for musicians, artists, and activists. I even found myself giggling at comments that would’ve annoyed me otherwise, which Ash seemed to enjoy as he watched me.

      “Slow down, there,” Ash chuckled, reaching over to guide my third drink back down to the table. “You haven’t exactly worked up a tolerance for it.”

      “Don’t tell me what I am and am not capable of,” I said, slurring my words slightly. I lifted the drink back up to my lips in defiance. The lights from the dance floor had gotten brighter and more colorful. “I’m tired of people doing that.”

      “My apologies,” he said, tilting his head. “You keep looking at the dance floor. Do you want to dance, Luna?”

      I laughed, and I was surprised at how easy the action was. When was the last time I’d had a good laugh? “I don’t dance.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Ash got to his feet, extending his hand all gentlemanly.

      When we reached the dance floor, there were more people there than before. What time was it? Wasn’t there someplace we needed to be?

      I tried to copy what everyone around me was doing, surprised at how natural it felt to dance with Ash. I stumbled into his chest, and he caught and steadied me.

      “Careful,” he said into my ear. I could barely hear him over the music. His lips grazed the side of my face.

      I frowned, pulling back a little and continuing to dance. We danced until my legs felt like jelly and my head spun and vision blurred and all I could see was light, color, and Ash’s face. All I knew was that I’d forgotten all about my anxiety, fear, and pain.

      Soon I could barely stand and Ash was leading me to the door, waving goodbye to Tyler behind the bar, I was surprised to find a sudden churning in my stomach.

      I stepped through the door. “I feel sick,” I groaned as we met the night’s darkness.

      “I told you to stop, but you didn’t want to listen. I guess we all have to learn the hard way,” he sighed. He didn’t sound near as light and airy as I was.

      I grinned, shoving the nausea to the back of my mind. “Thanks for being there for me.”

      He studied my face, pushing my hair back behind my ear. “You’re not about to puke on me, are you?”

      I shook my head enthusiastically. “Don’t think so.”

      I reached for the car door, but Ash held it shut. “I need to tell you something. And I’m hoping that if it isn’t received well, then maybe you’ll just forget it by the morning,” he joked.

      Now I felt ill for an entirely different reason. My smile was gone, and all I could do was return Ash’s stare. His usual confident and slightly sarcastic features had shifted into something more open and nervous.

      “Okay… but only because I like hearing you talk.” What could I say? I understood the British accent obsession.

      Ash smiled slightly. “Really? I thought you were the only girl immune to its effects.” His gaze shifted to my lips. “I just wanted to say that Jasper’s one of my best friends, and I never wanted to hurt him, but from the moment I saw you… I can’t explain it. At first I thought I just wanted something I couldn’t have, but as I got to know you, I realized that it was never the idea of you that I wanted—it was you. I don’t know what you’ve done to me, but I want you.”

      I didn’t have any time to process his words before his face was leaning in towards mine. I struggled to focus in on my thoughts; everything was so jumbled and blurred. What was happening?

      It was too late to react when Ash’s lips reached mine, and I felt frozen and confused. I felt hands on the side of my face, holding it still as Ash’s lips moved against mine.

      I remained silent even as Ash pulled away, opening my car door for me. He watched me closely, but I kept my face expressionless. I felt sick. I needed to go to Rachel’s house. I’d missed an important meeting. Worst of all, I felt manipulated.

      The car was silent, and my hands were clutching the hem of my dress so tight that my fingernails cut into skin. I was fighting the images flashing in front of my eyes, of arms pinning me in place against a wall, wondering where Jasper was, the smell of alcohol, Alex’s face contorting with rage, forcing his lips onto mine. Soon it wasn’t Jasper’s drunken cousin anymore, but his best friend, holding me in place as he told me he wanted me.

      I’d texted Rachel to tell her it was an emergency and I needed to crash at her house. She’d already told me I was welcome anytime, so she was happy to help me out.

      I shut my eyes tight. Please, just get me to Rachel’s house before I have this meltdown, I pleaded with myself.

      “Are you okay?” Ash asked, reaching towards me.

      I flinched. “Don’t touch me,” I warned, flattening myself against the window. It was the farthest away I could get.

      His face grew concerned, eyes flickering to mine every few seconds as he drove. “I’m sorry, Luna. I didn’t mean to—”

      “I thought I was safe with you,” I said, my voice shaking. “I thought you understood.”

      We pulled into Rachel’s driveway, and I was quick to grab my backpack and slide out of the car. I stumbled as my feet hit the ground. I felt like I was on a boat.

      “Luna, wait, you are safe with me. Maybe I shouldn’t have kissed you, but I just—”

      I slammed the door.

      When I reached for the door, Rachel was already opening it. She must’ve heard us in the driveway. I stepped inside, and it only took one study of my face before she pulled me into a hug, steadying my shaking body. She peered around me at Ash’s car peeling out and driving away.

      “You’re okay, hon. Let’s get you into some pajamas, wipe that makeup off your face, and have a little chat, okay? I’ll make some tea.”

      Before I could protest the tea, I realized that Rachel’s curly hair and warm embrace reminded me of a whole different set of memories—memories full of hot peach tea, family, and love. I knew there was something familiar about her; Rachel reminded me of Aunt May, the first person to ever accept me for who I really was, not what my parents or Oportet wanted me to be.

      “Oh, wait, tea isn’t such a good idea,” Rachel said quickly, shaking her head. “I completely forgot.”

      “No, actually, it’s fine.” I was surprised to find that my throat was no longer closed up with panic, and I welcomed the deep breaths that followed as if they could heal the broken parts of me.

      I no longer had to try as hard to hold the flashbacks at bay, and I let Rachel help me into some comfortable clothes. I even found the strength to smile when we were in the living room, huddled up in blankets on her big white couch, our fingers wrapped around warm mugs of tea. It was exactly like the sleepovers my former best friend Jenna and I used to have. The thought occurred to me that growing out of these activities was vastly overrated.

      There were some people I felt I’d known for lifetimes. Rachel was one of those.

      So we talked well into the night. I told her everything, and she told me what I needed to hear—and probably what I’d known all along. She also opened up about her own demons that kept her up at night, and I realized that our fears weren’t really demons at all—they were just shadows we had convinced ourselves were solid forms, which meant we had all of the power in the world to fight them off… and conquer.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            23

          

          

      

    

    







            Megan

          

        

      

    

    
      Melanie, Julian, and I walked along the forest’s path. The expectations and fears of what was to come loomed over our heads, quelling our desire to speak. As we got closer to the center, the faint din of snapping twigs, hushed voices, and footsteps came from all directions.

      “Megan,” a masculine voice to my left called.

      I turned to see Harry and Amelia, hand-in-hand. They were gesturing for us to veer off the path. We followed them through the bramble until we reached a clearing.

      It was bigger than I’d imagined. What passed for Oportet’s forest was really just a few acres of trees. It was more like a public park—except for the fact that no one dared enter ever since Lancaster deemed “love of nature” as a questionable trait.

      A small playground sat in the center, rotting and rusting as time took its toll. I decided to use the moss-covered bench as a platform.

      I stood tall, hoping the old thing wouldn’t collapse under my feet. “Are we missing anyone?” I asked, watching as members of the Society gathered in a semi-circle around me.

      No one spoke, so I took that as a ‘no.’

      “I’ll try to make this quick, as I’m sure some of you are on a strict time schedule.” We’d all made up some kind of lie about where we were. “After today, we only have one more meeting before Friday.”

      I let that sink in, watching a collective panic flash in each pair of eyes, followed by jaws hardening with determination.

      “Today we’ll be splitting up into two teams: one will infiltrate the OSD building, and one will stay back to hack into the guards’ communications and then hijack the assembly. Each group will elect a pair of co-leaders, and I’ll brief both on their respective duties.”

      I put most of the younger kids on the assembly team so they would be in the least amount of danger. I could tell by their pouts that they knew their group was mainly for show, but none of them dared complain. The older kids on the assembly team dealt with all of the technical work, and they were also going to lead the assembly once we took it over.

      There was just something about a movement of young people fighting for their rights that radiated power—not the power that Stone or other corrupt leaders held—but the kind of power that inspired the world’s greatest revolutions. It was the kind of power that people found when they stood up to governments and organizations that only served the elite, not the masses below. We each had something to fight for, whether it was people, or ideas.

      We wanted to be able to choose our future, speak our minds, and escape oppressors who wanted to rewrite history and control each and every aspect of our lives. This was our fight. This was our revolution.

      “Which group are you going to be in, Megan?” Amelia asked. Realization was quick to strike her features, and she shook her head. “Oh, yeah, of course you’d be on the OSD team. Duh.”

      I looked away, taking in a deep breath. I’d have Liam back in nearly forty-eight hours—but if they’d hurt him or altered his mind in any way, I swore there would be serious hell to pay. And I’d be there to make sure they did.

      The OSD team gathered around the swing set, and the assembly team sat in the grass to the right. I made my way to the assembly team first. They were already in deep discussion.

      “I’m just pissed we don’t get Megan,” one of the middle-schoolers said with a pout.

      I frowned. “You don’t need me. Every one of you plays a part in this operation, just as I have my part.” I looked to Julian. “And there is no one better than Julian to lead you in your critical part of the operation.”

      Julian looked up at me, eyes wide with shock. He gave me thankful nod.

      “With that, I’d like to nominate Julian and Melanie as co-leaders of this group,” I said. I watched as people shifted their positions on the dewy grass, quiet whispers erupting in discussion.

      “Sounds good to me,” somebody said in the back.

      “All in favor?” I said. The majority of the hands rose. “Great. Now that we have that decided, I’ll let Julian explain the specifics of the plan.”

      He cleared his throat. As he stood up in front of the crowd, he drew his brows together. He looked at me nervously, but as soon as Melanie rose to stand at his side he launched into action.

      “First we’ll need someone who’s good at voice impersonations to be our Lancaster decoy after we hack the guards’ communicators,” Julian said.

      A couple of younger girls in the back giggled, pointing at a goofy-looking kid beside them. He broke out into a grin, winking at me.

      “You are all gathered today to scream at these here pictures of terrorists,” he started. His voice lowered into a deep copycat of Lancaster’s voice. Everyone laughed as he spoke. He even nailed the slight accent that Melanie identified as “southern.”

      “Looks like we have a winner,” Melanie said in between bursts of laughter.

      The boy gave us a lopsided grin, bowing. He straightened, then gave me another wink before he sat back down.

      “Looks like Liam has competition,” Melanie whispered, barely keeping her voice steady.

      I rolled my eyes, trying not to give in to the smile tugging at my lips. “I’ll leave you guys to it.” I headed off to the OSD team.

      Everyone looked up as I approached, including Harry, Thomas, Lacy, and Amelia. Despite my protest, Celia, the middle-schooler who advocated for violence, made it into the group. Part of our job was handling weapons, after all.

      “Have you guys elected your leaders yet?” I asked.

      Lacy raised a brow. “We were waiting for you.” She looked around the group. “We kind of thought you’d lead us.”

      “Oh.” I knew it was silly, but I’d always been afraid that the only reason I was the Awaken Society’s leader was because Melanie and Liam first appointed me—not because people actually wanted me to lead them.

      I’d always had this persistent fear that the Society just put up with me. I was always late to everything, sometimes I could be a little abrasive, my filter was seriously broken, and I certainly didn’t look like a leader. At least not by Oportet’s standards. I wasn’t an adult. I wasn’t a man. I wasn’t a politician, and I didn’t make any grand promises to anyone who dared follow me.

      When I was little, my teachers, parents, and their friends just called me “spirited” or sometimes even “bossy.” They said that I was bound to intimidate men, and when those same boys in my class acted like I did, the adults would tell them they were natural-born leaders. They were strong, capable, and destined for greatness. They were future leaders, and I was just… me.

      “Why do you look so surprised?” Amelia asked, breaking into a grin.

      “I don’t know,” I said slowly, lifting my eyes to scan their faces, each waiting for me to act, speak, and lead.

      They didn’t see me as some girl they were stuck with because she was the Society’s founder. They saw me as someone they respected.

      I cleared my throat. “We need another leader. Any nominations?”

      “Lacy,” said Thomas. Heads turned to look at him, and he pushed his glasses further up his nose before looking away.

      There were murmurs of agreement.

      “Yeah, Lacy totally deserves it,” Amelia said, knocking shoulders with a smiling Lacy beside her. “She scored the highest in the class on her Senior Exams. She’s the smartest person I know.”

      “Anyone else?” I asked. I watched Celia and her boyfriend scowl, as if they were hoping someone on their side would have a chance. It was obvious no one was going to vote against Lacy. “Fantastic. Come on up, Lacy.” I gave her an encouraging smile as she rose, biting her lip, her eyes darting from face to face.

      “Wow, um, thanks, guys,” she said.

      “Okay, so our mission is simple: Get in, get out.” I pulled out Liam’s file and notes; my hand trembled slightly. “After we split with the assembly team, Julian will hack into the guards’ communication server—and don’t ask me how because I don’t have a freaking clue. I can barely work a laptop.” I waited for the laughter to quiet down. “After our talented imposter impersonates Lancaster and orders an evacuation of the OSD building to the assembly, we’ll go in and open the gates for Rise Up.

      “We’ll also grab some weapons to take to the assembly before our backup from the Outside arrives, since there’s no doubt Lancaster will realize something is wrong when OSD personnel show up to the assembly instead of staying at their posts.

      Amelia gasped. “This is insane.”

      “Wait, I’m confused. It seems like our group is doing all of work. What exactly is the assembly team doing?” Celia said, her high-pitched voice tinged with accusation.

      “There’s a reason their group is smaller. Julian will be in charge of all the hacking and technological planning beforehand, and the rest of the group will be the first ones at the assembly before we can provide our aid. They’ll be coming up with a special presentation for when we have completely taken over the assembly. Someone will need to explain to the people of Oportet what’s really going on.”

      Lacy turned to look at me. “I always thought you’d be the one to do that. You’re our leader, after all.”

      “And you’re the best public speaker here,” Harry added.

      “True leaders make more leaders,” I said. “Melanie and Julian are perfectly capable of taking charge of the situation.” I stared down at Liam’s messy handwriting in my hands. “I’ll be busy finding Liam. You guys will be taking over the assembly without me, at least for a while.”

      Voices started muttering all at once. Every once in a while, a sympathetic pair of eyes would glance up at me, making my stomach lurch. I hated feeling the weight of their pity.

      I quickly started talking again. “We’ll also be finding the device that renders the guards unconscious—because who knows what could go wrong when a bunch of teenagers challenge Oportet’s entire population and its guards?” I said sarcastically. Just thinking about it made my skin crawl. “That device seems to be the bit of information Liam was searching for when he was detected by officials and kicked off the server. All he knows is that it exists. Nothing else.”

      “Will the device operate from the OSD building? Will it work at a distance?” Lacy asked.

      “I don’t know,” I sighed. “We don’t even know what it looks like—or if it’s capable of knocking out all the guards at once. Our only advantage is that they’ll all be in one place at the same time.”

      “I feel like we’re going into this blind,” Celia said. Her eyes were hard and unwavering. “Are we sure this plan won’t lead us all to our deaths?”

      Silence fell over us, thick and heavy with our greatest doubts and fears. I struggled to keep calm as my own dark thoughts took over.

      “No, we aren’t sure of anything,” I said. All eyes focused on me. “This is obviously risky—we all know that. But we are the only ones who are capable of saving the people of Oportet from the horrible fate of living their whole lives under an oppressive regime.”

      Lacy shifted next to me. “And you seem to forget the alternative,” she said to Celia, her voice strong and direct. “Liam has been taken. Next it could be me, or Megan, or Harry, or Thomas, or Melanie—and you better believe it could be you,” she said, staring down Celia and her boyfriend. Amelia leaned into Harry’s chest. “This is our opportunity to finally be something more than just a nuisance to Lancaster and the Council.” She glanced at me. “No offense.”

      I nodded. “None taken.” I knew as well as anyone that graffiti and secret meetings weren’t going to free thousands of people.

      Lacy took a step forward, her fist clenched at her side. “This is our chance to finish what ordinary American people started decades ago. This is our chance to earn a place in history—to end a system of control, domination, corruption and deceit.”
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      I threw a piece of popcorn and watched it bounce off Julian’s face and onto his bed. He didn’t even blink, keeping his eyes focused on his mini laptop screen and the host of chords and gadgets that littered his bedcover.

      I giggled. That was five good shots in a row.

      “That’s not helpful.” Melanie’s tone was like an exasperated mother’s, which made it all the more fun.

      I spun round and round in his desk chair while Melanie sat at the foot of his bed, typing away on her laptop—an electronic luxury that took more than a year of convincing to persuade Ms. Wilson to buy. It wasn’t like we could technically break any rules with it; Oportet blocked everything but its own approved media.

      Now Melanie was using a program to create an electronic presentation to show at Friday’s hijacked assembly. Julian even uploaded video footage, music, and data from the Outside for her to use.

      It was Thursday night, and we were going to be working hard until Ms. Wilson got home from work. We’d just arrived back from our second meeting in the woods, where we made our final preparations for tomorrow. The assembly was at six, and we’d be meeting altogether one last time before we went our separate ways.

      “I thought you said that Lilly was going to be gone until late—just like Ms. Wilson,” Melanie said, leaping up from the bed.

      We were all silent, the sound of footsteps just barely echoing from downstairs.

      “Don’t bother hiding your friends, I see their shoes by the front door,” Lilly Williams called, her voice flat. It was impossible to tell whether she was angry, disappointed, annoyed or anything.

      We all exchanged the same panicked look before springing into action. We quickly shoved our stuff under the bed, pulling some binders and notebooks out of our backpacks to make it look like we were studying. Footsteps approached the room, the door gliding open just as we were all settled.

      Three long seconds passed before Lilly smiled at us—a haunting, forced movement that didn’t reach her empty eyes.

      “Hello, girls. I wish Julian had asked me if he could have friends over to study, but you’re welcome to stay.” It looked like she was straining to add any pitch fluctuation into her voice—like her natural state was that of a robot now. “They let me off work early today.”

      I struggled to meet her eyes, remembering her sad story from that day in the cemetery. For Luna’s indiscretions, my parents were killed. But for Jasper’s, Lilly became a test subject for the OSD’s inhumane procedures. She was brainwashed the same way the guards were.

      It was that realization that gave me an idea. It was a crazy, potentially immoral way to test out the most questionable part of our plan—whether or not the guards would obey voice commands from a Lancaster impersonator.

      I watched Julian introduce Lilly to Melanie, and Lilly gave me another unconvincing smile before leaving the room. All the while my mind was churning, looking between Julian and Melanie and assessing our options.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Julian asked, narrowing his eyes. He and Melanie were busy getting all of our illegal materials out from under the bed.

      “Do you have that voice impersonator kid’s number?” I asked.

      “His name is Charlie, and yeah, I do.”

      I listened for Lilly’s footsteps downstairs. “Is there a phone up here?”

      “In Lilly’s room,” Julian said, sighing.

      I sprung to my feet. “You’ll need to stand guard.”

      “Do we get to know what you’re planning?” he asked.

      “You’ll see.”

      I snuck into Lilly’s room while Julian listened for her at the top of the stairs. Her room was eerily neat and plain, like someone sucked out all of the color. A collection of wall paintings was stacked in a corner collecting dust.

      The phone was on the nightstand, plugged into the outlet behind it. I quickly dialed Charlie’s number, clenching and unclenching my fist with each ring.

      “Hello?” A young male voice asked.

      “It’s Megan Beckham. Is this Charlie?”

      “No.” There was a pause. “Hey, Charlie! Your girlfriend’s on the phone.” He snickered, and I heard the phone passing from one pair of hands to the next.

      I barely made out a voice muttering I don’t have a girlfriend, followed by a thumping noise.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, this is Megan. I need you to do something for me,” I said quickly, glancing at Melanie in the doorway. She was gesturing for me to speed it up. No doubt I was making her anxious.

      “Anything for you,” he said seductively. “And in case you didn’t hear, I’m completely available. I’m sure you’ve been wondering.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Right. So, I need you to call this number back and do your Lancaster impression for Julian’s guardian, Lilly Williams. She’s brainwashed just like the guards, so there’s a good chance she’s also programmed to follow any orders from our supreme, eternal leader.”

      Charlie laughed. “You’re funny,” he said, the same flirty tone in his voice.

      “Charlie—focus!” I hissed.

      “Okay, jeez. What do you want me to tell her?”

      “Um… tell her to go outside and sit on the porch. We’ll be listening on the other line, and we’ll check to see if she follows the order. Remember to use her name and make it sound like a command.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know.”

      “Thanks for doing this,” I managed.

      “Well, I know something you could do for me in return—”

      I hung up.

      When the phone rang, we listened for Lilly to pick up the phone downstairs before the three of us sat down on her bedroom floor. With a finger to my lips, I told Julian and Melanie to not make a sound as I slowly picked up the other receiver so that I could hear Charlie in action. Julian leaned in so that he could listen with me.

      Charlie cleared his throat, his voice coming out radically different than what I’d just heard. “Hello, Lilly. This is Alfred Lancaster. I need you to do something for me… for the good of Oportet.”

      Don’t push it, you little freak, I thought to myself.

      The silence from Lilly’s line sent shivers down my spine. What if Liam was wrong? What if Charlie couldn’t successfully impersonate Lancaster? Or what if there was more to it than just Lancaster’s voice?

      Our entire plan hinged on Lilly’s reaction.

      “Of course, Councilman Lancaster,” Lilly said finally.

      I grinned, squeezing Melanie’s hand. I felt like jumping up and down with joy.

      “Please walk outside and sit on your porch. Also, inform Megan Beckham that she’s beautiful. That is all.”

      “Yes, sir.” She hung up.

      Julian met my eyes, biting back laughter. When I hung up, he said, “Holy shit, guys.  I think this is really going to work.” He ran a hand through his hair.

      “Let’s go see,” Melanie said. She scrambled to her feet.

      We crept downstairs, seeing Lilly on her porch through the window. When we opened the door she twisted her head around to look at us.

      “You are beautiful,” she said when she saw me. It was totally creepy.

      “Um, thanks?” I tried not to meet her inhuman eyes.

      “It’s starting to rain,” Julian said. “You should come inside, Ms. Williams. I’ll make dinner tonight.”

      Lilly didn’t budge. She stared at the three of us, a conflicted look crossing her features.

      Julian frowned. “You can get up, now, Lilly.”

      She shook her head. “I have to sit on the porch for the good of Oportet.”

      “Oh, no,” Melanie squeaked. “What if she’s stuck there—forever?”

      I thought quickly. “Lilly, after you sat down, Lancaster called. He told me to tell you to get up now.”

      She hesitated.

      “Lancaster ordered you to get up. You have fulfilled your duty to Oportet and to him.”

      Her face went blank as she pushed herself up from the porch, dusting off her skirt. “I have fulfilled my duty,” she repeated, stepping through the door.

      I exchanged looks with Melanie and Julian. It was this disgusting, overt oppression that we were about to face head-on, and I had no clue how we would deal with people like Lilly in the aftermath.
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      I always thought I had a strong stomach, but alcohol proved that theory wrong. At least Rachel was there to hold my hair back well into the night.

      “He’s been calling you,” Rachel said from the kitchen.

      “Jasper?” I asked, my voice teeming with hope. I’d managed to get a couple hours of sleep after my stomach had settled down—more than I thought I would after suffering from yet another episode of nausea and dry heaves. I almost wished I could forget last night in its entirety.

      “No. Ash,” she said slowly, holding up my phone.

      I swallowed, glancing at the screen to see seven missed calls and two voicemails. Nothing from Jasper.

      Flashes of the previous night’s events came back to me. Dancing, numbness, and laughter were overshadowed by Ash’s taking advantage of me, and the memory of his unconsented lips on mine began to morph into Alex’s assault four years ago. Both times were tinged with the smell of alcohol, loss of control, and a feeling of helplessness so powerful it overcame my entire body.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. Then another. I felt a hand on my back, rubbing slow circles into the fabric of my shirt.

      “Am I overreacting? Did I lead him on or something?” I asked, staring out Rachel’s kitchen window. “Is this all my fault?”

      “No, darling. You don’t owe that man a single thing, you hear me?” Rachel moved to face me. “None of this is your fault. Ash completely overstepped his boundaries. Nothing justifies his actions. He took advantage of you, and he’s going to have to suffer the consequences.”

      I shuddered. “I don’t want to see him. Or hear his voice.”

      “May I?” Rachel pulled up my voicemails, hovering over the “delete” button.

      I smiled. “You most certainly may.”
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      It was Friday morning, and I hadn’t done anything but plan Operation Liberate with Rachel and Rise Up, write more of Escape’s sequel, and try to relax as tonight approached. I even employed my old meditation technique that Lilly taught me back in Oportet—just sitting in silence, allowing each thought that came to mind pass through unexamined. It helped more than I thought it would. But it made me miss Lilly.

      “What makes you think Megan’s group can pull this off?” I asked Rachel.

      She looked up from her notes. “Because they have to.”

      I couldn’t calm my nerves, knowing what kind of danger my sister was putting herself in.

      “We’re leaving at two, right?” I asked.

      Rachel peered at me curiously. “We?” She repeated, raising her brows. “You’re staying right here. You have a concert to go to tonight.”

      I closed my laptop. “I’m not missing this operation for a concert. I thought you knew I was going.”

      “Heavens, no.” Rachel sighed. “You’ve done enough. There’s no reason for you to put yourself at risk for part of the plan that you’re not an essential component of.”

      “You think I can’t handle it,” I accused. Apparently I was just a ticking time bomb of panic.

      “Well, let’s look at the facts, shall we?” Rachel set her notebook on the coffee table. “You show all the signs of PTSD, and your symptoms peak when you’re reminded of the conflicts you’ve been through. Do you really think it’s such a good idea for me to send you right back into the battlefield?”

      I opened my mouth, and then closed it, avoiding her eyes in frustration. She was right, but I wasn’t about to admit it. What kind of sister would I be if I left Megan out there to fend for herself? I felt so useless.

      “She’ll be okay, Luna. She can handle herself, and we have an entire militia on our side. Megan’s plan is risky, but I have full faith that she can pull it off.”

      I didn’t want to talk about this anymore, even though I knew it was the best decision. “Will you help me pick out what to wear tonight?” I asked, changing the subject. I was kind of relieved that I had the opportunity to show Jasper I was there for him. I needed to make things right.

      Rachel blinked, switching gears. “Let’s head up to my closet. I have something that would be perfect on you.”
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      Today was the day.

      I didn’t know how much more aching my heart could take. All I knew was that I had to save Liam from Oportet’s prison before they altered his mind forever. After tonight, I would be too late.

      Today was also the day for a revolution, and I cursed myself for worrying so much about one person when there were thousands of lives in my hands. Everything had to go as planned. I was a leader, and I couldn’t let my personal weaknesses affect the entire society. On the day I needed to be strong, why did I feel so fragile?

      Melanie stood in front of the bedroom mirror, her brush hanging mid-air—she’d stopped running it through her long blond hair a while ago. “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah.” She turned around, setting the brush down on the dresser. “I actually think I am.”

      I tensed as she wrapped me in a hug. That wasn’t what I’d expected on today of all days—Melanie was calm. Too calm.

      “Thank you so much,” she said, pulling away. Her eyes were watery, but a smile grew on her lips.

      “Are you on drugs?” I cocked my head.

      She laughed. “Thank you for showing me that I have a voice, and that I can use it. After years of suppressing that voice—thanks to Mommy Dearest—it’s only because of you that I’ve been able to find it.” A tear leaked from her eye, and she was quick to wipe it away. “Thank you for showing me that it’s okay to think differently, and more importantly, that I should stand up for what’s right. Thanks for being my best friend. You don’t know how alone I felt before I met you and Liam.”

      “Oh, look. Now you’re making me cry,” I laughed, rubbing my eyes. “You’ve come so far. You used to be this shy ball of anxiety that flinched anytime anyone looked at you. And look at you now! You’re a key leader in a revolution, for heaven’s sake. I don’t think the change has much to do with me. I think there comes a point in everyone’s life when you just have to change. Humans are meant to evolve—it’s as simple as that. Some people fight that pull, but others embrace it. They become the person they were always meant to be. It’s me who should be thanking you. You’re the one who taught me when to be silent, and when to think things through before acting impulsively. I think we make each other better versions of ourselves.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’m glad I chose you over Stacy after my parents died. If I hadn’t, I honestly have no clue where I’d be right now.”

      Melanie laughed. “That would’ve been a disaster.”
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        * * *

      

      “Does everyone know what they’re doing?” I asked the crowd of teens in the forest clearing.

      I rocked back and forth on the damp ground, my hands shaking slightly at my side. Anticipation hung in the air that smelled of rain and earth.

      “Before the assembly team leaves for Julian’s house, I just want to say one last thing to everyone in the group.”

      The crunching of leaves and twigs grew louder as everyone shifted. Harry snaked his hand into Amelia’s. Lacy looked at her toes, then smiled up at me. Julian moved to stand closer to Melanie.

      Stay strong. “You guys have become my family. You’ve been my brothers and sisters. You’ve supported me when I probably didn’t deserve it, and you’ve shown me that I’m not the only one who feels like there’s always been something amiss here in Oportet. Going against your society—your parents, friends, neighbors, teachers and leaders—is the scariest thing any of us has ever done. If everything goes as planned, by this time tomorrow we will wake up completely free. We won’t have to meet in secret. No one will be monitoring and watching our every move. A government won’t be censoring our media, art, or education. None of us will be dragged off to have our minds altered. Freedom will no longer be an empty, distorted word used by Lancaster and the Council. It will be a reality.”

      I barely heard the applause and words of support as I stared through the crowd, taking in the trees and horizon beyond. I wished Liam were here. He was a part of this family just as much as anyone. He and Melanie were the first glimpse of family since my own had left me, and he was the first one who ever noticed that I was more than just a popular, bubbly teenager who’d just suffered a tragedy. He saw that I was beginning to wake up, and that I had the potential to help many more people awaken alongside me. Just like I was the first person to tell Liam that he didn’t need to be the son his parents wanted him to be—that he could be something more.

      “Megan,” a voice whispered in my ear. “It’s time.”

      I turned. Julian put a hand on my shoulder.

      “We’ve got this,” he said, grinning. I could tell he was trying his hardest to show me he wasn’t afraid.

      The truth was: We were all afraid.

      “In a couple days we’ll all be laughing in a coffee shop with Luna and Jonathon-Jason-whatever-his-name-is and everyone and everything will be okay. We’ll laugh about this moment as a fading memory, and you’ll be recognized as the girl who ignited a movement,” he said.

      I was about to correct him that it was really Luna who started all of this, but I returned the smile instead. My lips protested the movement. I really wanted to believe him… but I just couldn’t help but remember all the times that things in Oportet went terribly, horribly, catastrophically wrong.

      “Okay, it’s time. You guys do your thing. We’ll meet back up at the assembly,” I said.

      I watched as Julian, Melanie, and the group of younger kids marched off towards the path.

      I looked down at my watch. It was twenty minutes to five. That gave Julian about thirty minutes to hack into the director of the Oportet Safety Department’s communication device—the identity of whom we obtained through Liam’s detailed notes—and command a full evacuation.

      After Charlie commanded this evacuation and sent all personnel to the assembly, we would begin our mission. Our first goal was to find the weapons. Our second goal was to find the control room, and our third was to find Liam. Once freed, Liam would help us find the off-switch device to render the guards—or anyone like Lilly—unconscious. In the control room I’d open Oportet’s gates, allowing Rise Up and their militia to infiltrate its walls.
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        * * *

      

      The majority of Oportet was already gathered in the town square for the assembly. It was custom to congregate with other citizens an hour beforehand, up until Lancaster mounted the stage. He generally made his rounds, speaking with the elite before making his way to the middle and lower classes. I’d once witnessed Lancaster wipe his hands on a handkerchief after shaking hands with an Outsider immigrant.

      It was a quarter after five.

      “It’s happening,” I said mainly to myself when I saw the first movement of guards and vehicles.

      My team watched from behind the OSD’s tall barbed-wire fence as entire fleets of guards evacuated the building. SUVs, vans, and other tinted vehicles began exiting the gate. All of them were blindly obeying our faux Lancaster’s orders. “It’s working,” I whispered.

      When the parking lot had emptied, we crept up to the open gate. The guards were specifically instructed to leave all doors and gates unlocked. It was beyond comprehension that so many people listened to these obviously bogus orders without a single ounce of hesitation.

      “In and out,” I repeated, raising my voice. “Find the weapons and get to the square before Lancaster has any time to react.”

      We rushed past the security gates and through the main doors. Normally we would have to use a fingerprint to get inside, and then we’d go through a full-body scanner, but all of the machines were shut off. We had Julian to thank for that.

      The fluorescent lights flickered above, casting harsh, blinking lights against the plain white walls—walls like every other government building. It reminded me of the times when either of my parents took me with them to work. If they were still alive, they’d probably send me to this very building. They just hadn’t known any better.

      I studied the map Liam printed of the building’s layout, though I was pretty sure I’d memorized it.

      “This way,” I called. I led my group down the hallway.

      The sound of pounding footsteps echoed off the walls, and I let the thumping noise drown out each and every thought as I ran. I passed countless doors, making turn after turn, passing through each abandoned security unit until I reached the firearms storage room.

      I placed a shaking hand on the door, noticing yet another fingerprint scanner to my right. I glanced behind me at all of the eyes blinded by hope—all of the faces hardened with determination. I closed my eyes and turned the handle.

      When the door eased open, I smiled for the first time since we’d split with the assembly team.

      “Does everyone remember which weapons you’re looking for?”

      Yesterday’s meeting was devoted to giving a quick crash course on how to use the guards’ infamous silent pistols. They really weren’t that difficult to figure out with all of Liam’s notes and diagrams, plus the fact that Thomas’s father was a guard before our old leader, Tomlinson, fired him, after he was reported to have unpatriotic sympathies.

      “Thomas is going to give you guys a little refresher on how to make sure you don’t shoot yourselves. If all goes as planned, not a single trigger will be pulled tonight.”

      There were walls and walls of guns, Tasers, clubs, and other weapons I couldn’t place. I could’ve sworn some of them looked like they were meant for heavy combat. Some of the pistols were missing, due to the shift of guards already present at the assembly. They were our only armed opposition.

      Lacy began handing out pistols, and I had to all but push Thomas to the front of the room to give a quick demonstration.

      He slid his glasses up the bridge of his nose, letting his long hair cover his eyes as he spoke. “Um, so you want to hold it like this. The safety is here, on the left side. When you point your weapon—”

      “I need to go find Liam,” I whispered to Lacy. “You think you can handle things from here?”

      She was staring at the gun in her hand, and when she met my eyes, it was as if I could hear every one of her thoughts—mostly because they echoed my own.

      We are way too young to be holding things that could end lives. We should be eating dinner with our families, running around the backyard, feeling the grass and dirt beneath our toes as we go. We should be learning about who we are and who we want to be.

      I struggled to catch my breath, and it wasn’t because we just ran half a mile through this enormous building. I placed my hand over hers and rubbed a finger along the weapon’s sleek silver barrel. “It’s going to be okay,” I said. “Keep the safety on until you have no other choice.”

      She hugged me, resting her head on my shoulder. Her short blonde hair tickled the side of my face. “I can handle things. Go find Liam.”

      I nodded, my arms limp at my side. When she pulled away, I cast one last glance at the group, my eyes roaming over each and every face. I wanted to remember every member of my family just as they were—here in this room that reeked of domination and destruction of a city that would fall today.
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        * * *

      

      Liam wasn’t in any of the prisoners’ cells. I even remembered Mrs. O’Neill talking about how he would be staying in the nicest quarters available, so I checked the biggest cells on the map first.

      “Hello?” a voice called from a room to my left.

      I sprinted to the door, swinging it open to come face to face with a middle-aged woman with a black eye.

      “What’s going on?” she slurred. “Who are you?”

      “Who are you?” I countered, furrowing my brows.

      She shrugged. A dopey smile formed on her lips even though her eyes were leaking a steady stream of tears.

      “They said it was my turn after his,” she said, looking to her left, the direction I had just come from where the cell was empty. She frowned. “Somebody unlocked my door.”

      “Your turn for what?” I wrung my hands nervously.

      “My turn to be cured,” she said. She sunk down to the floor as if her limbs had just given out. “Whoa.” She was majorly drugged.

      My heart exploded in my chest. “Who went before you?”

      “The boy next door. He’s rich like me. We liked to talk to each other through the walls. I told him about how my husband turned me in, and he said it was his parents.” She began to stroke the bottom of my pants.

      I jerked my foot away.

      “Where did they take him? How long ago was this?”

      She sobbed. “People are such jerks,” she slurred. “You can’t trust a single one of them.”

      This was useless. I took off in a sprint to the place on the map labeled Medical Wing.

      “Liam!” I yelled as I ran through the wing, peering through each door’s window. “Liam!”

      A man in a lab coat came out of a room ahead, his eyes bugging out as he saw me running towards him.

      “What do you think you’re doing, young lady? There was an evacuation,” he said, narrowing his eyes. His hair was thinned and white, his face withered with worry lines.

      “Then why didn’t you leave?” I fired back, sucking in air from running.

      His face flushed. “I didn’t understand why we had to. It was bad enough that we were forced to stop in the middle of a procedure. My colleagues thought it was best to follow orders, since it must’ve been a pretty bad gas leak, but I thought something strange was going on.” He looked off into the distance, forehead creasing in thought.

      My fingernails scraped the inside of my palms. I was too concerned about Liam to stop and wonder why he would be telling me all of that. “You stopped the procedure?”

      He snapped out of his daze. “Who are you?” he asked, ignoring my question. “And how on earth did you get in here?”

      “I don’t have time for this!” I yelled. Stabbing pains were erupting in my chest, my throat tightening. I couldn’t lose some else. “Where is Liam O’Neill?”

      He stared at me, his mouth agape. At first I thought that he was going to protest and drill me with more questions, but a look of resignation passed over his features. He was obviously a doctor, which was one of the only occupations within the OSD that didn’t require a brainwashing procedure. He was free to act on his own volition.

      “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” he was staring off behind me again. “You’ve come to save one of your own.”

      “Do you regret any of this?” I asked, a hysterical note slipping into my voice. “All of these minds you’ve stolen?”

      “Everyone has regrets.” He still had that same look of calm about him, like he was happy to watch the show unfold.

      “I don’t.” Luna was meant to go. I was meant to stay. “Not anymore.” I raised the silent pistol I’d been holding ever since Lacy had slipped it into my hands. She wanted me to have it—just in case.

      “Tell me where he is or I swear I’ll shoot you.” In the leg, I finished in my head. I gripped the pistol with both hands and aimed it at the man’s chest.

      He smiled, still staring over my shoulder. My finger rested alongside the trigger, and I willed my hand to stop shaking. I was not above shooting somebody’s crazy, old grandpa.

      “Megan,” a voice said from behind me.

      I swung around, my breathing short and shallow. Now my gun was pointed straight at Liam O’Neill. He wore a hospital gown, and he had bruises and scrapes along his jaw and the side of his face. His cheeks seemed more hollowed since the last time I saw him.

      I lowered the gun. “Are you okay?” I rushed over to him, burying my head in his chest.

      His body was rigid. “I can’t let you do this. Lancaster is our leader and we must obey him. The Awaken Society is a terrorist group and nothing more.”

      I flinched, backing away from him quickly. What if he attacked me? Did I have the guts to fight him off? My heart hurt. Everything hurt.

      The old doctor started to chuckle. I glanced back at him, horrified.

      When I looked back at Liam he was grinning too. “Gotcha.”

      I stuck the gun back in my pocket, slamming my hands into Liam’s chest. He lost his balance and stumbled into the wall.

      “You’re a complete asshole!” And why was he suddenly so weak? I never thought I had the strength to make a football quarterback lose his balance.

      It looked like it took him a great effort just to push himself away from the wall and back onto his feet. “I’m sorry, Megs,” he said, catching his breath. He walked over to me slowly. “I haven’t eaten in four days so I’m a little out of it. I’m not even sure this is real—or just a really awesome hallucination.” His smile was quick to fade.

      “Why haven’t you been eating? Were they starving you?” I turned to glare at the doctor, who just raised his hands up and took a step back.

      “No. I’ve been on a hunger strike of sorts… When doing my research I read about how they’ll slip drugs into your food to make interrogation more effective.”

      “Is there a vending machine or something nearby?” I asked the doctor.

      He scratched his chin. “I could go grab a sandwich and water from the mini-fridge in my office.”

      “Why are you even helping us?” I didn’t trust this guy one bit.

      “It’s fascinating,” he said simply. “It’s not like your little group of toy soldiers is going to make it far anyway. Might as well enjoy the spectacle as long as it lasts.” He raised his hands above his head, moving into the nearest office. He left the door open so I could see him reach into the fridge and grab a sandwich wrapped in tinfoil. He also snatched a water bottle from his desk.

      “Okay, we need to head to the control room immediately. You can eat while we walk.”

      “What makes you think you can get into the control room? Were you behind the evacuation? How—” The doctor’s voice echoed after us as we sped down the hallway.

      “Megan, wait.” Liam stopped, grabbing my arm.

      Did we need to slow down? Was this too much for him? Liam cupped my face with his free hand, leaning down to brush his lips against mine.

      I thought about his final words to me before he was taken. “I never got a chance to tell you that I—”

      “Tell me tomorrow,” Liam interrupted.

      I opened my mouth to protest. What if we didn’t have tomorrow?

      Liam stopped me with another kiss. When he pulled away he rested his head against my forehead, taking in a deep breath. “Tell me tomorrow.”

      I nodded. “We need to keep moving.”

      When we got to the control room the assembly was about to begin. The door had been propped open, just like we’d instructed. The room was dark, and there were multiple, giant screens across the front wall. They showed the main streets and the area right outside the wall, and the one in the center showed a clear view of the town square.

      All of the guards we evacuated were already there. They meandered around the crowd in confusion. It didn’t look like Lancaster had even arrived yet. That meant Lacy hadn’t yet led the armed group out into the open.

      To the left a screen showed the militia group armed and ready outside the main gate.

      I started to ask Liam where the gate’s controls were located, but he was already manning a computer in front of the screen, typing furiously. I watched as the gate began to groan and shake, slowly sinking into the ground below. The desolate street ahead was open to Rise Up’s caravan to head straight into Oportet.

      Everything was happening so fast. I was almost worried I was going to wake up any second only to realize that this blur of a day was only a dream.

      “You make everything seem so easy,” I said, looking over his shoulder at the complex codes and commands flashing across the screen.

      He smiled. “So what’s next?”

      “We need to find that device you wrote about in your notes—the one that emits a frequency that knocks out everybody who’s brainwashed.” I started pacing back and forth, glancing at the huge surveillance screen every so often to make sure nothing had changed. Citizens just glanced at the influx of guards and OSD personnel with curiosity, nothing more. They probably just thought that Lancaster wanted everyone to be present for an important assembly. After all, to question Lancaster’s commands was a symptom of Terrorist Syndrome.

      “I never had a chance to read much about it before they kicked me off,” Liam said. “But now I don’t even have to hack into anything. I’m already on their main database.”

      “Okay, well, then do your thing.” I continued to pace, watching as Lancaster finally stepped out of his tented SUV and approached the stage. He looked out into the crowd, a wave of confusion crossing his features. He glanced along the row of council members sitting in the closed-off section to the left of the stage, but they seemed to be just as confused as he was. I recognized Councilwomen O’Neill among them. As usual, the upper class hovered close by.

      As soon as he gestured for the OSD President to join him on the stage’s steps—most likely to ask him why the hell he and his people were here instead of back in the OSD building—twitchy, introverted Thomas Sarandon emerged from the crowd behind Lancaster and placed a gun to his head.

      Someone screamed, and soon the entire crowd was backing away in panic, leaving our rebel group out in front. They each held their guns trained at the armed guards, and in turn, these guards pointed their guns right back. It was a standoff, just as we’d anticipated. Luckily we had the advantage. Thomas holding Lancaster at gunpoint meant we had him under our control, and that meant we had the entire guard under our control.

      “Command your guards to drop their weapons,” Thomas instructed. His voice shook as he spoke, which actually made him sound all the more frightening—like he was in the right state of mind to assassinate a leader. We could barely make out his voice as it was amplified by a microphone Lancaster wore.

      Lancaster was completely silent, staring straight ahead. A vein in his forehead throbbed.

      “You need to hurry,” I said, my breath hitching. I looked at the other screen, watching the militia continue to speed down the main road. They were close, but not close enough.

      “Megan, the device is in this room. On this very computer,” Liam said. “It’s not a device. It’s more like another central command—just like the one that opened the gate.”

      “And you know how to access it?”

      “Yes. It’ll only take me a second to find it.” He frowned. “But it was created to disable a single, unruly guard or citizen that somehow fell out of their control. It was never meant to eliminate all of them at once.”

      Lancaster finally spoke, so quietly I had to turn the volume up to hear it.

      “Why would I do such a thing?” he asked, his eyes fiery. “You and your friends will end up dead either way.” There was something in his relaxed, stone-like features that raised the hairs on the back of my neck. His eyes were calm, but cold. His lips turned up.

      “Liam. Lancaster’s going to do something. I have a really bad feeling about this,” I said.

      “I think I found a way to hit all of the brainwashed citizens and guards at once. I’m halfway done. They’ll all go down in about thirty seconds.”

      “I don’t think we have thirty seconds!” I raised a hand to my mouth as the unarmed guards surrounded our rebel group. They might not have weapons, but they sure did know how to fight. We were outnumbered.

      Thomas pressed the gun harder against Lancaster’s head. “You’ll do it because I swear I’ll pull this trigger if you don’t.” His fingers tightened around the trigger.

      The herd of evacuated guards stopped in their tracks, and Lancaster’s armed guards mimicked Thomas’s movements as they closed in on their triggers. Everyone was prepared to kill for their cause today.

      Lancaster smiled, which was scarier than anything else he could’ve done in that moment. “Guards, I command you to shoot every last—”

      “No!” I screamed, clutching Liam’s shoulder.

      Bodies began to hit the pavement, one after the other. There were no gunshots, since the only guns in the square were silent pistols. I couldn’t even look at the screen. I just listened to the screaming and the bodies—so many bodies—slamming into the brick.
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      “You take care, Luna,” Bill Stevenson said as he pulled me in for a hug. Stevenson was the militia leader I had appealed to on behalf of Rise Up. A tall, burly man in his forties, he smelled of pine trees and charred wood.

      “Thanks, Mr. Stevenson. You and your men and women are the ones who need to take care, though,” I replied, giving him a final wave as he climbed into a red Jeep. “Stay safe.”

      Rachel took my hand in hers. “You’ll see your sister soon, dear.”

      Realization struck me. “And my parents,” I breathed. “That’s going to be so weird.” Considering the last time I saw them I had all but disowned them, I’d say it would be a pretty strange reunion. It was just after I’d learned that they had drugged me and sent me off to have my memories wiped.

      Rachel’s face fell. She looked away. “Have fun at the concert, and tell Jasper hello for me.”

      “Um, okay.” She wasn’t telling me something, and she was doing a poor job of hiding it as she stepped into the jeep with Bill.

      I watched as an entire caravan of vehicles set out for Oportet, and I tried not to look at the weaponry loaded in pickup trucks or peeking through windows. At least these guns belonged to the good guys, but that fact didn’t really quell my unease.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel was right. This dress was perfect for me. It was casual and short, with a deep blue hue and a fit-and-flare style. I had Rachel’s house to myself to get ready. Being such an introvert, I normally loved the silence of an empty house, but not tonight. Tonight was not the time to be alone with my thoughts.

      My gut instinct was to think about how Ash would keep me company during the show. Now, I dreaded the thought of seeing him. I thought he’d give up all the calling, texting, and leaving me voicemails, but even today I woke up to yet another missed call and a text that read: Will I see you tonight? I want to apologize… in person. Again, I ignored them.

      My dark hair had grown out past mid-back, and I lost myself in the process of curling it strand by strand. As soon as I finished, I grabbed my purse and rushed out the door. Thankfully, Rachel left me her car.

      My phone rang as soon as I got in, and I held it up to my ear as I pulled out of the driveway.

      “Jasper,” I answered, grinning. “I’m on my way to the gig right now.”

      I heard him sigh with relief. “Thank god. I’ve been freaking out thinking you were still going to Oportet.”

      “No. They left hours ago. I want to hear you play.” That wasn’t the whole reason I had to stay, but it was true nonetheless. “Where are you?”

      “I’m backstage,” he replied. He was silent for a moment. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you, too.” More than I could put into words. “I think I’ve been missing you for a lot longer than when I left Tuesday.”

      “I know what you mean. But if we could make it after you forgot who I was, I think we’ll be able to make it through this.”

      I thought about something I’d been mulling over.

      “Luna?” Jasper asked, a hint of worry in his voice.

      “Of course, I think we can make it through this. Actually, I’ve been thinking…”

      “Oh, no.”

      I smiled. “Ha-ha.” I paused to make sure I was turning the right direction. Navigating downtown Portland right before a big concert was the worst. “I think we should find our own place.”

      “That sounds like a great idea. Here in Portland?”

      “I think we have to. Tonight’s going to change everything for the band—I mean, opening for The Limits is just amazing—so I wouldn’t want to get in the way of that.”

      “I’d go anywhere for you,” he said quietly. “Bands are portable.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I guess they are.”

      “We’ve been wanting to tour for a while now. Maybe you could be our first groupie.”

      I bit back a smile. “You’re an idiot.”

      “Hey, remember when I used to practice my air guitar in senior science class? I think that was the first time you called me an idiot.” Jasper sighed. “Ah, good times.”

      My palms began to sweat as I glanced at the clock. It was seven o’clock, and I had no idea what was happening in Oportet. Rachel told me that Oportet somehow blocked communication with the outside world, so she wouldn’t be in contact until they finished the operation.

      Thoughts kept popping into my head—all kinds of terrifying scenarios and outcomes that made my entire body tremble with fear. It took all I had to keep myself focused on the road ahead instead of all the memories hiding just below the surface, ready to remind me of all the things I wished I could forget.

      “Can you keep talking to me until I get there?” I asked, the trembling leaking into my voice.

      “I won’t stop talking until you find me backstage. Okay?”

      “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      When I reached Jasper I barely noticed the bustling of people all around us, in the midst of final preparations for tonight’s show.

      He broke away from the band, meeting me halfway. I thought he was leaning in to kiss me, but he pulled me to his chest instead. I let myself block out all of the noise—both exterior and interior—and just focused on how it felt to be held. Jasper’s arms around me gave me the warmth I needed. It gave me something to hold onto as my mind struggled to stay afloat.

      “You made it here in record time,” he said, his breath tickling the back of my neck. “At least you aren’t as late as Ash.”

      “He’s still coming?” I hoped he’d gotten the message and just stayed home.

      “Well, yeah.” Jasper pulled away, studying my face. “Why wouldn’t he be?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Jasper looked like he was about to pry further when Liz, the bassist, walked up behind him, her platinum blonde hair now streaked with pink. She draped an arm over his shoulder, waving at me.

      “Hey, Luna. Haven’t seen you in a while.” She returned her attention to Jasper. “We’re about to go on. We got bumped up after the other opening band got into some kind of fight while loading their gear.”

      “Oh, wow, okay.”

      Jasper moved quickly, moving closer to the stage with the other band members. I watched on the sidelines as he gave a final pep talk, his eyes glowing with anticipation. The stage manager began to give them directions, and I studied the way Jasper’s hands drummed on the side of his jeans as he listened, and then gave scrawny Sam, the nervous-looking guitarist, a pat on the back. I smiled.

      “Luna, get over here,” Jasper called.

      I hugged my arms to my chest, quickly making my way over to the group. He gave his phone to Liz, asking her to take our picture. We stood so that the stage—which was still being prepped—was our background, and I smiled as wide as I could, given the intensity of tonight’s events.

      “You two are adorable,” Liz said, handing Jasper his phone.

      I proceeded to take multiple pictures of the band with three different phones, each time Drea making a sillier face than the last.

      “Why can’t you just smile?” I asked her, cracking up.

      She shrugged. “Because if I make myself look stupid then the picture can’t.”

      I must’ve been slaphappy from stress because for some reason Drea’s strange logic actually made sense. I laughed and shook my head at her. That was when a hand touched my shoulder, startling me. I almost dropped the group of phones in my hand.

      “Careful there, love,” Ash said, his voice low and close to my ear.

      I swallowed, feeling anger rush up my body towards my mouth. I pretended I was fine as I passed everyone’s phones back, and I avoided Jasper’s questioning eyes as he looked between Ash and me.

      “You get the best spot in the venue,” Jasper said, guiding me to stand just to the right of the stage, invisible to anyone in the crowd.

      “You know this is the only reason I’m with you, right?” I joked, looking out at the instruments and props already set up—lights and lasers filling the space with their glow.

      “Figures.” He leaned in closer. “A kiss for luck?”

      I nodded as he closed the gap, and unlike what I felt with Ash, there was nothing in my body that protested his lips on mine.

      It felt like a blur as people moved all around me, pushing the band onstage after the show was ready to begin. I barely had time to think about where Ash had ended up before Jasper was speaking into the microphone, engaging the crowd with ease. After introducing the band, music was quick to fill the air.

      The Void was in their element. Even Sam didn’t look so scared anymore. Jasper had dragged me to many shows with bands that sounded terrible live, but The Void was definitely not one of them. It was obvious that some of the crowd was already familiar with their music, and there were times when Jasper let them fill in the lyrics. Portland loved their local bands.

      It was exhilarating to watch. The bass vibrated through the floor and throughout my body, making me feel like I had a second heartbeat as it thudded. I couldn’t even hear myself as I sang along.

      “You should be dancing. I know how much you enjoy it.”

      I didn’t even turn around to the sound of Ash’s voice. I just waited for the music to pick back up again so I couldn’t hear him if I wanted to.

      Ash moved to stand next to me, crossing his arms over his chest. He stood so close that his shoulder brushed against mine. I was quick to take a step to the side. He didn’t follow.

      Now not only was I angry with him for what he did the other night, but I was also pissed he was ruining this moment for me. I’d lost all drive to sing along; all I could do was watch Jasper move around on stage, listening to his smooth, melodic voice breathe life into every word. Each line seemed to pull me closer and closer to him, and farther away from Ash.

      “Can we talk?” Ash asked after the last song. His voice seemed to have lost its mask, revealing something more desperate.

      I clenched and unclenched my fist, turning to face him. I was tired of avoiding him. It was time to face things head on. It reminded me of our conversation when I couldn’t fall asleep: Ash told me all of my insomnia and flashbacks could be some sort of premonition, like a similar experience in the future could provide a chance to conquer my fear. What if Ash’s violation was my chance to face my fear?

      “Fine. Let’s go.” I started walking away from the stage, glancing behind me as Jasper waved a final goodbye to the screaming crowd.

      We found ourselves in a back hallway. A door at the end led outside the building, the bulbs above barely providing enough light to illuminate the space.

      Ash stared at me intensely, his eyes flickering to my dress. “You look beautiful, Luna,” he said.

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. I thought Jasper was his friend. Why did he insist on pushing this farther?

      “Is that all you wanted to tell me? If so…” I started to turn around, but Ash was quick to reach for my arm.

      “No, wait.”

      I stared at his hand wrapped around my skin, meeting his eyes with a fiery glare. He quickly pulled it away.

      “I’m so sorry about the other night. I was a little drunk, you were totally wasted, and I completely took advantage of you,” he said. “I should’ve waited.”

      Waited? I furrowed my brows. “This isn’t just about the fact that I wasn’t sober,” I said.

      “Then what is it about? Don’t tell me you haven’t felt something for me these last few weeks,” he said. His eyes began to darken.

      “Of course I’ve felt something. I’ve felt I could relate to you. You’ve made me laugh, and you’ve help me cope with my anxiety. You’ve also irritated me beyond comprehension. But I’m grateful you introduced me to Rise Up and that you drove me to George’s for history lessons.” My voice sounded stronger. I felt all of my apprehension fade away with every word I spoke. “But none of that was an invitation to make a move on me.”

      “I once told you that I’d never loved anyone. Maybe that’s changed,” he said, his eyes softening. He watched my face closely, as if he was calculating my reaction.

      “That’s bullshit.”

      He looked taken aback, his mouth opening slightly. Instead of pain, only anger marked his features.

      “Before you kissed me you told me that you wanted me—like I was just another conquest. Wanting someone isn’t the same as loving them.” I was finally starting to see what Jasper was talking about. At first I thought he was just jealous when he told me that Ash had a habit of manipulating people and situations for his own gain, but now it all started to make sense. “You’ve been driving a wedge between Jasper and me since you got here, and when you found me at my weakest you took advantage.”

      Ash took a step closer. “You wanted that kiss just as much as I did,” he said, his voice louder than it should’ve been.

      “You kissed him?” Jasper’s voice rang through the hallway.

      I gasped, my eyes narrowing in on Ash. “You knew he was listening.”

      Ash just leaned against the wall, his jaw set.

      I spun around, but Jasper was already moving past me, toward the door at the end of the hallway.

      “Jasper, wait.” I started to follow him, stopping to look at Ash one last time. “I feel sorry for you,” was all I said. I did, however, mutter a slew of choice words into the chilly night air.

      “Jasper?” I called. I almost tripped on a collection of bricks at the bottom of the steps.

      I heard tires screeching, with muffled shouts echoing through the air. Jasper stopped pacing along the dark alleyway. A tinted SUV had just pulled up across the street, and an armed man in an all-black uniform sprinted towards us, what looked like a pistol in his hands. The only thing missing was a dark helmet to shield his face.

      My entire body went into shock. I tried to fight off the memories as they invaded my mind, little by little tightening my throat and stealing my breath.

      I couldn’t give in to a panic attack. Not this time.

      I fought to will my paralyzed body into motion, forcing myself to crouch down behind the railing of the staircase where I couldn’t be seen. I peered over the edge, watching helplessly as the man moved closer to Jasper. I hadn’t been spotted.

      That was when Jasper turned around. “Luna, I don’t want to—”

      But the footsteps he’d heard didn’t belong to me. They belonged to an Oportet guard.

      I wanted to yell for him to run, but my vocal chords were clogged with fear. I closed my eyes for one long second, remembering my Aunt May as she faced the guards moments before her death. She didn’t quake with fear. I thought of Rachel—the way she commanded a room armed with her voice alone. She did what needed to be done. I thought of Lilly, her inner peace allowing her to stay calm and collected in any situation. These were the women given the daunting task of guiding me through my life. I needed to fight—like they undoubtedly would.

      “Jasper Williams,” the guard said. “I was sent here by Oportet’s Head Councilman, Alfred Lancaster.”

      Jasper gaped, slowly moving backward until his back hit the wall of the building across the alley. He glanced my way, probably hoping someone would come to his rescue through the door. I don’t think he saw me crouching below.

      My hands shook as I grabbed one of the bricks I almost tripped over from the staircase. I was careful to step lightly as I approached the guard’s back, taking in deep breaths as images flitted across my mind’s eye, threatening to take over. I couldn’t live in the past. Not right now—not anymore.

      I knew Jasper saw me in his peripheral vision, but he was smart not to look my way.

      “You have been charged with numerous offenses against Oportet, including being an accomplice in the assassination of former Head Councilman Tomlinson and five guards, impersonating a government official, conspiring to breach Oportet’s walls and putting citizens’ lives at stake, and harboring the known terrorist, Luna Beckham.”

      “Terrorist? What the hell are you talking about?” Jasper spat.

      Please calm down, I pleaded internally.

      I crept closer, the brick’s sharp edges cutting into my palms.

      “She’s been spreading malicious propaganda. She is also known to be a part of the terrorist group Rise Up. She is a dangerous threat to Oportet and will be dealt with accordingly.”

      “I swear to your corrupt leader that if any of you touch her, I will—”

      I heard a small click as I slammed the brick down on the guard’s head—a click I’d heard many times before. It was the click of a silent pistol’s trigger.

      I felt, as much as heard, the dull crack of breaking bone as the weight of the brick collided with the guard’s skull. He collapsed to the pavement like a light switch had instantly turned him from menacing villain to a lifeless rag doll. A steady stream of blood flowed from his head, spilling out onto the street and towards my heels. He should’ve worn his helmet.

      I heard a thud as Jasper slid down the wall and onto the ground below, clutching his stomach. A dark red patch began to form on his shirt as blood soaked through. His face paled, and his eyes started to go out of focus.

      “Jasper!” I shrieked, hurrying to kneel down beside him. Tears pooled in my eyes. There was so much blood. “Look at me.”

      It took him a great deal of effort to meet my eyes. “I love you,” he said through clenched teeth, wincing as if the words alone brought him pain.

      “We have to stop the bleeding,” I said through tears. “We need to call for help. I don’t know where my phone is. Do you have yours?” I reached into his pocket, my fingers clasping the device and quickly typing in his passcode.

      “I love you,” he repeated. His eyes rolled back into his head as he lost consciousness.
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      All I heard were bodies dropping after Lancaster gave the command to shoot every last Awaken Society member. I couldn’t even look at the screen. My only thought was this is all my fault. Why did I ever think we could pull this off?

      Liam grasped my hand. “Megan.”

      “No,” I said, my voice hysterical. “Celia was right. They were just a herd of sheep being led to slaughter.”

      “Look at the screen, dammit.”

      I swallowed hard. When I glanced at the screen, my chest tightened as I saw my little herd still standing. Guards were strewn at their feet, along with various civilians in the crowd. Lilly was one of the fallen.

      “How?” I stared at Liam frantically, my breathing still short and shallow.

      “The sound frequency was designed to be sent through a guard’s individual communicator. I sent it through the square’s speakers instead.”

      I watched as the group of armed revolutionaries registered what had happened. Thomas was the first to lower his weapon. Lancaster didn’t even move, his jaw slack and face blank.

      The crowd didn’t seem to know what to think either. Melanie, Julian, and the rest of the assembly team began to weave through the mass of people, making their way to the stage. The rest of the Society lowered their weapons and stood over to the side, facing the crowd.

      Melanie and Julian ascended the steps, standing in front of the podium. Charlie and his friends manned the computer that projected onto the massive screen behind the stage. They plugged in a flash drive, and I recognized it as Melanie’s presentation.

      “Megan, there’s something you need to know,” Liam said. “I didn’t want to distract you before, but now it seems like we’ve gotten through the worst of it.”

      Rise Up’s caravan of vehicles finally made it to the square, pulling up to surround the group of shocked citizens.

      A woman jumped out of the leading Jeep and began giving orders. Determined and tough-looking men and women began to pour out into the street, weapons on their waists and handcuffs in their hands. The leading woman was the first to handcuff Lancaster, and soon the unconscious, fallen guards were being dragged away as well.

      “What is it?” I asked, never removing my eyes from the screen.

      “We have to leave. Right now.”

      “Yeah, I know. We have to get to the assembly.”

      I watched Melanie clear her throat, tilting the microphone lower to meet her height.

      The crowd seemed to be in chaos. I watched as a father holding a small child muttered “finally” as he walked over to join the Society by the stage. One after the other, people began to wake up to what was happening, until a small group of citizens had broken apart from the pack to join the other side of the revolution.

      The other half of the square began to boo and hiss at Melanie on stage, some even detained by the militia when they tried to attack sympathizers of our cause. Sadly, this was the majority. I even spotted Ms. Wilson crying and shaking her head as she watched her daughter. Mrs. O’Neill was having a similar reaction, and her husband broke through the Council’s closed-off section to console her. The Council was a mix of fury, fear, and disbelief.

      “No, I mean, we need to leave Oportet.” Liam put his hands on my shoulders, pulling me away from the screen. “Megan, listen to me. I heard a guard talking to Lancaster on his communicator when I was first brought in. He was being commanded to carry out the final stage in a secret operation.”

      “All the guards are unconscious,” I reminded him, my eyes flickering to the screen again. A series of firsthand footage and news clips began to play behind Melanie, each telling a piece of America’s true history—of Stone’s treachery, Rise Up’s actual messages and activism, and how the masses had been controlled time and time again by those in power. Oportet was no different.

      “This guard was sent to the Outside.”

      I turned my attention back to Liam, cocking my head. “Why would Lancaster send a guard to the Outside?”

      “The guard had been watching Luna and her boyfriend for weeks, sending information about their movements back to Lancaster.”

      The air was knocked from my lungs.

      “He had just gotten back from another trip to Portland when Lancaster decided to give the final order.”

      Melanie’s voice rang loud and clear over the square, forcing me to look back at the screen.

      “You have been lied to,” she said. “These lies are perfectly orchestrated and far-reaching, each one used to erase history, block your own intuition and truth, and transform you into obedient, unquestioning, misguided citizens robbed of your free will. This is the story of Oportet. This is the true story of America’s great fall.”

      I was surprised to see Mr. Brown, my history teacher, break away from his weeping wife to join the resistance. He gave Melanie a smile of encouragement.

      “What was the final order?” I asked Liam, though I already had a pretty good guess.

      “They’re going to assassinate them. For acts of terror.”

      I pried myself away from the screen, my entire body protesting the movement. This was my revolution. It felt like hell to leave it unfinished.

      But my sister needed me, and this movement wasn’t about any one person alone. It was about all of us. True leaders make more leaders, and I had to make peace with Melanie finishing this operation without me.

      “We have to find her,” I said, all but pushing Liam out the door. “How much time do we have?”

      “I have no idea. I just know it’s tonight. It might be too…” he trailed off, realizing his mistake.

      “No—no it can’t be. We just need to hurry.” I fought the urge to glance over my shoulder as we left, the sound of Melanie’s voice following us through the hallway.
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take much convincing for Rise Up to lend us one of their vehicles, already programmed with our destination in the GPS.

      “Please, be safe,” the leader told us, her black hair pulled into a sleek ponytail. Worry contorted her features. “I love your sister very much,” she said, slamming the passenger’s side door shut after I got inside. Liam was the only one who knew how to drive. “But I need to stay.” It looked like this decision was causing her a great deal of stress.

      I understood the feeling. “She’s going to be okay. We’ll make it in time,” I said through the open window. It sounded like I was trying to convince myself more than anything.

      I gave her a small wave as we peeled out, Liam driving like a maniac through the heart of Oportet, reaching over ninety miles per hour along the main road.

      “So what was that thing you never got a chance to tell me?” Liam asked. He gave me a sidelong glance, his lips forming a crooked smile.

      I could tell he was trying to distract me, and I was grateful for it. “You said that I had to wait until tomorrow.”

      “That was to stop you from worrying about our potential doom. But I think now it’s obvious that everyone is going to be fine when we wake up tomorrow morning.”

      Not everyone. I swallowed hard.

      “Megan, she’s going to be okay. We’re going to save her, I swear to you.”

      I didn’t say anything. How could I believe him when the rest of my family was murdered this exact same way—at the hands of Oportet’s guards?

      “Now, come on. Say it.” He nudged my shoulder with his hand, keeping the other on the steering wheel.

      “Fine. I love you, you entitled moron. Is that what you want to hear?”

      He chuckled, clutching his heart. “Oh, Megan Beckham, always the hopeless romantic.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t make me take it back.”

      “That’s what makes love so fun, though. There are no take-backs.”
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        * * *

      

      It had to have taken at least three hours to reach Portland, and Liam turned out to be a pretty crappy driver in the midst of such a big city. It was like nothing we’d ever seen before—the vast amount of people, cars, and buildings—it was overwhelming.

      The built-in navigation pushed us along, even as car after car honked at us for doing something wrong. Liam sped down street after street like a mad man. Even when he was going twenty over the speed limit, it felt like it wasn’t fast enough. Overwhelming dread churned in my stomach, and with every breath I fought the urge to scream. We needed to get there first.

      Rachel had entered the directions to the Crystal Ballroom before we left. We were almost there when I caught a glimpse of an SUV with dark tinted windows without a license plate turning down a narrow street. The OSD’s official seal was painted beneath the back window. There was no way in hell that could be a coincidence.

      “Hey, turn right,” I said quickly.

      Liam obeyed. “Why? It says to go straight,” he said, looking at the navigator. He caught sight of the SUV. “You don’t think…”

      “Look. It has an OSD seal.”

      Suddenly the vehicle picked up speed, as if the driver knew we were following him.

      The SUV made a sharp turn onto a main road, effectively putting multiple cars between us.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      The SUV was moving quickly, passing car after car and then racing off down a street just as our light turned red. We were losing them.

      “No,” I said. “We need to catch up.” The panic in my voice made me sound like a different person.

      Liam’s lips were drawn into a hard line. When the light turned green we were off again, turning left where the SUV went. Now it was all about making the right guesses, since the vehicle was nowhere in sight. The navigator told us that we were a mere mile away from our destination, so we decided to just keep moving towards the venue.

      “Shit, sorry, wrong turn,” Liam said as my heart sunk. He quickly re-navigated, but I feared we were too far behind now.

      “Hey, look,” Liam said after what seemed like an eternity. The SUV was pulled up to the curb, a street away from the building Luna was supposed to be in. Liam parked directly behind it.

      We got out of the car, and I began frantically searching for signs of the whoever had been driving the SUV.

      I heard Luna before I saw her. Her voice cut through the air like daggers, and her sobs sent shivers down my spine. A siren sounded in the distance, getting closer and closer to where we stood.

      I rushed across the street, barely aware of Liam trailing me. Luna was knelt on the ground wailing, her shirt covered in blood. A body lay in her arms.

      There was what appeared to be a dead Oportet guard lying a few feet away, a pool of blood encircling his head. A brick lay nearby.

      When I reached Luna, I inspected the scene more closely. My first thought was I was too late, but I soon recognized that none of the blood was hers; it was Jasper’s. His eyes were closed, and his body was limp against Luna’s.

      I almost stepped on a cellphone as I knelt down in front of my sister. She squinted at me, wiping tears from her cheeks.

      “Megan?”
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        * * *

      

      The hospital was much larger than Oportet’s. Luna had ridden with Jasper in the ambulance, and after Jasper was taken to the trauma center she joined us in the waiting room. After a long, tearful hug, Luna told us Jasper was in surgery now to remove the bullet from his stomach.

      Her dark hair was longer than I remembered it, and her facial features were more defined. The tears turned her blue eyes electric, just like I remembered.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” she said through her tears. “I’m so glad you’re safe.”

      “I’m so glad you’re safe too.” We hugged again.

      When I let her go, Liam scooped up my hand, and he absentmindedly drew figure eights against my skin.

      Liam and I sat next to each other on the teal pleather arm chairs as Luna stood on high alert. “Why don’t you sit down?” I suggested softly.

      Luna just shook her head and paced.

      Liam put his arm around my shoulders, and I leaned into him, grateful. I felt selfish for it, but all I could think about was how thankful I was that it wasn’t Luna.

      A man with tussled blonde hair and a tattooed arm burst into the waiting room; a purple-haired girl trailed behind him. Luna turned, her eyes holding a note of accusation as she looked at them.

      “Is he okay?” the girl asked, running a hand through her short hair. She had piercings in places I didn’t think possible. In Oportet, ears were the only things we were allowed to stick metal through. My parents would’ve had heart attacks if they’d ever witnessed her appearance. The thought of that encounter was almost enough to make me smile.

      Luna explained to the girl—Drea, Luna called her—what the surgeons were doing, and that all we could do was wait. The man approached her, reaching out his hand.

      “Don’t touch me, Ash,” Luna snapped, dodging him. “This wouldn’t have happened if you weren’t such a complete piece of shit. But no, poor Ash didn’t get his way so he had to take everyone else down with him.” Luna took a step towards him, throwing a fist towards his face.

      Ash caught her hand mid-air. “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

      She struggled against his grip, yanking herself free—that was when Drea moved in, wrapping Luna in a hug as she cried into her shoulder. Drea cocked her head at us as she held her.

      “Um, who are you?”

      Luna attempted a pained smile as she looked at me. “This is my sister.”

      She pulled away from Drea, moving towards us. I stood up and let her pull me into a second embrace. She was the only family I had left. Luna didn’t even know about what happened to our parents; I thought it best to wait to deliver that news.

      “This isn’t how I thought our reunion would be,” Luna said, tears staining her face.

      “Yeah, me either.”

      “Is this the boyfriend I’ve heard so much about?” Luna asked.

      Liam stood to shake her hand. “For today,” he replied. “Who knows how she’ll feel tomorrow. She’s quite fickle.”

      I elbowed him in the side.

      “Ah,” Luna said. “Seems like the Megan I remember.” Her eyes were red and puffy, with dark circles underneath. She kept glancing down the hallway, looking for any sign of Jasper’s fate.

      “You need to sit down,” Drea said.

      Luna finally allowed herself to be guided to a seat, relaxing ever so slightly as she slumped down into the chair, burying her head in her hands. “This is my fault,” she said. She repeated that sentence even as Ash, Drea, and I tried to convince her otherwise, and she didn’t stop until the surgeon came in–finally uttering Jasper’s fate.
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      He’s going to make it.

      Those were my new favorite words, playing over and over again in my head until they formed the most beautiful melody.

      He’s going to make it.

      Jasper was asleep when I was finally allowed to see him several hours later. Drea went in next, and then Ash. I had just gotten back from a coffee run when Ash was urging me to follow him, a grin on his face. “He’s awake.”

      I thrust the coffee into Ash’s hands, then ran past him. I sat down on the side of Jasper’s bed, taking his hand in mine. I heard the door close behind me.

      “How many people can say they’ve taken a bullet for the girl they loved?” he said, shifting in the bed. He winced.

      I put a gentle hand on his chest. “You probably shouldn’t move yet.”

      “Seriously, though. That was so metal.”

      I laughed through tears. “So metal.” Before I knew he was going to be okay, I’d had so many things I wanted to tell him—so many final words I never spoke. Now that I held his hand in mine, nothing in particular came to mind.

      “Ash and I talked,” Jasper said. His thumb traced circles into my skin.

      My eyes flashed to his. “Oh?”

      “He told me everything,” he said, his jaw tensing. “And I politely informed him that if I weren’t on bed rest, I’d be kicking his ass right now.”

      I tried not to smile. “And I’ve seen you take a guy down, so I guess it’s good he has a head start.”

      Jasper grinned. “Oh, yeah.” He squinted at me. “Why am I always having to fight for your honor?”

      I shook my head. “In all seriousness, please don’t. He’s not worth it.”

      “Trust me, I know. Who knew getting shot would be what it took to get Ash to stop being such an ass?”

      “Time will tell if that’s actually the case?” I was skeptical to say the least.

      Jasper shrugged. “He seemed remorseful. He wants to talk to you, too, you know.”

      Great. Because that turned out so well the first time. I kissed the hand I held between mine.

      “So… You escaped from a fascist regime, wrote a best-selling exposé, joined an activist organization, and orchestrated a full-scale rescue mission.” Jasper raised a brow. “I guess I have to ask: What’s next, Luna Beckham?”
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        * * *

      

      Ash was waiting for me in the hallway, leaning against the opposite wall. He straightened when he saw me.

      I crossed my arms, resolved to letting him do all of the talking.

      “I need you to know how sorry I am,” he started. “It’s killing me to think about how much you hate me right now.” His eyes showed genuine pain, and he struggled to maintain eye contact.

      I let out a breath, my resolve slipping. “I don’t hate you, Ash.”

      He finally met my gaze, nodding his head. “But you definitely don’t like me either. I really screwed up, and I just—I don’t know. I wish I could’ve been happy just being your friend.”

      That made two of us.

      “And I need you to know that you were never just another conquest. I really loved spending time with you and getting to know you. I don’t think I’ve ever met a girl quite like you.” His voice gradually lowered. “But I know that I was wrong to kiss you, and it was wrong to intentionally try to damage your relationship.”

      Duh. Didn’t someone ever teach him right from wrong? But no one ever got a chance to—both his parents died before he was grown up. I debated on whether or not that was a valid excuse. But then I decided my anger would do neither of us any good.

      “I forgive you.”

      Ash’s eyes widened. “You what?”

      “I forgive you. Now don’t take that for granted, and start treating people—especially women—like humans instead of pawns in your own personal chess match. Okay?”

      He paused. “I won’t. You’re one of a kind, Luna Beckham.”

      I touched his arm. “And I really do think you’ll find it one day.”

      “Find what?” He stared at my hand on his skin.

      “You know what.”
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        * * *

      

      Now that I wasn’t so worried about Jasper I could finally devote time to Megan. We’d been letting her and Liam stay in the apartment when they weren’t here at the hospital. It was sweet that they were supporting me by spending so much time here, but I figured they were probably just happy to be out of Oportet.

      I also had no clue what had happened back there. Obviously, it had been a success. Rachel called to tell me she was on her way to the hospital to fill me in. I’d been so distracted that I still didn’t know how Megan and Liam managed to find me outside the ballroom, or even where our parents were. I had so many questions.

      I found Megan in the hospital cafeteria. “Where’s Liam?” I asked. I sat across from her and pushed a cup of coffee to her. By the look of her trembling hands, she didn’t need anymore.

      “Um, he’s around.” She took a sip of the coffee, then set the cup in front of her and cleared her throat. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      She bit her lip. “It isn’t.”

      I didn’t see how it could be any worse than what we’d already been through.

      “Three years ago, you and Jasper escaped Oportet.” She stared down at her coffee, twirling the stirrer straw around and around. “Obviously the Council wasn’t about to tell the real story, so they made up a false one to control the masses with more fear.”

      “Yeah, I figured,” I said, taking a big gulp of coffee. “So how did they manage to spin our great escape?”

      “They told me my entire family had been murdered by terrorists. The story of rebel Outsiders sneaking in through the new gate, killing guards, civilians, and Tomlinson in their wake—it was plastered on every television screen, newspaper and magazine for months. Lancaster used the event to gain support for his initiatives and ideas for years.” Megan’s sad eyes found mine. “I had my suspicions, but I only just recently verified your survival—when Rise Up sent in a member to orchestrate the revolution.”

      I studied Megan’s face. “Wait, what do you mean your entire family? Mother and Father?”

      “Lancaster had them killed.”

      A wave of conflicting emotions passed over me. I didn’t know what to feel. I was heartbroken for Megan, infuriated with Oportet and its leaders, saddened for my parents, and guilty that I didn’t feel as upset for their deaths as I would’ve if they hadn’t caused so much harm.

      “And they used Lilly as a test subject. She was one of the first to undergo the medical brainwashing procedure. She can’t feel any emotions of her own anymore.”

      I raised a hand to my mouth. Now I was heartbroken for Lilly and Jasper too.

      “This was all because of us,” I realized out loud.

      Megan’s eyes flashed fire. “Yeah, Luna, it was.”

      My eyes widened in shock. That was a slap to the face.

      “All of it was because of you. And Jasper. And me. And Liam. My awakening, starting a group for other kids like us, the alliance with Rise Up, and the end of Oportet. It, and everything good that came with it, started because you and Jasper had the courage to see a future bigger than a single individual.”

      “But—”

      “Oportet was the last of a corrupted, oppressive government that ran itself into the ground. We can’t lose ourselves in the past, or in what we could or should have done. The point is what we did do, and what we’re going to do from here.”

      I was speechless. After a few beats of silence, I smiled. “Since when are you so damn wise? You’re like a completely different person.”

      Megan wagged her finger when I cursed. “Still a rule-breaker, I see.”

      I laughed. I’d almost forgotten about Oportet’s backwards, moralistic set of rules. Heaven forbid we use swear words, but violence against dissenters was perfectly acceptable.

      “We have so much catching up to do,” I sighed. I reached for her hand. “I’m so sorry that I left you all alone to mourn our parents, and me, I guess.” I wished I could apologize to my parents. It wasn’t their fault they were caught in the crossfire, and even though my relationship with them was a rocky one, I still loved them. I loved them despite what they did to me, and I loved them despite their misguided beliefs.

      Megan shook her head. “I was never alone.”

      I saw a girl with long blonde hair enter the cafeteria, a boy with wide-rimmed glasses and a bowtie at her side. Rachel came up behind them, waving at me enthusiastically.

      Megan beat me to a standing position. She dashed across the room to hug the blonde, almost knocking her over.
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      “I think this is the most gentle and nurturing I’ve ever seen Megan Beckham,” Julian said.

      I pulled away from Melanie. “Ha-ha. Don’t think you’ll be getting the same enthusiastic greeting.” I couldn’t help but grin. I’d been waiting very impatiently these last few days for my non-biological sister and her pretentious boyfriend.

      “I wouldn’t dare.” He returned the smile, hugging me anyway.

      I awkwardly hugged him back, wrinkling my nose when he pulled away. “Can we agree never to do that again?”

      “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.”

      Luna and Rachel were embracing to my right, and she motioned for us all to sit down. Liam and Ash sauntered in too, and we had to combine tables for them join us. Liam’s bruises were fading to yellow, and he’d regained his strength after a few days of stuffing his face with all the food he could get.

      “Okay, so here’s the deal,” Rachel began, waiting for us all to settle. “Operation Liberate was a success.”

      We all cheered, causing many a head to turn in our direction. It was hard not to be loud right now. My heart was so full it felt like it would burst. Everything was finally coming together.

      I was free. We were all free.

      “What about people like Lilly?” Luna’s forehead creased with worry. “I don’t know how I’m going to tell Jasper,” she said quietly.

      Ash looked at her from across the table, and I could tell he wanted to comfort her. I really wanted to know what was going on there. Questions for another day, I supposed.

      “Dr. Reynolds is prepared to start procedures immediately,” Rachel said. “He’s convinced he can cure everyone who was operated on in Oportet, especially since that first Alzheimer’s test subject was such a success.”

      Luna’s eyes were hopeful. “But I thought he needed a detailed report of the procedure?”

      “And he got one,” Liam said next to me. “It was one of the reports I printed when I hacked into the OSD’s database.”

      “Dr. Reynolds thinks his research in Alzheimer’s disease and amnesia also applies to these procedures. It all has to do with repairing damaged neurons and restoring memories that seemed lost, but never really were. This also applies to emotional impairment, like in the case of the medical brainwashing.”

      “Alzheimer’s?” Ash said, leaning forward in his seat.

      Rachel smiled. “He’s looking for more subjects, if your grandfather is interested,” she said.

      Ash looked over at Luna, who gave him an encouraging smile.

      “The people of Oportet are divided, just as expected,” Rachel continued. “To our surprise, however, nearly a third of them were open to the idea of leaving Oportet. It seems as if Lancaster’s extreme measures actually did more harm than good for his cause. He ended up radicalizing the moderate dissenters, and his extreme nationalistic rhetoric actually created a huge population of sympathizers for the rebel cause. If we hadn’t done what we did, it was obvious that Oportet would have imploded within the next ten years without any outside influence.”

      I was shocked. I hadn’t realized that the Society wasn’t the only group of people who felt the way we did. I felt kind of naïve.

      “I wonder how many other secret groups there were in Oportet,” Liam wondered aloud.

      “Probably quite a few, even if they were made up of small pockets of close friends,” Rachel said. “We actually talked to a high school history teacher yesterday, and he told us that there was a group of teachers that met after school on Fridays in secret. They discussed Lancaster’s terrible new educational reforms, and they even obtained illegal media from the outside—textbooks, mostly—and educated themselves about the outside world. It was torture, especially for the history teachers, to teach such blatant lies when they knew the truth.”

      “But they didn’t have any other choice,” I finished, thinking about Mr. Brown. Anyone who risked his job—and life—in pursuit of the truth held a bravery that demanded to be respected.

      “As for the majority of the population, it’s just going to take time to show them they’ve been lied to.”

      “It is difficult to free fools from the chains they revere,” Julian said, giving me a look. “Voltaire.”

      I shook my head at him, remembering our fight back in Oportet. In my defense, he really did quote people a lot. I mean, who had that much room in their brain?

      Rachel looked between us, never missing a beat. “So now we are entering a transitional phase, and I’ll need your help to guarantee the process moves as smoothly as possible.”

      I drummed my fingers on the table, sitting on the edge of my seat. It was exhilarating to be working with a group like Rise Up. This was the kind of stuff I wanted to be doing my whole life.

      “Wait, wasn’t the plan to blow up the OSD building?” Liam asked. “Why aren’t we talking about that?”

      Rachel cocked her head, and Ash laughed. I gave Liam a sidelong glance. That was the most stereotypically male question he could’ve possibly asked.

      “Yes, we did destroy it. We had to evacuate a few more people first, though.”

      Oops, I forgot about that doctor guy and the loopy woman. That would’ve been bad.

      “It was actually pretty satisfying to watch,” Melanie said, the first time she’d spoken. She smiled shyly.

      “So, I know that we are going to fix all the cured people, but what the hell are we going to do with all of these citizens?” I asked. I crossed my arms.

      Rachel nodded. “That’s why I need your help. The Awaken Society will make excellent advisers as we start this lengthy process.” She looked between Liam, Melanie, and me. “Basically, life will go on in Oportet as usual, except their government will be detained and replaced with us, and we’ll have the militia members replace the guards. This will all be temporary until people start to migrate out. Those that decide to stay will elect their own leaders in an open and democratic process. The walls will be torn down, and Oportet will continue as a free city rather than an exclusive society. There are shelters and volunteers’ homes for those who decide to leave. We just need to make our cause go national, and the support will soon follow. The American people are still very much indebted and grateful to Rise Up for what we did during The Fall.”

      My brain began to churn with plans and ideas, my entire body buzzing with purpose. I looked at Liam, who also seemed to be making mental calculations. He was cute when he was thinking.

      “We did it,” I whispered in his ear.

      He leaned in, kissing my forehead.

      I knew that there was still a lot of work to be done, but I felt like I could handle it. All I’d ever wanted to do was to help people, and now that Oportet had been dismantled, I was excited to be helping all of the citizens who had never been allowed to taste freedom—let alone drown in it.
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      I never understood how American citizens stood by and let Stone become president—how they bought into his lies, hatred and fear-mongering—all with their mouths shut tight and ears closed off. I never understood how people could stay silent, unwilling to fight for the ideals their country was supposed to stand for.

      Finally, I never understood why the citizens of America, before the market crashed and Stone ran for office, refused to see what they were heading toward. Even as secret—and regular—prisons were flooded with nonviolent activists, even as the government created more and more policies that favored corporations over people, even as the police grew more and more militarized, and even as the media skewed perceptions and deflected citizens’ attention—why weren’t they taking notice?

      That was the hardest part of writing my next book. I had to come face to face with the darker side of humanity, and how ordinary people let that darkness take over time and time again.

      I had to dive deep into the minds of Americans at the turn of the century—polluted with outward projections of success and happiness that favored materialism more than freedom, and ignorance and conformity in the place of truth. I saw how everything was connected—the corporations that funded politicians, and the government that created policies that silenced anyone who challenged corporations.

      I saw how throughout American history people had risen up to fight injustice, and how each time it was the people, not the government, that created change. I saw that the ideal government should be a reflection of the peoples’ best interest, and not that of greed, imperialism, and supremacy.

      Maybe if people had paid more attention they could’ve prevented what was to come, or maybe not. Maybe it was true that all great empires were doomed to fall.

      It was these interests that drove Jasper and me across the country as Escape from Oportet’s sequel gained international attention. Representatives in Washington D.C. invited me to help reform the American government. Rise Up’s national leadership was leading the conferences, and they were hoping I could help them out of gridlock. Everyone was so scared to push anything through that would lead to what happened last time, and this fear was preventing any forward movement.

      So just like three years ago, Jasper and I left, and Megan stayed behind. She, Liam, and their friends were aiding Rachel’s Portland branch of Rise Up with the aftermath of Operation Liberate. My sequel brought a surge of support across the country, and those initially reluctant to move out of Oportet were starting to do just that.

      Not all of the freethinkers desired to move out. The group of dissenting teachers transformed Oportet’s old school buildings into educational centers for both adults and children. Citizens attended of their own free will to learn the truth about America and Oportet. Many of the dissenters felt it was their duty to stay behind and ensure democracy. In fact, last I heard, Mr. Brown was running for office as Oportet’s first elected leader. His education project was a huge success.

      There were, of course, those too stubborn to open their minds to the possibility that they were lied to. This was usually the case among the older populations, and it was rough to see families split apart along generational lines. The people who refused to change their beliefs were going to cling to them until death, and there was nothing we could do to change that.

      All we could do was ensure that the next generation was raised on the principles of critical thinking, the questioning of beliefs—no matter who purports them, compassion for all, and the drive to stand up for what was right.

      Megan and I spoke on the phone constantly, and last I heard Ash moved in with a girl at his architectural firm. The Void was touring, and Jasper and Drea had already given up their idea to start a tutoring business. They would much rather rock out on stage.

      It was hard to live on my own for the first time in my life—but like Megan, Jasper and I talked constantly. He was even trying to convince the band to move to the nation’s capital after the tour. It was a hot spot for their audience ever since my book went viral, and I had moved there. Washington D.C. was abuzz with young people, all excited for a new era of opportunity after America’s brief departure from the world stage.

      We each filled our lives with purpose, contributing in our own ways to the movement that started long before we were born. I was meeting amazing people daily, and Megan was thinking about touring the country as a speaker. Liam was considering running for office once we’d established a new political process. And I’d have no problem endorsing him.

      Drea found love, and unfortunately for Jasper, that love turned out to be The Void’s bass guitarist, Liz. All Jasper had to say about it was that they’d better be soul mates, or else their break-up could be the end of the band. I had a good feeling about it, though.

      I was no longer plagued with fear, and with the help of Dr. Reynolds and a therapist in the D.C. area, I was able to fight off panic and sleep soundly at night. I still had bad days, but so did we all.

      As for Dr. Reynolds, he would go down in history for his renowned neurological research. He had successfully reversed Alzheimer’s for many, including George, and he also restored all of the brainwashed people’s emotional functioning. Paired with regular therapy, Lilly and the other victims had been able to regain control of their own minds. Lilly lived with Jasper and me before I moved to D.C., and now she lived with old friends.

      My story started with a boy who showed me that it was okay to think differently. It ended with me spreading that message to millions. Now, all I could do was hope that America didn’t make the same mistakes again.
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      Thank you for reading Arisen and coming along this journey of survival for Luna, Jasper, Megan, and the rest of the people who reside both within Oportet and outside the walls of the sinister society.

      While I’m currently working hard to finish college in the States, I hope you’ll sign up for my VIP Reader Mailing List to hear the moment I have news about future books I plan to write.

      

      Thank you again for reading!

      XO

      Maggie
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