


Forward

 As the principle behind Greater & Grander, I created it because I had 
big dreams. I, like many artists, wanted to create works of art and media 
that had a profound impact on the people who experienced them. 

 However, I eventually realized that big things, can (and must) come in 
small packages. A lot of artists make that mistake. They want to tell a 
grand, epic story, and they think they need to do it in the largest story 
format possible, like movies, long novel series, virtual reality, or a national 
televised debate. 

However, when we focus too much on the big formats, we wind up 
getting excited about things we can’t actually complete. As a result, nothing 
gets done, and the world never changes. This truth has been repeated 
millions of times in a million different variations, but I prefer how the 
Chinese philosopher, Lao Tzu, said, “The journey of a thousand miles 
begins with one step.”

Last year, when 2020 was falling apart, and we were all confined to 
our homes, I saw that many people (including those in the media) had fallen 
victim to the superhero narrative that had been perpetuated by everyone 
from Marvel Movies to Hitler. This narrative is the idea that there are 
certain individuals who are causing all the pain, suffering, and fear in the 
world, and the only ones who can save us are a few special individuals, who 
received their gifts of intelligence or strength through blood. For an 
example, just look at the Disney+ series, “Secret Society of Second-Born 
Royals”. However, the truth is far more complex. People make decisions 
based on circumstances, and those circumstances are often based on 
systems of coercion and control. We can try and destroy those systems, by 
blowing them up and starting from scratch, but that strategy always ends in 
a body count. 

So, what can we do?



Well, we, as artists, can change the narrative, and share a vision of a 
better system, with a call to action to make it a reality.

So, I took the steps I thought I could, and I sponsored a writing 
competition. This competition was not just about highlighting new and 
undiscovered authors. This was about shifting paradigms. This was about 
creating a new genre, and a new vision for how stories can be told.

I didn’t know what to expect. However, I was surprised and thankful 
when I saw some of the marvelous entries that came in. I was very fortunate 
that writers from all around the world decided to submit their short stories. 
Writers from Prague to Princeton, from Illinois to India, and from North 
Carolina to Nigeria submitted original stories (almost all created 
specifically for the competition) about normal people coming together to 
change the world in an extraordinary way.

The 6 stories included in this compilation show a wonderful diversity 
of thought, with a common vision, excellent writing technique, and a unique 
creative approach. It has been my privilege to spotlight these writers.

It is my hope that these short stories, and the authors who wrote them, 
will inspire more stories, and more writers, and more readers, so that one 
day, we will reach a critical mass, and change the world, to make it a little 
bit better.

And so, we take those steps, small as they are, but bringing us ever 
closer to the horizon. 
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CHAPTER 1

Damavmaske By Vanessa Zelenović

Sonya expected this trip to be like any other. She would sneak into 
Poland, transfer the refugees to West Berlin, and then be on her way. She 
completed this journey many times before with many different people and 
always ensured they were safe. Not because she cared for them personally, 
but it was her duty. 

"Damavmaske, they are waiting for you," Vitaly called out. That was 
another thing about Sonya, nobody knew her true identity. She was referred 
to as "the masked lady" or "Damavmaske." Staying masked was essential, 
as the Soviet Union would make her "disappear" if they found out who she 
was. 

She dressed completely in black to blend into the night. Her outfit was 
simple but effective. The tight black shirt and pants accentuated her 
muscular physique and signaled that she was not one to be reckoned with. 

She emerged from the abandoned building they had camped in and 
walked into the woods without waiting for Vitaly. Despite them working 
together for many years, he still had no idea who she was. Sonya decided 
long ago it was not safe to trust anyone. 

There was silence as they traveled through the forest. Vitaly 
communicated to the group that they were to meet deep in the forest, as 
gathering in the village itself would be too conspicuous. 

"There will be one family, two parents and their daughter. There will 
also be an older woman who is the grandmother of the wife of a newly-wed 
couple. There's also a single man," Vitaly reported.



Sonya nodded. Research was done by Vitaly before Sonya could 
accept any new refugees. The village was larger than just those few people; 
they were just the only ones who proved to be trustworthy. 

"Will the older woman and little girl be a problem?" Sonya asked. She 
had dealt with nationalistic grandparents who refused to leave and rowdy 
children in the past. It was never pleasant. 

Vitaly shook his head. "We've been observing them for a few days 
now. They should be fine. In fact, the little girl is deaf." 

"I see, does everyone know sign language then?"

Vitaly nodded. 

"Then this might be a good thing for us."

They continued their walk in silence, ignoring the harsh coldness of 
the Polish winter. The gray sludge made Sonya miss the heavy snow of 
Russia, but at least their footprints were not very visible. The tall trees also 
helped disguise them. Sonya used to fear that the expansiveness of Eastern 
Europe would reveal her operation but, over time, she found that more 
space meant less visibility. Eventually, she found solace in dark forests.

At last, she saw them in the middle of the forest. They were dressed in 
dark clothing as instructed, but she noticed pairs of blue eyes peeking out 
from the grays and browns. That was when she saw the little girl sitting in a 
woman's lap. The girl appeared timid and afraid, but those large blue eyes 
betrayed an innocent and resilient kindness. Sonya could immediately tell 
that her parents shared the same qualities. 

The grandmother had beady black eyes and a face wrinkled with 
tragedy. A black headscarf wrapped tightly around her head and matched 
her dress, as if she were attending a funeral. She sat protectively near her 
granddaughter, who clutched the hand of her sturdy husband. 

Beyond the group sat a man by himself, not related to anyone by 
blood, but by their shared sense of community. He looked more like a rat 
than a man. His tiny and frail body was hunched over, and his dirty blond 
hair was combed over to hide his receding hairline. Sonya knew enough 



men to know that they used horrible humor to compensate for their ugliness 
and shortness. She hoped he wouldn't be too much trouble. 

"Are you Damavmaske?" The bride asked in Polish. Sonya nodded. 

"So you're the one who will be saving us?" The groom inquired 
excitedly. Sonya nodded again.

"Do you speak?" The rat-faced man asked with a grin.

Ignoring him, Sonya turned to the group and said, "We have to leave 
right now."

Her journey was cut short, however, when the little girl jumped from 
her mother's lap and ran up to her. 

"Can we at least introduce ourselves first?" The little girl signed. 

Her mother scurried to the little girl. "Do not bother her, 
kochanieńka." She turned to Damavmaske with a shy smile and apologized. 

Sonya looked into their blue eyes and was able to find some 
humanity. "It's fine, just be quick."

"I am Julia," The girl signed with a smile and then tugged at her 
mother's sleeve, "this is my mama, Zofia, and my papa is Bogdan." She 
pointed her little finger at the old lady, "that's Wisława, and that's Malina 
and Tomisław." She turned to the rat-faced man and smiled, "that's 
Aleksander."

Sonya studied them quickly, matching the names to the faces. "Okay, 
let's go."

"What's your name?" Julia signed, and Zofia hushed her daughter. 

Sonya kneeled down and signed, "My name is Damavmaske, that's all 
you need to know." The group was taken aback by her ability to sign in 
Polish. They wanted to ask more questions but Sonya was already moving 
toward West Berlin. 

Sonya looked at the entire group and signed, "I will be heading to 
West Berlin now, follow me." Sonya started walking and, within a few 
seconds, heard loud footsteps behind her. "Vitaly, ob'yasnyat'."



Vitaly told them to remain as quiet as possible during the trip. As 
Vitaly addressed the group, Sonya could feel someone walking up to her. It 
was the rat.

"Go back to the rest of the group."

"Ah, so harsh." Even though she was not looking at him, she could 
tell he had a big annoying smile on his face. "I didn't expect you to be so 
tall though. You're almost two meters. I wish I were tall. Hell, I'd be happy 
to reach 1.8 meters-"

"Stop talking."

He was quiet for a moment then said, "I am not a big fan of talking 
anyway, I much prefer singing."

"Aleksander, if you begin to-"

" Hej, hej, hej sokoły! Omijajcie góry, lasy, doły." Everyone looked 
up as Aleksander began singing. Even Sonya was amazed at how soft and 
beautiful his voice was. "Dzwoń, dzwoń, dzwoń dzwoneczku, mój stepowy 
skowroneczku."

Bogdan and Tomisław sang along like drunks instead of as sad 
refugees. "Hej, hej, hej sokoły! Omijajcie góry, lasy, doły. Dzwoń, dzwoń, 
dzwoń dzwoneczku, mój stepowy. Dzwoń, dzwoń, dzwoń."

Tears formed in Wisława's eyes as the sound of the familiar folk song 
reminded her she was leaving her beautiful nation, and Malina embraced 
her. Young Julia, not being able to hear the singing, could still feel the 
excitement and danced with her mother. Even Vitaly smiled. 

Aleksander extended a hand to Sonya and sang, "wiele dziewcząt jest 
na świecie, lecz najwięcej w Rosjie."

"Enough! Your singing will get us all killed," Sonya snapped. Glaring 
at Aleksander, she signed, "stay quiet, this is not a game." Sonya turned to 
the group. They all looked lost and scared. Though she had to remain tough 
to keep control, she couldn't help but feel a little sympathetic. "I understand 
that leaving your home country is hard, but I never said this trip would be 
easy. You will be using fake passports to sneak into East Berlin. You will 



then hide until nighttime before you illegally cross the Berlin wall. That 
will require crawling through dark, tight, dirty tunnels. However, I've made 
this journey many times before. It is difficult but possible. The only 
question is, are you ready to go?” 

Everyone nervously glanced at each other. Bogdan protectively put 
his arms around Zofia and Julia. The newlyweds hugged Wisława. Only 
Aleksander remained confident at that moment.

"We have been wanting this for such a long time. No, we cannot stay 
here any longer," Aleksander turned to the group. "I know you will miss it 
here, I know I will, but we miss a time that never existed. Over there," he 
pointed in the direction of West Berlin, "is where we'll have our freedom." 
He fought to keep his smile despite the gravity of the situation. As Sonya 
scanned the crowd, she could finally see why. He was smiling at little Julia 
who, holding her parents' hand, now looked fearless instead of terrified. 
"Are you all ready?" The group nodded, all of them looking more assured 
about leaving than when Sonya first came. He turned to Sonya and signed, 
"we will go."

Everyone turned to her. Their eyes told the story of a group kept down 
by a repressive government for years, who were now willing to risk 
anything, even death, for their freedom. She could not fail them. 

"Okay then," Sonya signed, looking at all of them, "follow me."

As they got closer to the East German border, Sonya explained the 
fake story they were to use. They were arriving on a work permit and taking 
their families with them. East German guards were lazy, so as long as they 
had passports and sounded believable, they would be let through. 

"Vitaly, passports." Sonya said, and Vitaly distributed them. "These 
are the fake passports,” she continued, “you will use to get into East Berlin. 
Once you get inside, you will board a train that will take you to Boris. Boris 
and Vitaly will then take you to a hideout where you will stay until 
nightfall. When the night comes, I will take you to cross the border. Now, I 
must go," she stood up. "Good luck and," she looked at Aleksander and 
said, "try to remain as unsuspicious as possible." 

He only smiled in response. 



After Sonya left, Vitaly led the group to the East German border. 

* * *

As the train doors opened to East Berlin, they revealed Boris standing 
tall in the middle of the crowd. Vitaly led them to him and, before Julia 
could ask for introductions, Boris was already moving. 

"Follow him," Vitaly signed and went after Boris. The group hurriedly 
tried to follow his path, holding each other's hands so they wouldn't get lost 
in the busy train station. Once they broke free from the crowd, they 
frantically looked around for Boris and Vitaly.

Aleksander saw them turn in to a dark alleyway. "Come!" he signed 
and ran after Boris and Vitaly. They feared they would lose them as evening 
drew closer and it got darker. But, with Aleksander as their leader, they 
were able to keep Boris and Vitaly in sight. 

Finally, after fifteen minutes of twists and turns, Boris stopped in 
front of a manhole and lifted the lid. "Go down." And so they did. As they 
climbed down, a small room revealed itself. There was a torn-up couch, 
small wooden table, cramped kitchen, and tiny bathroom. 

"You will be staying here until nighttime," Vitaly told them, "help 
yourself to the food in the fridge, but do try to stay quiet." 

As they got accustomed to their surroundings, Malina openly 
wondered, "I wonder when Damavmaske will return?"

Just then, as if by magic, a hidden door opened, startling everyone. 
Sonya, not even addressing the room, sat down on the couch and spread out 
a map of the Berlin wall. "We will be leaving in approximately four hours. 
Once we get near the border, we will have to wait a few hours for the right 
moment to cross." She pointed to red marks. "My team dug tunnels that will 
lead you to a safe place in West Berlin. Once you are on the other side, 
Vitaly will give you new passports, any questions?"

Everyone shook their head.

"Good. Rest up. Tonight will be long."



While everyone else slept, Sonya sat on the floor, looking over the 
map, and Aleksander paced the room, trying to act like he was not desperate 
to talk to her. 

Tired of him walking around in agitation, Sonya finally gave in. "Yes, 
Aleksander?"

"Just excited, that's all." Aleksander sat down near her. "It's great what 
you do," he said, looking at her and then turned away when, despite not 
being able to see her face, he blushed. "Everyone here really appreciates it."

"Thank you."

It was silent for a moment then Aleksander continued. "I'm sorry if I 
made things difficult earlier. I just wanted to provide some levity. It's hard, 
we love Poland, but we had to leave. It's no longer the country it used to 
be." 

Sonya knew she should focus on her work, but she was curious about 
Aleksander's comment. "And when did it stop being Poland?"

"When they let the Soviets kill my family."

Sonya looked at him, finally starting to see the contours of who he 
was. But, before she could fill that image, the clock struck. 

"Everybody, wake up!"

Everybody groggily got up and stretched before remembering the 
situation and becoming more alert. They all turned to Damavmaske. 

"It's time." 

* * *

As they walked, Sonya instructed them to prepare to crouch and 
remain silent for a long time. "If you must communicate, use sign 
language." Once they reached the spot, it suddenly came to them that they 
would soon be in West Berlin. They would soon have their freedom. 

Though squatting and waiting was painful, nobody complained. Even 
old Wisława remained resolute. Whenever she began to waver, she looked 



at her beautiful granddaughter and grandson-in-law and told herself to stay 
strong.

Bogdan, Zofia, and Julia all huddled in one spot. It was a cold night, 
but staying close together made it warmer. 

Then there was Aleksander, who, as he looked at Damavmaske, had 
new ideas of what West Berlin meant for him. 

A loud noise broke everyone's train of thoughts. 

The sound was deafening. Deliberately deafening. Everyone turned 
their wide eyes to Damavmaske. 

Sonya put her finger to her mouth, signaling to remain silent. 

"Siehst du jemanden?" 

"No, I don't see anyone," a distant voice answered. "Hey, du da! I see 
you!" 

Sonya knew that man couldn't see anyone, but they did not know that. 
Sonya stayed still, not even turning her head to see their reactions, and 
prayed they remained silent.

Nobody moved a muscle.

"Should we explore over there, Alexei?" The other guard asked.

"No, there's nobody. We need to report back by the border anyway, in 
case Damavmaske appears."

Sonya listened as their footsteps faded and silence settled again. Even 
after they were gone for a while, no one dared breathe. Finally, they relaxed 
a bit and nervously smiled at one another. Looking at them, seeing the 
courage they displayed, Sonya knew she couldn't fail them. 

More hours passed, and everyone remained quiet. The aching and 
pain and hunger was all the price for freedom. As soon as Sonya heard 
some rumbling by the border, she decided it was time to address the group 
one last time. 



"Okay," Sonya signed, "Boris will distract the guards inside the wall. 
Vitaly will distract the guards on the outside. Once they are gone, we will 
go." She turned to Julia, and signed, "It looks scary, but everything will be 
alright." 

"And what about you?" Julia signed back. It was a question on 
everybody's mind, especially Aleksander's.

"This is as far as I can go. I will put you all in danger if I go any 
further. But don't feel sad about me leaving," she said as she wiped a tear 
from Julia's face, "be happy about your newfound freedom."

"She is right, Julia. It's time for a new beginning," Zofia signed with a 
smile, even though everybody was sad about Damavmaske leaving. 

"Will we see you again?" Julia signed. 

Sonya looked at them, all with the same resolute look in their eyes, 
and signed, "yes." 

They waited in anxious tension, desperately waiting for some sign 
that the border guards would leave. Finally, after another fifteen minutes, 
the guards dispersed. 

"There has been a breach on the other side, everyone must report," 
one guard told the others.

"Finally, some action!"

Sonya watched carefully as they left their positions. The others were 
ready to leave, but she stopped them with her hand. She picked up a rock 
and threw it out into the open. Everyone held their breath in anticipation, 
but there was just silence.

"I was just making sure there were no snipers. Come, quickly."

At her words, the tension in the air dissipated and their legs took 
control. Sprinting out in the open, they should have been afraid, but there 
was no time for that. Urgency rushed through their veins, propelling them 
forward to their long-awaited liberty. 



When they reached the wall, Sonya quickly moved a few fake bushes 
and tossed aside heavy plates to reveal the tunnel. It would be a tight fit, but 
it was manageable. Julia and the women went first, then Tomisław and 
Bogdan. Despite everyone's wariness, the adrenaline made it easy for them 
to crawl through the tunnels, even old Wisława eagerly made her way 
through the dirt and worms. Only Aleksander remained. 

"Aleksander, it's time to go," Sonya said coldly. 

"You know, despite your coldness, I do hope you visit us in West 
Berlin." He then grew serious, "I am very thankful for all that you have 
done for us."

Sonya noticed some movement ahead and repeated herself. 
"Aleksander, it's time to go."

"Maybe I can go with you?" Aleksander asked. "I want to help others 
too."

The guards were returning. 

"Aleksander, it's time to go," she repeated for the final time and 
shoved him down. 

Aleksander fell to his knees and sighed. "Once again, thank you for 
everything."

He crawled into the hole. His small size allowed him to crawl through 
it fairly quickly. When it got difficult, he just pictured everybody waiting 
for him. In his imagination, he also envisioned Damavmaske on the other 
side. When he got out, he saw everybody covered in dirt and big smiles. 

"Did you say goodbye, lover boy?" Tomisław asked with a wink as he 
pulled Aleksander up. When Aleksander's eyes adjusted to the light, he saw 
they were in some sort of warehouse. 

"Don't feel sad, there will be many pretty German girls for you," 
Malina said and gave him a hug. 

Aleksander smiled at them with tears in his eyes. Everybody had tears 
in their eyes. They were finally free. 



"Okay everyone, follow me for warm showers. Then I will take you to 
get your fake passports." Vitaly smiled and threw up his hands, 
"willkommen in West Berlin!" 

"Aleksander, you dropped something," Malina gave him a piece of 
paper with writing on it. 

"Hmm," Aleksander examined it. It was a West Berlin address with 
the initials DvM by it. DvM. Dama v Maske! Aleksander smiled. It seemed 
like he would be seeing her again after all. 
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CHAPTER 2

Freedom Fighters By Mia Bourne 

Thea
“Elysian is not a place!” The governor declared. “It is a group of 

people with dreams and beliefs. People who see light in the darkness. 
People that lift others up to keep us all afloat-” I wondered if anyone 
believed him. The man was a crook. He shuts down the city's power source 
only when it’s convenient for him.

 “Oh, stop making that face!” Grams hissed. “You’re only 
seventeen. You don’t even remember the world before the scorching.”

 “That doesn’t mean I can’t tell when someone’s lying to me.” I 
grin. I pulled open the dishwasher and started pushing the dishes in. After 
the year 2020, the world fell apart. Many conspiracy theorists said it was 
because of an election, others said a disease, or maybe just because America 
was not a country that was meant to last. Whatever the reason may be, it 
was the cause of World War III. Also known as the Peace War. The Peace 
War killed millions through both nuclear radiation and just old fashion 
gunpowder and lead, but in the end, it united the world's nations and created 
Pangea. 

 Pangea is what the congress of the world call themselves. They 
dictate problems like handling the radiation problem, police and military, 
and just overall laws. 

 “Thea!” Grams shouted. “Stop!” Grams hit me with a dishrag on 
her way out. “Go take those pretty blue eyes and get assigned yourself a 
man.”



I rubbed my head and threw the rag over my shoulder. Grams hated it 
when I spaced out. She always said daydreaming will get me nowhere in the 
world. Trudging through the soft sand, I dipped my head into the 
conservatory and turned the water on for the plants. I blew a curly strand of 
hair out of my face and pulled a wooden basket out. Though doing laundry 
is an essential part of chores, it was my least favorite. There was only one 
place in the city to wash clothes, the Pump. It was the only place in the city 
the water was stored.

 I pull my red scarf over my head and wrap it around my 
shoulders. The Pump was a three-mile walk from our conservatory and 
getting burned by the sun today was just as good as skydiving without a 
parachute tomorrow. Had the atomic bombs not gone off during World War 
III maybe it would be different. 

 

 Elijah
“Elysian is not a place!” The governor declared. “It is a group of 

people with dreams and beliefs. People who-”

My dad turned off the T.V. before looking down at the world map on 
the table in front of him. For years, my dad has been looking for a way to 
take back America. From what I’ve heard, it’s the greatest city to have ever 
been made. My grandpa used to say the streets were made of gold and the 
people were free. It always sounded more like a fairytale than anything, but 
I didn’t have a choice when it came to believing in this fantasy society. I 
didn’t mind believing in it either, because if there was any possible way that 
humanity could choose how they want to live, then I will gladly fight for 
that.

“If they’re turning off the city’s power tonight, then that means Caleb 
can take the east wing of Secta, and Turner will take the Northwing. Elijah 
and Mac will create the diversion at the Pump.” 

My dad’s eyes landed on me. I could already hear the lecture he was 
going to give me when I got back.

“Make noise, but don’t get caught. Nothing dangerous, Elijah.”



“Why are you looking at me?” I whined. “Mac was the one that 
decided to blow up the apartment last time.”

“I’m looking at both of you.” 

Mac and I snickered.

“I’m serious, Mac! Elijah!” 

“Yessir!” I grinned with a mock salute. Mac Burst into laughter.

“No funny business!” Mac added in a fake stutter.

Caleb, Turner, and the rest of the men around the table gave us dirty 
looks. Every rebel that worked under my dad knew we did our job 
perfectly; they were just mad that we didn’t take our jobs seriously. I mean, 
no one could blame us. Mac was just turning twenty and I was barely 
scraping nineteen. Everyone else here already had kids and was over the 
age of forty. So what? Mac and I can’t have a little fun because the rest of 
the world is dull? Yeah right.

Mac slapped my arm and subtly pointed outside. We ditched the rest 
of the meeting and ran to the hut. Mac and I found the hut when we were 
fourteen. It was a PlayPlace that Mcdonalds abandoned after the Scorching. 
Mac and I climbed to the top of the jungle gym. At the top of the PlayPlace, 
Mac tossed me a Coke as we waited for the mission hour. We blew away 
most of our time laughing and cracking jokes with the kids, but all the 
smiles faded when Kyro stepped into the PlayPlace. The little boy wasn’t 
scary or intimidating, but everyone knew he was my dad’s messenger. 
Which also meant... Time to go.

 

Keiko
 “Elysian is not a place!” The governor declared. “It is a group of 

people with dreams and beliefs. People who see light in the darkness. 
People that lift others to keep us all afloat.” My mother played the news 
every day to hear the legendary governor’s speech. She just liked the dirty 
money he put in her pocket. I rolled my eyes and ran upstairs. 



 “Keiko?” Mother called. “Where are you going?”

 “I’ll be in my room studying.” I quipped. “Tell the maids not to 
disturb me.”

 I closed the door to my bedroom. Locking the door, I ran into my 
closet and pulled out my dirty black jeans and a long sleeve stained shirt. 
Tossing aside my silky yellow dress, I put on my black mask. I then opened 
my window and hopped out. Living in a mansion and drinking fancy tea 
isn’t what everyone makes it out to be. If anything it’s a lie. More of a lie 
than pretending to be a poor girl on the street. I’m tired of the fake smiles, 
and funny proper gestures. I’d rather play with Nino and the other kids than 
be here alone. I crawled under the back gate of our garden and pushed 
through the bushes. 

The Pump wasn’t a very pleasant-looking place. In the year 2025, I 
believe it was a sewer. However, after years of sanitation, the people made 
it into a water source. Layers of graffiti-covered the walls, and grime and 
gum stained the floor. But I didn’t mind the mess. If anything I welcomed 
it. All these different types of people walk through this tunnel, and every 
one of them has a unique story. I don’t have a story. Not like them. I’ve 
been protected my entire life and never had to deal with even a simple road 
rash. 

 “Kira!” Nino called out to me. I turned around and smiled. He 
always showed up before me. No matter how fast I ran or how early I got 
out of the house. He held a tennis ball in his hand. 

 “Wanna play Sockit?” He asked.

 “I don’t know how to play.” 

 “It’s easy. Just don’t get hit by the ball.” He grinned deviously. 

 The other kids began to crowd around us. Recognizing the game, 
they watched Nino attentively. Finding his target, Nino pitched the ball. The 
kid, however, saw the attack from a mile away and ducked.

 “Watch out!” Nino shouted at the woman with a laundry basket. 
In the nick of time, the woman turned around. Like lighting, her hand flew 



up and she caught the ball inches from her face. She forced her scarf below 
her chin.

 “Sockit, huh?” She smiled. 

 “Woah.” I sighed. Not only was she awesome, but she was super 
pretty too. Her short curly hair and tan skin made her crystal blue eyes stand 
out. Even with the sand and dirt covering her face, it was easy to see her 
beauty.

 

 Thea
 I bounced the ball back to the boy. He just gaped at me. I did my 

best not to laugh. Little did they know I saw the ball coming before they 
even warned me about it. Thank God for Sara washing her mirror in the 
water because without it I might have been really embarrassed.

 “Trick to Sockit is to always aim at the slowest kid.” A man said.

 I looked up at the man. He didn’t look much older than me 
actually. If he had fewer scars on his arms I would have thought we were 
the same age. He was still kind of cute in that ruggish rebel kind of way. 
Blushing, I mentally hit myself upside the head.

 “No, the trick is to hit the kid that least expects it.” I grinned. I 
bounced the ball to a small boy with a skin and bone frame. He caught it 
and smiled. Looking at the group; a small asian girl stood out amongst the 
seven kids. I remember seeing her in an advertisement somewhere. I can’t 
remember where, but she definitely wasn’t from the streets. I drew my 
attention back to the man who was staring at me. 

 “Can I help you?” I asked the man a little too harshly.

 “I don’t know yet, but I should definitely stay until I figure it 
out.” He sat down beside me.

 “Ah, sorry, but that’s my cue.” He whispered. I heard him get up 
from the ground. “Oh, and if I were you, I would start running now before it 
gets too chaotic.”



 

 Elijah
 Only Mac could ruin any chance I have with a hot girl. I pushed 

up from the ground and looked down at her with my night vision contacts.

“Ah, sorry, but that’s my cue.” Giving her a head start, I added, “Oh, 
and if I were you, I would start running now before it gets too chaotic.”

 When the people started to scream, I jumped into the water and 
started to swim to the farthest part of the Pump. I swam until I saw the 
concrete wall beneath the water. Diving a little deeper I found the door Mac 
had showed me via blueprints. I turned the wheel that opened the door, but 
it felt like no one had opened the door in decades. I grunted and urged the 
stupid wheel to turn. My lungs started to burn and my hands started to ache. 
I paddled back up to the surface and took a desperate breath of oxygen. 
Swimming back down to the door, I planted my feet on the steel and forced 
the wheel to the right. It didn’t move for the longest minute, but then like 
breaking a seal, the wheel spun quickly. The door swung open. I pulled the 
door shut behind me. My lungs started to burn again. If the water doesn’t 
drain soon I might actually drown.

 I sealed the door shut and released another breath of oxygen. 

Then another. 

And another. 

I looked over at the door on the other end. The water should be 
draining right now. Unless Mac didn’t override the control system, but that's 
impossible. He’s always on time. Letting out my last breath of air, I choke 
on the water. A green light flashes overhead. Spots fill my vision, but I claw 
my way to the ceiling of the room. The water drains painfully slow as it fills 
back up. I cough up the water from my lungs thankful for whatever miracle 
that saved my life.

 Stumbling to the elevator door. It opens to a room full of 
controls. All I need is to enhance the water pressure, then get out. I pull at 



the wiring before typing in the override code Mac gave me. A warning red 
light flashes above me. 

Mac said the light was going to turn on, “It’s a sign that the water will 
overflow above the concrete. That’s what we want.” 

I look back at the system one last time before running to the exit that 
should take me to the roof.

 

 Keiko
  My body froze when the screaming started. It’s like I knew 

something was happening, but couldn't understand it. A hand wrapped 
around my wrist and dragged me forward. It didn’t matter who I was 
running with at the moment. All that mattered was that I got out. The person 
in front of me took me up a steep hill and then over something like an 
oversized ball. They stopped directly above the rounded ground.

“Go! Kira, jump!” Nino ordered. His hands went under my arms and 
he pushed me up into the darkness. I grabbed onto something that felt like a 
handle. “It’s a ladder. Climb!” 

I pulled myself up each rung until my head hit something in the 
darkness.

“Ow!” I swore. I pushed at the ceiling and it opened with little to no 
resistance. A bright light shone into my eyes. I climbed out of the tiny space 
and onto the roof. Nino climbed out after me. He shut the trap door behind 
us, but didn’t lock it. 

“What happened?” I asked desperately. 

“Don’t know. It’s never happened before.” Nino mumbled. “We have 
to go. Whatever’s happening, we don’t want to be a part of it.”

I nodded and let him help me up.

 



Thea
 Something metal clattered to the floor on the rooftop. My head 

snapped in the direction of the sound. I ran to it, but stopped short to avoid 
being seen. The person could be that man I was talking to, the one that 
caused the blackout or at least had something to do with the blackout. 

I peeked over a large air vent, to find a man standing over two 
computers connected to the electrical box. He looked nothing like the man I 
saw earlier. The guy in front of the computers had light skin, and dark curly 
hair that seemed to grow mostly on top.

“Are you trying to fix the light problem?” I asked from behind him. I 
inched forward to get a better look at his computers. The man jumped sky 
high and looked down at me confused. To my surprise, he was also 
attractive, and smart apparently. Stop. My eyes darted away. 

“I uh-” He began. I noticed the format he was using, and stepped up to 
the computer. 

“Actually, if you’re using triple C, then you’d want to press control 
shift seven in order to work with the lights. Then, you type-”

The code I typed in turned green to verify that it worked. “And there 
you have it. The lights are back on.”

“What are you doing here?” A man growled from behind me. I turned 
around slowly, sensing the hostile voice. The man I met at the Pump was 
looking down at me soaking wet. I backed up into the computer. My mind 
screamed danger.

“I couldn’t go out the exit doors because too many people were going 
out that way. I wasn’t going to risk it being a trap.” I explained quickly.

“It wasn’t a trap.” He stated. All of the playfulness I saw before the 
blackout was gone. He looked to the other man. “Call the bird.”

The man turned his back to me dismissively. With that, I bolted 
behind an air duct, but I didn't stop there. I dashed across the rooftop 
desperately looking for a way out. I turned around to make sure they 



weren’t following me. They weren’t. It was like they didn’t care if I told the 
authorities about them.

“Wait!” A boy cried. I looked ahead of me to see the roof was coming 
to an end. I dropped my pace and tried to hold my balance as I looked over 
the edge of the roof. A little girl pulled at the fabric of my shirt to keep me 
from going over the edge. I let out a shaky breath and took a cautious step 
back.

 

Keiko
The woman fell back onto the roof. I let go of the grip I had on her 

fabric. I recognized the woman from earlier when we were playing Sockit. 
She was the one that caught the ball. Her composure was not as sure as it 
was back then. She looked like she saw a ghost, even with her scarf 
covering most of her face.

“Are you okay, Mis?” Nino asked from behind me. She didn’t say 
anything for a minute.

“I’m alright. Thank you.” She gulped. “What are you two doing up-”

Her gaze fell to something behind Nino. I turned around and followed 
her gaze. I didn’t see it at first. Water was starting to leak out from the 
hatch. The woman stepped forward and opened it. Water filled to the 
rooftop of the Pump. Realization flashed across her face. 

“What?” I demanded. “What is it?”

“The men, they did this. They’re rebels.” She mumbled. I gaped at 
her. So much as saying the word “rebel” was illegal, but to have been 
associated with one could land you in a jail cell for two years. I put a hand 
over my mouth.

 

Elijah



It’s no coincidence that the girl I met at the Pump just so happened to 
find me on the roof and almost kill me in the control center. Coincidences 
like that don’t just happen. They don’t. The girl had to be working for the 
Pangea. Mac shook his head at me, looking behind me, the girl was gone. 
She clumsily darted behind one of the air ducts.

“She’s not a spy,” Mac claimed.

“You don’t know that.” I scolded. 

“Just like you don’t know that she’s a spy.”

“People aren’t allowed to read, Mac! So how’d she known the coding 
system on your computer? How did she know exactly how to turn the lights 
back on? Mac, this girl is practically screaming ‘spy’!”

“Exactly, why would a spy make their identity obvious?”

I ran my tongue over my teeth. That was a very valid point, but it 
doesn’t change the fact that she could be a spy. She looks spy-ish. She just 
has that spy look and that should be enough to prove that she’s a spy.

“Why’d you do it?” The girl yelled. Turning around I found her 
storming right up to me with two little kids trailing behind her. Tears were 
running down her face, and to be honest, I almost felt bad.

“Do what?” Mac asked.

“Why’d you flood the Pump. And don’t you dare say it wasn’t you!”

“We did what we had to.” I chimed in. I placed one of Mac’s 
computers in his case.

“That’s not a good enough reason!” She cried. “The Pump was a safe 
place! Cops and crooks go there peacefully and neither of them pick a fight 
because it was safe. Why’d you have to ruin it?”

“As I said, we did what we had to.”

“That’s not good enough!”

“Then what do you want from us? Huh?”



“Turn yourselves in.”

“And get the death sentence?” Mac scoffed.

“What you did was wrong!” 

“We did what we had to-” I yelled. 

The sound of a chopper cut me off. I looked up to see the Bird 
hovering right above us. Feeling relieved to get out of this stupid 
conversation, I pinned Mac’s bags to my backpack and waited for the ladder 
to drop.

“We can’t leave them here, Eli!” Mac shouted over the chopper. “The 
shadow guard will hook ‘em up and leave them in a cell!”

“So what?” I scoffed. 

“We have to take them.” Mac mouthed. 

I glared at the woman. She looked terrified, and the kids next to her 
looked just as afraid.

 

Thea
The wind swirled around us and a large machine hovered above us. I 

threw my head back to look at the largest device I had ever seen. The man 
with the curly hair held his hand out to me.

“Come with us!” He yelled over the noise. “We’ll explain 
everything.”

I bit my lip before taking his hand. He picked me up and wrapped my 
arms and legs around his torso as he carried me up the shaky ladder. I 
watched as the other man with the darker skin tossed both kids over his 
shoulders and started up behind us. Once we were safely in the flying 
device, the men in the vehicle pulled the ladder up. I watched as we passed 
through the city, past my home, past the mountains, until we were 
completely out of sight. The tears on my face eventually dried and left me 
numb in my emotions. I shouldn’t be here. None of us should be here. I 



looked over at the man with the curly hair, I think the other man called him 
Mac. He had been watching me carefully the entire time. It was the type of 
look someone would give a feral tiger in the jungle.

 

Elijah
I hopped out of the chopper once they reached camp, and marched off 

to see my dad in the far tent. I nodded to Jaq who was positioned outside 
my dad’s tent before pulling back the flap. I wasn’t surprised to see my dad 
still leaning over the map on the table. I handed him the two computers Mac 
borrowed from him. His eyes met mine. I swiped my hand over my face and 
looked away. I knew that look very well. Especially since my dad can’t 
finish a single mission without lecturing me. He set the computers aside and 
walked over to his desk.

“What happened out there, Elijah? One minute you’re doing fine, and 
the next you’re barely breathing.”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s the problem! You don’t know.” He sat down in his office 
chair. “We could have lost you, and you don’t even know what went wrong. 
You should have studied the ventilation system better.”

My dad’s eyes flickered to the door of the flap. He then glared at me.

“Hello?” A girl squeaked.

“What’s your name?” My dad asked.

“Thea, my name is Thea Sangretti.”

“I’m Kade Scott, and this my son Elijah.”

“Why’d you over pressurize the Pump?” she sneered.

“That’s a big word for a middle-class citizen.”

“That’s not an answer.”



“Yes, well I invited you into my home, and you chose to treat me like 
a monster, so I apologize for not being forthcoming. Did your parents not 
teach you manners?”

“My parents taught me that Rebels were monsters.” She stated. 

“Do I look Like a monster to you?” My dad asked. The girl defiantly 
lifted her chin and kept her lips shut. “Why are you here if you already had 
your mind made up about rebels, Thea?”

She looked away from my dad and outside the tent. Following her line 
of sight, two kids were making their way into the food court of the 
abandoned mall.

“They would have put us in confinement if we stayed. We were 
already seen talking to two rebels. Those two are no older than twelve. 
They shouldn’t be thrown behind bars for talking to a stranger.”

“You’re right. They shouldn’t be thrown in prison for something as 
simple as talking to someone. Just like people shouldn’t be thrown in prison 
for reading, or understanding code, or even just loving a person that the 
government didn’t pick out for them.”

“The law is the law.” She said mechanically. 

“If you believe that, then we will drop you off at your home tomorrow 
at sundown. We won’t force you to stay, but we’ll ask that you keep our 
position secret. This place is a refuge, not a prison.” My dad said. My jaw 
dropped in awe. This girl doesn’t even believe in our fight and he treated 
her like a queen compared to how he talks to me.

“Elijah, take her to a tent and help her get something to eat.”

 

Thea
I stayed precisely six paces behind Elijah. Cautiously watching every 

single move he made. Elijah stopped at a small white tent with a few 
blankets made into a bed on the floor. Some clothes were laid on the ground 
next to it.



“Get dressed.” He ordered. “I’ll be back in five minutes to take you to 
the Lunch Hall.”

With that, he was gone. I picked up a set of blue sweatpants that 
looked way too big for me. I kicked off my faded black leggings and tied 
the sweatpants as closely to my waist as I could. I picked up the white t-
shirt from the ground and realized it was missing the bottom half. Swiping 
my hand under the shirt, I scrunched up my nose. I wasn’t a fan of crop 
tops, but my clothes weren’t exactly clean. My clothes were completely 
filthy. I’m surprised the material wasn’t deteriorating. I pulled the shirt over 
my head.

“Ready to go?” Elijah called from outside the tent. I stepped outside 
and let him guide me to the lunch hall. Most of the people in there were 
soldiers for the Rebels. I did my best not to stare but it didn’t feel right to be 
here. I didn’t say anything for the entire meal, because, to be honest, I 
couldn’t. Even though Kade made excellent points, I was raised to believe 
this is wrong. It is wrong. They almost killed a bunch of people at the Pump 
and they have killed before.

When Elijah finally left me alone at my tent, I waited a few minutes 
before going on an exploration. There were three main tents in the camp. 
The first one was the one with Kade in it, the second was the lunch Hall. 
and the third had who-knows-what inside of it. Looking around my tent, I 
picked a stick off of the ground and walked to the other tent. A guard stood 
watch in front, so I made my way to the back and jabbed the stick into the 
tent.  

Ripping the tent open, I instantly noticed two large full bookshelves. I 
stepped inside and walked past the bookshelves, I noticed a TV in the back 
corner of the room. CDs were stacked nicely beside a black box. I read 
through the labels on some of the discs. 

Peace War, Cold front.

M Table Top.

File 4-6.



I placed the M Table Top disc in the black box. Grams used to use one 
of these boxes when I was younger. She always played movies this way, she 
even showed me what my mom looked like with this technology. Pressing 
play, I watched as a group of people sat at a cafe laughing and smiling. 
Children and families ordering food and recording their visit to Table Top 
Cafe. The sound of gunfire made me jump. The peaceful setting turned into 
chaos. I reached to turn off the TV, but then I saw a soldier. He wore a red 
uniform, and a Pangea patch. 

 

Keiko
I swatted my hand over my face as I watched the cafe on the screen 

explode into havoc. Men from the Pangea military were conducting the 
violence. The woman that was going to turn off the TV left it on and 
watched in horror as the tape played out. 

She slid in another disc and watched as our country committed 
another violent act. 

After that, she saw another and another. By the time she ran out of 
tapes, the two of us were shaking. I couldn’t tell if it was anger or fear. 

“They killed thousands of people.” She whispered breathlessly. 

“And they’re going to kill thousands more,” I mumbled. The woman 
whipped her head back to see me. She licked her lips as she looked for 
something to say. 

“We have to stop them,” I whispered. 

She nodded.

“We will.” She held a hand out to me, and I took it. We were in this 
together now.



CHAPTER 3

Exodus By Susannah Stonebraker

 I ran through the streets, paying no mind to the way my petticoats 
soaked with mud, or how my hair escaped my coif in the wind. My chest 
became hot, I gasped for breath, But I kept running. When I came to her 
house, My hands fumbled with the doorknob, I was far too upset to grasp 
it. 

I closed my eyes and breathed in, for today Temperance Wheaton had 
been killed, and there was no time for my hysterics. I steady my hand, and 
opened the door to a house that had once held a family, but now only held 
two children, one who now had to become an adult. 

“Amity!” I cried, and ran to my friend who sat in tears by the fire. 

“Abby, you came.” she rose from her chair to embrace me. 

“You know you mustn't call me by that name, it's wicked.” I lightly 
chided her. 

“I will hear nothing about wickedness today. They killed my mother.” 
She shook her head, and we sat down. Together improperly slouched by the 
fire, we wept. 

“Why, I mean. Was she a...” I lowered my eyes, and quieted my voice. 
“a witch?” 

She looked at me in fury, her brown eyes blazing with the fire’s 
reflection, she pushed away from me. “Abnegation Penry! How could you 
ask such a thing of me?” 



“I-- I’m sorry. Amity, I believe you. I believe her.” I mentally scolded 
myself, kindness is a virtue.

She continued to cry with her back to me. Her hair was damp and 
plastered to her face, her skin hot from crying and excitement. 

I once again tried to negate my thoughtlessness. “I’m sorry. Please 
forgive me. You know I’m on your side. Always.” 

“She wasn’t a criminal” She sobbed. “She- she just didn’t go to 
church.” 

I reached out to her. “Please?” I took off my coif, letting my blonde 
curls hang around my waist. I held it to my chest, as if a praying man. 
“Please?” 

She laughed despite herself, “Well, I suppose. It was a fair question 
anyway. I-I can’t fault your curiosity.”

Actually, I thought, she certainly could fault it, but of course I didn’t 
complain. 

I pulled her hand into mine, and sat with her. Her black hair was 
tangled and dirty. Her face was puffy and red. Her shoulders racked with 
sobs. She clutched her face and pulled at her scalp and snot ran from her 
nose. I knew there was a God, because nothing else could have made 
something as beautiful as her. 

“I told my father I would be staying with you tonight, to pray and 
mourn.” I added.

She smiled. “Good.” She shuddered again, and put her hair behind her 
ears in self-consciousness. I’m not sure how I could get through tonight 
without you.” 

My chest filled with warmth and flutters at her praise. 

“Oh Abby,” She rested her head on my shoulder. “I love you.” 

I nodded. “You are my sister in christ.” And she was. Ever since we 
had met, when we were girls, I had been entirely devoted to her. Since we 
had snuck from our chores and into the field, I had known no greater love. 



We would sit together, under the hot sun. Though I feared my father, and 
knew the punishment that awaited my wayward self when I returned, I 
would run away with her as often as I could. We were one. “We are joined 
in our salvation.” I said. 

“No, no.” she shook her head. “I mean-” she paused, and then kissed 
me; her heated lips pressing against mine, and just as suddenly she broke 
away. 

I was dumbstruck. My throat became dry, and I was silenced. 

I reached out to her, but she flinched back from me. Her eyes widened 
in fear and filled again with tears. “For-forgive me, Abby. I... have sinned. 
Please, please don’t- I mean I was just grieving and-” 

I gently reached my hand out, taking care not to move suddenly. I 
wiped the tears from her eyes. “Amity, please don’t cry.” Eighteen years 
passed before my eyes. Eighteen years of my life, eighteen years of words 
against sin. Eighteen years of repentance and prayer and- abnegation. 
Eighteen years of people who had been shunned; people who had been 
killed for their trespasses. I loved God, I love God. I love Amity. 

I kissed her back, clutching her hair in my fist, only breaking from her 
to breathe. 

“We can’t…” She was flustered. Happy, granted, but flustered. “I 
mean not here.” 

“But we have a night.” I pointed out. 

She laughed. “And so much can happen in a night.” 

“So very much.” I agreed. 

An hour later, we were pouring over an old diary of Amity’s great 
uncle, and a make-shift map. 

“You say he lived in a cabin?” I asked. 

“Yes. He died four years ago, and we weren't permitted to give him a 
funeral due to the banishment. But word still reached us, along with his 
book.” 



I nodded. Obediah Flavel was a heretic and a drunkard, who had been 
forcibly removed from the town just after my sixth birthday. Frankly, I 
hadn’t much respect for him, but that day, he saved my life. 

“Very well, so say we can get past the river, and to the cabin. Then 
what?” I asked. 

“How long have we aided our fathers in tending their farms?” she 
paused. “Now that I am the eldest In the family I can take what seed we 
have left, and the cow.” 

“I hate that cow.” I said. 

“Do you like eating?” Amity asked. 

“I suppose.” 

“Well,” she went on businesslike. “Say we pack my buggy with our 
belongings, and ride across the river.” 

“Say we do” I urged her on

“Well winter is almost over, it would be time to plant when we were 
settled. So we’d have food for the next winter. And I can handle an axe. I 
know you can handle a plow.” 

I nodded, thoughtful. “So I don’t see why we couldn’t.” 

“But,” She wrung her hands. “What about Faith?”

Faith was Amity’s younger sister, only three years of age. She was 
sleeping upstairs, not yet aware her life was about to be uprooted. 

“We’ll take her.” 

Amity shook her head. “I am already asking so much of you, but to 
care for a child… I can’t let you do that for me.” 

I kissed her again. “But for us?” 

She smiled. “Perhaps for us.”

We stood, gathering all but the house into baskets and boxes, piling 
blankets and dishes and tools into the wooden buggy. 



Amity put a bridle on her horse, Sam, and hooked him to the cart. She 
strung a thick rope around the necks of three sheep, her cow, and a pig. The 
calves and piglets went into the buggy with us. So, in between the boxes 
and the blankets and the dishes and the animals crouched Amity, me, and 
the warm bundle that was Faith. And we rode into the night, the air thick 
with fear, and love, and adventure. 

For we knew we couldn’t stay. Amity was suspected of witchcraft, 
which is to say the Noose was already around her neck. And due to my 
outspokenness and vanity, I was surely close behind.  

By the time we reached our destination, the sun was rising over the 
hills. The cabin was beautiful if small, and the garden around it was 
overgrown with mint and chives and parsley, remnants of the man who had 
lived here before. 

I squeezed Amity’s hand. While we unloaded our buggy, we felt 
surreal as if we were walking on air. The breeze nipped our faces and we 
were giddy with excitement. I unhooked the animals, and pushed them into 
the gated fence.  

Faith stretched and yawned, and looked around. “Why is this?” she 
asked. 

I laughed. “Home.” 
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CHAPTER 4

Head & Solders By Nicholas 
Driscoll 

 Will-Yem’s head woke up at five in the morning, as it always did, as 
the electric snap of his alarm crackled across his cheeks. Alarms, as always, 
were a rude awakening, but for him it was worth the shock so that he didn’t 
have to worry about disturbing his wife Kat-Rin with a jangling ring or an 
obnoxious song. 

He opened his mouth and mimicked a sigh, even though he wasn’t 
breathing. His head was still disconnected from the body he was planning to 
use that day, so he couldn’t breathe yet—the nutrient tubes were enough. He 
was pulled out of the cushion next to his wife by an old pulley system that 
he kept well-oiled so that it didn’t squeak, and his head was wheeled over 
and across the room in a rush. He reveled in the breeze from swinging 
through the air, and tried to enjoy the quick spinwash and dry of the 
morning. He still had hair, and the headwasher applied a bit too much 
shampoo this time, the suds getting in his eyes, which he tolerated, and into 
his mouth, which he did not. He sputtered and swore as he came out of the 
washer, and made another mental note to notify the landlord about the 
malfunction. 

The pulleys carried his head over to a decorative table—not full size, 
since it really only needed to accommodate his head, but fairly elaborate, 
carved of imitation wood, with designs that his wife had picked out 
depicting curlicues and flowers etched into the edges. A sponge was 
positioned in front of his mouth, and he took it, chewed on it, and his mouth 



was filled with the flavors of the morning—fried eggs, sausage, cheese, 
then a shift to sweet apples, a dash of yogurt. He closed his eyes to enjoy it. 

The sponge didn’t give him any nutrition, of course. He got all that 
through the tubes. But still, the flavors gave him no harm, and the act of 
chewing had been proven a sort of psychological salve to his mind. While 
he knew the stuff didn’t do him any good on a physical level, still, having 
the sensation of eating perked him up and helped him get ready for his day.

Moments later, the sponge was spirited away to be washed, and Will-
Yem’s head was transported and placed upon his body, secured, the 
connections clicking and whirring in place.

He was proud of his body. He had saved a lot of money to purchase it, 
especially the abdomen. Not only was the abdomen the largest part of any 
body, but this particular model was high end. It actually had lungs that 
pulsed in and out, mimicking the regular movement of a real body, that felt 
so right to his mind—not just a tank giving a regular stream.  

The lungs started pushing air out his nostrils, and he felt alive. The 
body stepped forward, tiptoeing, and a hologram displaying his choice of 
street clothes sprang across him, soles to temple—faux sports outfit today, 
to make him feel strong.

He put his hand to the door, saw the metal of his fingers for a moment 
before the hologram covered it. His hand didn’t match the rest of his body
—dull gray instead of polished bronze in color, dented, scratched. But he 
treasured that hand, just the same.

“Sweetie!”

Will-Yem turned, smiled sheepishly. Kat-Rin was staring out of her 
cushion at him, a coquettish crooked smile across her brown lips. 

“Don’t lose any parts,” she whispered. “I’m going to need them all 
when you get back.”

Will-Yem blushed so hard he threw a hologram of a placid face over 
his own and ducked out the front door. 



It was an empty joke, of course—the part she was referring to was a 
screw-on that she kept in a drawer next to her bed. Still, he always got so 
embarrassed when KR got frisky.

The hallway was full of noise which he had not registered while 
inside. His apartment was soundproofed; it could be turned off, and in the 
case of a fire alarm, all soundproofing in the rooms would automatically 
switch off. But on a normal day, it was nice to escape the fracas. The head-
tube strung along the upper edge of the hallway walls was packed with 
disgruntled noggins shouting and cursing. The noggins had no bodies, and 
had to thus rely on public transport to get around even inside the apartment 
complex. But it looked like the tubes were clogged again, and who could 
say when they would get moving.

Will-Yem tromped forward, head down, deciding to take the stairs.

“Come on, man,” cried out a grizzled noggin with scraps of white hair 
jutting above his eyes. “Share the air and take someone with you! You got 
arms!”

“There is no sense you just walk out here by yourself!” said another. 
“My dear head, you take me, I’ll pay you. Your feet is cash!”

Will-Yem tried to walk faster, but the voices got louder, more 
pleading. 

“Don’t set your legs to automatic!” said another voice, this time a 
female with longer hair wrapped tightly under a semi-transparent hat. “Use 
your brain!”

Will-Yem could have set his legs to run, and to follow a pre-
determined route to work, then tuned into his favorite videos and relaxed 
while enjoying the entertainment until his legs brought him where he 
needed to go. He sometimes did that. Lots of people did. It kept the 
sidewalks moving fast, kept congestion down, made sure no one was just 
loitering. But he didn’t like to give his legs over to the system every day. 
Same reason he liked the feeling of proper breathing in and out his nose, he 
liked to feel in control as much as he could. At least pretend.



And as he walked he suddenly found himself barking out loud, 
“Anyone going to District 0033?”

A chorus of voices rang out, excited, angry, frustrated. 

“That’s near enough to my job, just pull an oxen-free and chuck me 
over!”

“On my way, head, take me!”

“Just get me out of this tube, my nose is stuck up my neighbors ear 
and all I can smell is earwax!”

“I only have one extra lung!” Will-Yem yelled back. “I can’t carry a 
whole potato-sack full!”

The voices grew even louder at that crack. Some noggins had nutrient 
pouches or independe-lungs strapped onto their craniums, so they could 
travel for at least a while without being plugged in to the system or 
parasiting off of a walker. Will-Yem didn’t want to spend time checking 
noggins for the pouches and straps, though, and finally just 
unceremoniously grabbed some head off of the jammed transport and 
plugged it into his extra lung without even a hello or a shut-up-already.

“Very kind of you,” said the other head now riding beside his own 
while Will-Yem charged down the stairs. “Long time since I felt a lung’s 
air.”

“They’re artificial lungs,” said Will-Yem. “I don’t have enough 
money to pay for a bio-organic abdomen.”

“What head does?” replied his neighbor. 

It was a woman’s head, at least by appearance, and with a quiet voice. 
She had a wide nose and surprising dark eyes, filled with depth, or perhaps 
with sleepiness.

Other walkers were on the stairs as they went down: He recognized 
his neighbors—Sam-Yell, with his awkward clanking body of red rusty 
metal and clawed hands, shuffling down before him. Fill-Lys, the landlord, 
with a set of articulated wheels that adjusted to the terrain instead of proper 



legs. Far-Lin, the local sponge-dealer, with his wolf-ears twitching on the 
sides of his head, and his tendency to galumph along on all-fours. 

“What do you do?” asked his passenger. “Other than walk. Some 
people, they think that’s enough of an accomplishment to define them.”

“I work direct on the beans,” said WY without looking over. “Temple 
massages, with a side of friendly banter. Bad jokes cost extra.”

The woman’s head laughed in an undertone.

“Providing a valuable service,” she said. “All craniums, we need 
some physical contact, even with our fake bodies.”

“And you then?” asked WY, glancing over. “You have a voice job of 
some kind?”

She used the lung to create a sigh.

“Assembly doc,” she said. “Check body health quick on the 
conveyors for heads who need a quick tune-up. The bodies come down the 
conveyor, I fix them, even have the credentials to grab them off the belt and 
peel the can if they need it.”

Will-Yem grimaced and kept on walking, now out into the world, and 
the marching feet everywhere in perfect lines, in perfect order, staying in 
the foot lanes. 

For convenience, WY stepped in line and allowed the program to 
direct his feet toward his working place, with a stop-off at the Body Shop, 
where his guest worked. Instead of starting up a video feed or taking a nap, 
despite his early-morning fatigue, Will-Yem made his latest memes and 
posts available to the public social media system so others on the streets 
could access his latest quips, and then turned his attention to the other head 
sipping at the oxygen from his spare lung.

“I’m afraid I’ve been a bit bull-headed,” WY said. “I didn’t ask your 
name.”

“Oh,” said the doctor. “You’re right, I don’t make it publicly 
available. I keep my social media private usually, but you’re my neighbor, 
so… my name is Zan-Ta. Thank you again for carrying me out here.”



“You work near me, really,” WY replied. “It’s no problem. But may I 
ask… how do you work as a doctor with no body?”

ZT blushed, and WY felt his own face reddening, ashamed for asking 
a personal question. He was trying to think of a way to backtrack the 
question when she finally responded.

“I had one before,” she said. “Nothing fancy like this one. But I gave 
it away. Now just use the loaners from the shop. They are functional and 
can do the job, so no problem.”

WY stared—not at ZT, but at the back of the body-frame walking in 
front of him. It was hard to imagine anyone just giving away their own 
body. Who could ever give away such convenience, hand away the visceral 
experience, the privileges and pleasures of owning your own legs?

“You gave it away?” was all he could say.

“Oh,” she said, a shy smile in her voice now. “Not at once. Bit by bit. 
You meet a lot of bodies missing something in my line of work, I am 
afraid.”

“But,” WY said. “It’s your body!”

“Well,” replied ZT. “They had needs. And I am fine. The public 
systems work well enough, and I am alive.”

The conversation continued, but WY couldn’t focus. Soon enough, he 
dropped Zan-Ta into the tube at the Body Shop, and continued on his way. 

All day as Will-Yem worked, massaging a wide range of craniums 
with a wide range of issues, bumps, and complaints that they shared as he 
poked and prodded and squeezed with cushioned and heated gloves, Will-
Yem thought about Zan-Ta’s words and often found himself staring at his 
right hand again and again. The distraction threw him off his game, and 
some of his gags which usually had the average noggin cackling with 
humor drew blank stares. He decided not to charge for his jokes today.

* * *

Back at home that evening, he broached the topic with his wife over 
steak-flavored sponges. 



“I met a doctor today who doesn’t have a body,” he said. “I think she 
deserves to have one.”

“A doctor?” KR responded, brows crinkling in concern. “Are you 
sick? Did that rash come back, around your spinal scar?”

“No, my scar is fine,” WY said. “I carried her to work this morning. 
The tube was jammed again.”

“It was still jammed when I headed out, too,” KR said. “Why doesn’t 
she have a body? Doctors usually have bodies.”

“She is an assembly doctor, for one,” WY said. “And it’s like… Well, 
it’s like with my hand.”

KR was in her body as they chewed the sponges together, and she 
reached over to touch his shoulder. They had both learned long ago that 
wearing their bodies during meals and conversation was a big help in 
maintaining their emotional connection. 

“It was just a random head that gave me this hand,” he said, holding 
up the old thing so KR could see. “Just random generosity. Never even 
found out his name! But that generosity got me my job, and with that job I 
found you, and…”

“Yes,” Kat-Rin said. “That man giving you a hand changed your life. I 
am grateful, too. But what do you want to do? We don’t have an extra body 
in the closet, nor the cash points to purchase one.”

“True, but I know a lot of heads,” WY said. “A lot of our neighbors 
are also my customers. We can put something together. A head has a right 
to a body, especially a doctor!”

Kat-Rin chewed thoughtfully and then sat back. She nodded.

“One of the things I love about you is your emotions,” she said. “Why 
don’t we ask?”

* * *

Will-Yem asked, assembling a group in-person (after some argument 
about how much easier it is to just meet online). Sam-Yell was there, 



awkwardly attempting to cross his arms with his claws in, and Fill-Lys 
wearing an especially shiny set of wheels and a handsome false-face. Xiao-
Krai, sat back on fold-out chair-legs which could be tucked neatly away 
into her thighs when not in use, in a delicate frame and face behind a shield 
visor, body wrapped in religious posts and memes made public with 
messages inviting everyone to church. Others were there, too—heads of 
various races, some animalized. One even had an impressive set of real 
antlers grafted to her skull.

“Zan-Ta is a real body-builder at the assembly,” WY finished his 
speech, standing amongst them with hands splayed plaintively. “She has 
given her body. I think she deserves to have one back.”

Xiao-Krai was the first to respond, nodding her head, and highlighting 
a verse about how the body is sacred on her public posts.

“I have always believed that the body is a gift from God,” XK said. 
“In my opinion, every head deserves a body. The government never should 
have taken bodies away from individuals.”

Sam-Yell shifted in place uncomfortably, clicking his claws together.

“It’s hard,” he said. “Just, heads need less space, so… it’s hard.”

The woman with the antlers made a voice like clearing her throat 
(despite not having a throat), unstrapped a hand, and tossed it in the middle 
of the floor.

“Let’s make a pile,” she said. “Your God says it’s a good idea. My 
heart says it’s a good idea. Common decency says it’s a good idea. The 
tubes in this joint are always breaking down, and if the doctor is late, that’s 
dangerous, am I right?”

Voices rose suddenly, heads getting excited, bodies shifting weight 
side-to-side.

“Do you think the doctor would like a claw?” said Sam-Yell.

“Take both my legs,” said a small head on a huge body. “I have a set 
of wheels back in the room. I kinda prefer them anyways.”



“The body is going to be a real patchwork,” said a regretful voice. 
“Nothing is going to match.”

“I hear you, but we can’t body shame,” said Kat-Rin, smiling. “My 
own body is a patchwork too, and a hologram covers that up much of the 
time anyway.”

Fill-Lys put on a bland expression, watching the group excitedly try to 
put something together.

“I like what you’re doing, hon,” she said. “It’s real nice. I think 
everyone wants to help. And maybe we can put together a few spare feet or 
a few spare arms, but… the real problem is the abdomen. Nobody keeps a 
spare abdomen in a cheap apartment like this.”

“That’s right,” said a crotchety old codger face embedded in a body 
crafted halfway like an old suit of armor. “Body ain’t gonna be no good 
without an abdomen.”

“What are you going to do about that, WY?” asked Sam-Yell, eyes 
raised.

Will-Yem felt his face pale, and he looked down. He clenched his 
fingers together in determination, though his emotions spiked, and he felt a 
terrible sense of loss suddenly.

“I’ll take care of it,” he said. “I know someone who has one he 
doesn’t need.”

* * *

Will-Yem’s head woke up at five am in the morning to a kiss as his 
wife Kat-Rin urged him out of his cushion. She was already wearing her 
body, and she smiled down at him.

“Time to go already?” he asked. 

“That’s right, time to get up,” she said. “Fixed the headwasher, less 
soap used now. Our eyes are spared!”

“It’s really nice to have breakfast with you every morning now,” Will-
Yem said. 



“Your favorite today,” she said. “Grilled salmon with sea salt and a 
side of dill pickle.”

“My favorite breakfast is a breakfast I get to eat with you,” Will-Yem 
said, smiling as the pulleys swung him to the table. “Even if I have to wear 
a loaner at work for a while.”

He savored the scent of salmon wafting from the sponge in front of 
him, and bit down. They ate in silence for a few moments, sucking every 
last bit of flavor from their respective sponges, and smiling into each 
other’s eyes.

“I do miss breathing, though,” Will-Yem said fifteen minutes later as 
the pair headed out their front door.

“You’ve still got your most important part,” she said, hooking him up 
to the airflow on her body. 

“What part is that?” he asked, face reddening as usual.

“Well, me of course,” she said, poking him with a metallic finger. 
“I’m the part you’ll never lose.”

Will-Yem smiled so wide that his cheeks hurt, and they stepped out 
into a beautiful new morning.
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CHAPTER 5

Renegades By Sofia Brown

 The bartender sat alone in his pub, accompanied by nothing more 
than the dirty dishes he was washing. He was young, nearly 21, yet he had 
owned the bar he lived in for three years. His father had been called away to 
work, and knowing he wouldn’t be returning anytime soon, left the bar in 
his son’s name.

His house became quiet after his father’s absence, and hating the 
silence, the bartender did extra work around his community to earn money 
to buy parts. Using his knowledge of radios, he spent about a month 
perfecting a fully functioning television. When he finished, he hung it up in 
his bar. The device not only attracted customers but allowed for some form 
of entertainment, even if it was just the news. His box television filled the 
silence around him, but every so often was interrupted by the internet 
breaking up. 

Frustrated with the unreliable WiFi, he grabbed his toolbox, stood on 
the counter, and went to work restarting the browser. He then hacked into 
the main power frame and connected to a network that was several parcels 
away. He wasn’t allowed to access that network legally and would be 
punished gravely if he was ever found out. But the bartender covered his 
tracks, and he had never gotten caught- Not yet, at least.

He somehow managed to fix the internet in ten minutes, and when he 
flipped back on the news, it ran smoothly without any issues.

 When he finished cleaning each glass, he glanced upwards at the 
door, hoping to see a new customer. Each time he looked, however, he saw 



nothing more than the ever-changing shadows because of the shifting sun.

 It had been a slow day at his bar, not only because it was 
Monday, but because the temperature made it practically unbearable to 
leave the house. Only the true drunks in town would go out in the 
exhausting heat just for a drink, so by the end of the morning rush, it 
became quiet until nightfall when the temperature dropped. The only 
visitors he would get then were stragglers and those too stupid for their own 
good, as you never explore the town when the sky goes dark. That was the 
first rule anyone learned on Jukat, and all other planets ruled by the 
Kilerthi, for that matter.

 His morning had been uneventful, which was common on Jukat. 
The normal crowd of drinkers trampled into the bar just a few minutes after 
it opened, and the pub talk began:

 “Have you heard about the Kilerthi? Protecting our boundaries, I 
believe.”

 “I agree. This year’s gonna blast our economy forwards. They 
have everything under control.”

 “They should, but have you heard about the missing girl? She is 
said to have escaped from them. Enemy of peace, they’re callin’ her.”

 “They’ll find her. They always do. That’s why we trust our 
government. They found that other boy, remember? Mind you, they found 
him dead, but at least he couldn’t harm us. Better dead than alive.”

 As the bartender refilled their drinks every few minutes, he 
couldn’t help but overhear the people’s conversations. Every single point 
made had been drawn directly from the news, and the only news the people 
on Jukat were given was what the Kilerthi wanted them to hear. As 
generations passed, the fine democracy that once rested on Jukat turned into 
a dictatorship, and the people didn’t realize that their freedoms had been 
taken until the Kilerthi announced their reign over every planet east of the 
Luna System. 

Since then, the social hierarchy developed: You had the fundraisers of 
the Kilerthi, the rich folk, called “Kayans”, and then you had the 



scavengers, the ones who lived on scraps. The rich called these people 
“Burukans”, and wouldn’t dare go near one if they saw them on the streets. 
Burukans could barely afford food, water, and clothes, so education was 
always too high of a price. Knowledge receded every generation, and 
people slowly began to be blinded by the Kilerthis brainwashing. They 
accepted their fate as the ones who would have to struggle, as they were 
told that doing so would keep the peace. Burukans saw the world as fair and 
just.

The bartender was one of the luckier Burukans, and he still struggled 
to make ends meet. He was able to eat two meals a day, which was more 
than most got in a week, so whenever he saw a family in need while he was 
out on errands, he gave them money and dashed away before they could 
refuse. Most Burukans refused to take handouts, no matter how much they 
needed it.

He inherited the bar from his father, and it had been in his family long 
before the dictatorship installed itself on Jukat. He was almost happy that 
people were more willing to spend money drinking themselves to death 
rather than food, but he felt selfish for doing so. He understood that alcohol 
helped people forget the crappy lives they led, but he never understood how 
people could give up on a better life so easily. He had seen men of his age 
come and go each Friday night, spending every last dime in their pocket at 
the bar. He was thankful for the business, but secretly hoped they would 
find better uses for the money the following week.

Though the bartender was only in his twenties, he had gotten to hear 
stories of the old government that once flourished on Jukat. And though he 
prayed every night for it to return, he still accepted his place in society. He 
would rather live life unfairly than not live at all, and recent news made it 
very clear that death awaited anyone who spoke out against the Kilerthi.

 A Kilerthi Military Training Camp resided on the outskirts of the 
desert where they taught young boys to lead, fight, and kill. Those who paid 
were first on the admissions list, but if there weren’t enough participants 
from the Kayans, and there never were, children would be randomly 
selected from the Burukans. Though it was never said out loud, many 
thought it was odd that those who spoke badly of the Kilerthi received 
notices that they were wanted to help train the upcoming soldiers.



Those who were summoned by the Kilerthi never returned. The 
bartender figured that out years ago.

 He glanced at his watch when he finished cleaning his last glass. 
It had been nearly two hours since his last customer left, and it was unlikely 
any others would come before the night settled. He sighed and, while 
looking around at the blank, white walls surrounding him, decided that 
maybe he should be a bit more decorative. He had about five sets of brown 
tables and chairs as well as seats circling the bar, but the walls were bland 
and boring, and much of it had cracks.

 While gazing at the walls, the bartender hadn't noticed a small 
figure slip through the door. If it weren't for the sound of a body collapsing 
on the floor, it was unlikely that he would've averted his gaze at all. When 
his eyes fell upon the source of a sound, he found a young girl, maybe 
fourteen, lying on the floor, very still. Her curly black hair was messily 
draped around her head, and her dark skin was covered with bruises and 
scratches. As the bartender rushed to check the girl’s pulse, he noticed a 
strange marking on the back of her wrist. He felt a faint heartbeat and let 
out a sigh of relief. It wouldn’t look good to the Kilerthi if they had found a 
dead girl in his bar. 

 He flipped the child over and tried to prop her up against the 
wall, but her head hung low and her body felt limp. She was conscious at 
this point, as the bartender had forced down some water, but she still hadn’t 
spoken. He sat in front of her, examined her features, and noticed that she 
seemed familiar.

 “Were you one of the kids that were being picked on yesterday?” 
He asked. “I saw the Wikin’s kid come over here and start throwing 
punches. Were you involved in that?” The girl looked up, and for the first 
time, the bartender saw life in her dark brown eyes. She shook her head as 
she took another sip of water. The bartender fell back on his heels. Why 
does she seem familiar?

 “Well, I guess we should introduce ourselves,” the bartender 
said, trying to start a conversation. “The name’s Ellis. Ellis Freestone.” He 
extended his hand towards the child for her to shake. Hesitantly, she 
reached her arms upwards and touched the man's hand with her fingers. She 



seemed to have expected something to happen, as she flinched when their 
skin touched, but when nothing appeared beside the man's confusion, she 
grasped the hand eagerly and smiled. “So I assume you’ve got a name too?” 

She shrugged.“They never gave me one, sir. Not a proper one, at 
least.” 

The man was nearly shocked by how articulate she was. By the looks 
of her clothes and the state of her skin, you would think she’d been living 
on the streets her entire life. But she spoke as if she’d been raised in a large, 
marble home. Ellis ignored her speech pattern and moved on to the more 
interesting part of her response.

 “Who’s ‘they’?” He asked. This question seemed to upset her, as 
she slowly shifted away from him as she gave her answer.

 “I’m not allowed to say. They’ll hurt me if they find out.” She 
lifted her pant leg to reveal a small, metallic device attached to her outer 
thigh. “This device shocks me anytime I disclose information that I 
shouldn’t.” Ellis leaned in to get a closer look, but she quickly covered it 
back up and moved further away from him. She stood up and began 
treading towards the door. “I really shouldn’t be here...I can’t be here, 
actually...I need to go back to my masters…” The girl clutched her thigh 
and let out a faint wince. She quickly gathered herself back and reverted to 
her expressionless, blank stare. Ellis raised his eyebrows as he rushed to the 
door to stop her.

 “You’ve got masters?” He asked, blocking her exit. After she 
glanced about the room and realized there was no way out, she closed her 
eyes and fell to the floor.

 “I shouldn’t call them my masters,” she muffled. “They’ve kept 
me alive all these years.” Though he wanted more answers, Ellis knew it 
was best if she got some rest. Her appearance told him that she’d been 
roaming under the beating sun more than anyone should in a lifetime- 
Given how small her frame was, he was surprised she survived the heat. 
She also seemed to be in a state of shock, and the last thing he wanted to do 
was stress her out more.



Ellis went up the staircase that attached his house to his bar and 
grabbed the pillow and blanket off of his bed.

“Here’s a pillow and blanket! You can make a bed on the floor-” He 
called out to her, but when he reached the pub again, he saw that she was 
way ahead of him. The girl was curled up in the corner of the room, 
sleeping soundly. Ellis threw the blanket on top of her and moved her 
carefully so that he wouldn’t wake her while he placed the pillow behind 
her head.

Sleep didn’t come so easily to Ellis that night. He tossed and turned 
many times before finally falling into an uneasy snooze, and was awoken 
every few moments by his anxiety. Thoughts swirled around his head as he 
closed his eyes, and left his mind searching for answers until he fell asleep.

* * *

Ellis awoke before the sun had fully risen, and quickly dashed 
downstairs to see if the girl had stayed throughout the night. He saw her in 
the corner when he reached the bottom step, still sleeping, and didn’t know 
if he should be relieved or worried. Ellis was glad she had escaped what 
seemed like an abusive family, but his usual Tuesday crowd would begin 
trickling in within the hour, and he would have to find a place to put her.

“Psst, hey,” He said, shaking her gently on the shoulder. As he 
expected, she awoke and jumped back into a fight stance the moment he 
touched her, but lowered her arms when she saw who it was. She rubbed 
her eyes and looked around the poorly lit bar. “Did you sleep okay?” 

He asked her. She nodded as she stretched out her arms. “What time is 
it?”

“Nearly five.” 

She looked appalled at his response, but merely replied with “Oh.” 
She folded the blanket that she had slept on, placed the pillow on top, and 
handed it back to Ellis. “Thank you so much for the pillow and blanket. I 
was very warm.” 

“Are you normally not warm when you sleep?” Ellis asked curiously.



“Well, where I live…” She started but quickly trailed off her sentence. 
“You have a very nice home. The walls are nice.” 

Ellis knew she was avoiding the question, as his walls were cracked 
and damaged, but still thanked her for the compliment before going upstairs 
to change into clean clothes. She was still staring at the walls when he came 
back downstairs.

“Well, what do you want for breakfast?” He asked, crouching behind 
the bar and opening the mini-fridge. “I have eggs and milk, but I can also 
make you rice or muffin cups. I even have some-”

“It’s not my feeding day,” she replied quickly, still staring at the wall. 
Like last night, she clutched her thigh, bent over a bit, and flinched, but 
quickly stood upright again. Ellis peeked up from behind the bar and stared 
at her.

“What do you mean?” He asked. He kept his reply very simple, 
hoping to get more information out of her.

“I’m fed on Fridays and Wednesdays,” She said. The second the 
words left her lips, an electric zap was heard across the room while the girl 
fell to the ground, shivering. Ellis rushed to her rescue, but she shooed him 
away while pointing at her thigh. He ambled back behind the bar and 
grabbed a muffin cup out of the fridge, watching her very closely. He tried 
to figure out which part of the wall she found so interesting that getting 
shocked wasn’t worth as much attention. When he came up empty, he 
proceeded to fix his breakfast, pouring the powdered packet in a bowl and 
then adding a splash of water. He stirred it a bit before it grew by itself, 
filling out the entire bowl. He emptied the muffin onto the plate and ate it, 
keeping his eyes on the girl.

“So, these masters of yours-,” He said with his mouth full.

“They aren’t my masters,” She grumbled.

“Sure they’re not,” he replied sarcastically. She shot him a dirty look. 
“Alright fine, they’re not your masters. Whoever they are, they never gave 
you a name?” Worried about being shocked again, she kept her mouth shut 
and continued to stare at the wall. Ellis sighed.



“Look, I want to help you, I do, but I need answers,” He said, 
thinking. “Okay, how ‘bout I ask you yes or no questions, and you snap 
once for yes, and twice for no. You won’t get hurt that way.” 

After considering it, the girl agreed and pulled her eyes away from the 
wall.

“Okay, first question,” he started, taking another bite of his muffin. 
“Do you come from somewhere far away from here?” She snapped once as 
she pulled up a chair to face Ellis.

“Are you called anything where you come from? Like, a nickname or 
something?” She thought about it for a moment before snapping once. Ellis 
exploded with excitement.

“If I got you a paper and something to write with, could you spell it?” 
Again, she snapped once, and Ellis quickly ran to his order pad, ripped out a 
page, and handed her a piece of chalk. He watched as she quickly wrote 
down a string of numbers and letters. 

“They call you KA-0216?” He asked, reading the paper aloud. She 
snapped once as she shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Ellis thought the 
‘name’ over in his head.

“This won’t do,” He said, getting up in his seat. “This sounds like a 
product number. I’m not calling you a product number.” He repeated KA in 
his head and mumbled it quietly as he paced around the room.

“KA, huh? Well, I’ll call you Kai,” He said finally. “Yeah, Kai. I like 
that. That’s your name.” Kai smiled at the idea of having her a name. 
Nobody could take it from her. Not even them. Her smile escaped from her 
face, and seeing this happen, Ellis decided that it was time to stop questions 
for a while. Besides, his regulars would be showing up soon, and he had to 
find a place to put Kai. Ellis recognized that she could be in trouble with the 
law, and didn’t want her seen by anyone until he knew it was safe. So, he 
led her upstairs to his room and told her to make herself at home.

“You can rest s’more on the bed if you want, it’ll probably be more 
comfortable than the corner you slept in.” He said as he opened the door to 
his room. She walked around curiously, admiring every gadget she could 



see. His room was a mess of electronics and tools, but Kai found it to be 
brilliant and was quickly entertained by Ellis’s old radio.

“Alright, umm, have a blast, I guess,” He said. “Just stay in here, and 
don’t leave the room, okay Kai?” She nodded and continued to experiment 
with the radio, pressing different buttons and turning different knobs until 
she heard audible sounds. 

Ellis ran downstairs, unlocked the door, set up a few glasses of mead, 
and turned on the news in preparation for his first few customers. When he 
looked at the screen, his mouth fell open.

On TV was a news update about the missing girl, the one who had 
escaped from the Kilerthi. Images of her flashed up on the screen while the 
text below called her “The greatest threat to the Jukat civilization since 
democracy.” It also said that the Kilerthi found her remains on the outskirts 
of the Seche Desert, and there was no need for the people to panic.

Ellis recognized the girl on the screen to be the same one upstairs in 
his bedroom.



CHAPTER 6

The Night Before By Archie 
Nicholson

 Once upon a time, it had all been so simple. 

Donni could remember clearly how it had felt to be blissfully unaware 
of everything, not ever doubting what they thought they knew. While it 
hadn’t made life easier, it certainly made living simpler. There wasn’t ever a 
reason to look deeper into events or to consider how things might be done 
differently. Nor was there a need to speculate over how Donni themselves 
were responsible for upholding the lie. 

On occasion, that naiveté was cause for shame and regrets, wishing 
they knew then what they know now. And yet, maybe, they might not have 
been ready to accept the truth of things. Surely, that was how much of this 
small Arctic town seemed to react to the news: outright denial. And it was 
no surprise how so many refused to believe the truth – it was an outrageous 
idea, after all, despite all the evidence to support it. Even Donni, having 
come to terms with so much of it, still entertained wishes to return to their 
former state of ignorance, before the world became so cruel. The possibility 
of living life as it once was held a certain appeal, with clear benefits like 
safety and superficial pleasures. 

But it wasn’t enough for Donni – not anymore. 

Neither was it enough for any of the others there tonight, all two 
dozen of them working on hands and knees, digging away at the snow with 
spoons.  



There wasn’t much time now, so the conversation dwindled to mostly 
grunts and short whispers. “Not much longer everyone – we’re almost 
there.” 

Donni sat back on their heels, puffing and sweating, to watch as Vix 
continued offering encouragement to the rest. Though half their age, Donni 
thought of her more as a mentor in this struggle tonight. Vix carried a quiet 
quality of righteousness about her, seeming so secure in the knowledge that 
what they were doing was justified. Why didn’t Donni have that self-
confidence? Yet Donni knew they weren’t envious but just embittered, 
reminded how it took a lifetime of compromises and disappointments to 
slowly wear away at their idealism. When their drinking water was 
contaminated because of the decision to dump the surplus electronic waste, 
Donni believed that it was an honest mistake. Or when their partner, Olly, 
had lost both arms in a workshop ‘accident’, Donni accepted the excuses 
and promises to improve work conditions. Even when the entirety of Block 
E was killed in a coal mining collapse last year, Donni rationalized it all as 
unfortunate but unavoidable. 

Donni returned to the task at hand with renewed fervour, channelling 
all those memories into their labour. Taking up a hammer, they began to 
attack the wall of ice blocking the way. “Easy, Donni…” 

Looking over their shoulder, Donni observed how another elder, Blit, 
worked with more precision, carefully chipping away at the ice, carving the 
tunnel deeper and deeper. “I’m just impatient,” Donni confessed, mouthing 
the words slowly for Blit to lipread. Blit nodded and signed with mitted 
hands, I get it, we’re all eager to finish Donni. On cue, the sound of an 
arctic wolf howl alerted the group to evacuate the tunnel in a quick but 
orderly line, all well-rehearsed by this point in the operation. Within less 
than a minute, the entire team had resurfaced and dispersed back to their 
respective Blocks throughout the town. “Almost,” said Olly, appearing at 
Donni’s side as the pair helped one another dust snow off their uniforms of 
cheap green nylon. “One more dig like that and we’re home free.” Donni 
had to stop themselves from pointing out that this was their home, even if it 
was a prison. Instead, they just smiled and brushed ice shavings off their 
shoulders.



Like many times before, they staggered the timing of return to their 
worksite, filtering back inside the enormous gymnasium full of 
workstations complete with power tools and loud machines. All the others, 
however, seemed perfectly unassuming to their secret, most too absorbed in 
the creation of beautiful things. Donni revelled the same as the rest in this 
craftwork, whether it was in building something from scratch or in painting 
the finished product. Sometimes they exceeded their expectations, creating 
something so unique that Donni hesitated to relinquish it, resenting the need 
to meet the daily quota.  

But today especially was a bad day to hold anything back. Supervisors 
were volatile, sometimes outright belligerent, because the Boss would not 
accept anything but what was requested. The customer orders were non-
negotiable, and the Boss had a reputation to uphold, which required 
exceeding expectations whenever possible. 

For Donni, despite having endured year after year of this build-up to 
today, it was always misery. The work was so constant that most ate and 
slept at their workstations, compelled to finish or risk the unpredictable 
consequences of failing to meet the Block’s output goal. And for all the 
pressure that this job entailed, worsening every day until climaxing tonight, 
it was unequivocally better than the other work assignments. Donni was not 
even curious to see the coal mines, where its workers would gradually 
become permanently stained by byproducts of ash residue. Nor were they 
interested to try the salvaging operations in the dumps, where broken and 
outdated crafts of previous years were trashed without a second thought. 

Which was why Donni was forced to again question the logic of their 
decision to leave. After all, everyone they knew, across generations in this 
small community, had lived and died here without ever leaving, seemingly 
content with the simplicity of it all. Technically, every single member had 
the freedom to leave – but who would ever do so? 

The Red Wizard kept them warm and safe, provided sweet sugary 
nourishment for them all, and only asked in return that they help maintain 
this isolated enterprise tucked away in the Arctic forest. Even more, the risk 
of being listed as a deviant was an unspeakable taboo for Donni, as it was 
for everyone. 



It was with all this trepidation and uncertainty that Donni finished 
their shift to quietly return to the bunk hall, curling up on the mattress in the 
dark hall. Ignoring the anxiety burning in their chest, Donni tried to force 
themselves to focus on the good right now. 

And there was some good – it was happening. 

After endless planning and careful preparations, it was finally 
happening. Tonight, if the Fates allowed, was to be their night before 
freedom. 

The Boss would be away all night and so it was the only opportunity. 

“We risk losing more if we stay and never try, than if we try and fail.” 

Donni had said that to Olly the previous night as they cuddled in bed, 
but now the words sounded hollow and meaningless.  

And it seemed even more ridiculous to consider the plan of action 
tonight, a covert exodus right under the nose of the Boss. 

At least it was so brazen that it wouldn’t ever be expected. 

Not that it was so simple as that – the entire proposition had come 
only after Kriz had exposed the truth of things to the town, how the world 
outside was not at all like they had been told it was, and that this isolated 
town was essentially a slave camp. None in town were financially 
compensated for all their work, but the notion of money and payment had 
never been introduced as a serious possibility for any of them. Instead, 
everyone accepted the unpaid daily labour, in dangerous working 
conditions, as a normal custom.

Which was why so many had baulked at Kriz’s discovery in the phone 
memory of reality outside their small world where things could be better. 

If most of the town were so sceptical about that, Donni tried to 
imagine how they would react to plans of a great escape tunnelling through 
miles of ice and snow to arrive in a strange new world. Donni reminded 
themselves that all the necessary arrangements had been confirmed: months 
before, their group had managed to intercept outside communications 
addressed to the Boss, and soon after, connected with outsiders sympathetic 



to their cause. With the promise of sanctuary, strangers offering to harbour 
them as refugees, the runaways only had to escape beyond the borders of 
the Red Wizard. 

Theoretically, it was a straightforward plan. 

The next few short hours, as night fully descended, would determine 
what would happen. In that time, their Boss would leave, and the town was 
afforded its annual celebrations, a modest break from the constant toil that 
otherwise defined their lives. Some would enjoy contraband items, staying 
up through the night to sing and dance, play games and tell stories. Many 
nowadays were too exhausted and just slept, trying to savour the reprieve 
from work to rest and heal their minds and bodies. This option had become 
increasingly common given the extreme fatigue felt as output demands rose, 
increasing quotas to outrageous levels. Generations before had performed 
simple crafts, where now most of the work was better defined as industrial 
factory jobs, manufacturing products of higher complexity and quantities. 
Worse yet, since becoming a widow, the Red Wizard had shown no 
compassion to his workers. He drove them to exhaustion, making them too 
tired to do anything besides sleep. Donni contemplated doing just that, as 
slumber tugged at the edges of their consciousness until Vix was suddenly 
there before them.

“What?” Donni blurted, mind reeling with terrible possibilities. 

“No, it’s not that,” Vix said, looking around for any eavesdroppers.  

Donni sat up in bed, “Well? What then?” 

In the darkness, for a moment, Donni saw past Vix’s confident 
demeanour to something deeper. Vix scratched at their eyes and Donni 
noticed only then how tired she looked. Redness rimmed her gaze as she 
stared at the floor, stuttering for words more than once. 

“I… We… This might be a mistake.” 

Donni rocked back at the confession, surprise raising their eyebrows 
and opening their mouth. “What do you mean? This is not a mistake… 
Okay, it might be a mistake, but it’s too late for that now. We can’t stop this 
from happening tonight.” 



The words seemed to encourage Donni as well as Vix, both beginning 
to share a smile. “But… the others?” Vix asked, voice sounding small. 

Donni held back the grief that rippled inside their chest, already 
mourning the loss of so many friends and family, coworkers and 
neighbours. 

“We can’t save everyone,” they answered with a cracking voice. “We 
can only save ourselves.” Vix nodded silently, tears sliding down her round 
cheekbones. 

Pulling Vix to sit next to them on the bed, Donni took her cold hand 
and squeezed. “You deserve this,” they whispered to Vix. 

Donni closed their eyes, desperate to believe it themselves. 

* * *

Guiding Olly across the snowy grounds, now bathed in moonlight, 
Donni could not help but take a moment to study their partner’s face. His 
childish features and uneven facial hair they had come to know better than 
their own.

Dressed in all white, Olly wore nearly a dozen layers of clothing, 
enough so that both their prosthetic arms could not rest at his sides but hung 
out to either side. Donni found the image comical despite the tense 
circumstances, having dressed in white as well but with fewer layers. “You 
look like a snowball,” Donni said with a restrained laugh. 

“Better that than a slave,” said Vix, emerging from the snowy 
landscape in similar attire, a white hat and scarf wrapped tightly around her 
head. 

Donni conceded the point with a nod, smiling inwardly at seeing her 
confidence returned. Vix was harsh sometimes, but she spoke honestly, 
Donni knew – she always did. At the tunnel’s hidden entrance, they waited 
as more members arrived in pairs. Some were crying quietly, tears already 
beginning to freeze to cheeks. 

The weather tonight was frigid, as usual, because the Red Wizard 
enjoyed dabbling in weather magic, calling up terrible blizzards with 



relative ease. 

Blit blew his nose and signed, ‘I still can’t believe it – a land 
untouched by snow?’ Donni shivered in the cold, but this climate had long 
ago become a kind of familiar pain. Then they were all rolling the snow 
boulder aside, exposing the small winding tunnel that had been 
painstakingly carved through the frozen ground. 

Donni offered to be the last one, insisting so because of seniority in 
age, standing guard. 

They watched for any signs of trouble as all the runaways disappeared 
beneath the surface. Donni took one last glance at their home before turning 
to descend into the tunnel. Then they saw it. 

Flashing red lights, reflecting across all the white boulder of snow, 
coming from the red airship high up in the sky.  

The Boss had returned early.

Donni felt their body instantly go numb in a way altogether different 
from the cold winter winds. He was early – too early for the others to be 
safely far enough ahead already. No, this had gone suddenly terribly 
wrong. 

The Red Wizard’s airship gracefully manoeuvred through the howling 
winds and thick falling snow, coming to a gentle landing on the runway. 

Donni fell flat onto their stomach to hide and watch, unable to move. 

The airship’s carriage door handle turned as a gust of wind swung it 
wide open with a bang. Donni watched the wizard’s enormous figure 
emerge from inside, moving nimbly despite their appearance as one so 
unnaturally old. His giant frame was accentuated by the monochrome red 
robes, wrapped about his hunched shoulders, a lit pipe in his mouth. 

The Boss stood with his back to Donni only a hundred feet away, 
seeming oblivious to them and the exposed tunnel entrance. He seemed to 
be thinking, stroking his long white beard as smoke rings began puffing 
over his head. 



The Boss turned suddenly in Donni’s direction and time seemed to 
stand still. A booming cry erupted over the silent night, Donni burying their 
face into the snow as the reverberations echoed on the Arctic winds. 

After a moment passed, and then another, Donni gingerly raised their 
head. They saw the black clouds instantly, rolling overhead, and then they 
smelt the smoke. Turning their head slowly, they saw flames presently 
devouring the Red Wizard’s headquarters. The runaways had burned the 
Lists before leaving, of course. 

Those documents, countless files, listed the names of customers with 
specific confidential information, including home addresses and various 
incriminating personal details. The Boss threatened his clients with that 
evidence, extorting loyalty, just as one of many mind-games that he used to 
uphold his rules. 

Without it, the Boss’s whole enterprise would come to a standstill. 

The giant tore across the snow to his snowy fortress, cursing the 
blazing fires, inciting snow spells to stop the disaster in progress. 

Before they fully knew what was happening, Donni was standing and 
rushing to the carriage. Then they were climbing inside it and pulling its 
door closed behind. 

It was cramped, the cockpit littered with garbage and crumbs of food. 
Only wizard magic could make it so that a giant the size of the Boss could 
fit inside this compartment not much bigger than Donni. 

Smiling through chattering teeth, they took up the reins used for the 
electronic steeds, gripping the bridle in both mitted hands. 

Shaking and pulling desperately, Donni tried to spur the airship into 
motion. The airship, however, only whined and stalled on the runway. 

Heart racing, Donni panicked, desperate for the solution to shift the 
vehicle into drive. There was a spell used by the Boss, words to trigger the 
ship to move. 

The word had a specific pronunciation in a language they did not 
recognize, but still, Donni tried to mimic it and began shouting words 



aloud. 

Each attempt was as awkward as the one previous, all without any 
results. Donni opened the carriage door, seeing the fires extinguished but 
the Red Wizard was nowhere in sight. Set to abandon the ship, they had one 
boot in the snow when they heard the words being sung from across the 
snowy grounds.

Turning about, Donni stared in disbelief to see some of the town 
people, some of those who had chosen not to escape, were at open windows 
watching.  

Watching and singing, the words unclear to Donni until they felt the 
ship begin to move. Snow crunched beneath as the vehicle slid forward, 
forcing Donni to climb back into the carriage, blinking through tears as they 
watched the faces at the windows pass from view. Then, laughing with 
victory through tears, Donni repeated the spell-word that the crowd left 
behind had been singing, risking so much to save Donni’s life. 

Donni screamed it louder, again and again, “Ho-Ho-Ho!” 

Then the sleigh took flight and the Elf was away. 

END
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