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Biking up the same mile-and-a-half-long asphalt hill is so much harder when
| know that at the end of the journey I'll either be an outlaw, or I’ [l be dead.

Rippling wind tugs at my black uniform as | push the pedals on my bike, one
after the other. The rhythm of the squeaky, swooshing sound is as familiar as
the fragrance of the seemingly never-ending lavender field to my right, the
purple meadow that divides the Masters' estates from the Laborers slum—the
slum where | was born, the lum where | live, the slum | hope to escape from
soon.

| glance down at the prescription bag lying in the rusty basket attached to the
handlebars. The bag is supposed to hide my father’s kitchen knife, but it has
shifted, and the blade catches the sunlight, winking at me from the bottom of the
basket. After a quick scan of my surroundings to confirm that no one is
watching, | reach down and readjust the bag over the blade. And just in case, |
glance over my shoulder to make sure the bag with two sets of clothes is still
attached to the back rack of my bike. It is.

Zooming up the wide, cracked road, | pass countless Laborers—nameless,
faceless shadows—scurrying to their Masters in the mountains or toward the



factories and fields. The muted, gray line of men, women, and children winds
toward Mount Zalo and will eventually disintegrate as each person disappears
into the white, gated estates they are assigned to. This long walk is the extent of
a Laborer’s freedom. Most are forbidden to go anywhere without their Masters,
unless they are traveling to or from work, before dawn—after sunset.

| pass a few young men, guys | thought for sure would have signed up for
the Savage Run, a grueling, new obstacle course program that for the first time
in history allows inferior-class teenage boys to demonstrate their worthiness to
become Masters.

As | continue to bike ahead, | see my best friend’s mother, Ruth. Since
Gemma left last year, Ruth has reduced to a walking skeleton. Not that she ever
had any extra weight on her anyway. All Laborers pretty much have the same
build with sunken cheeks and concave bellies grumbling on and on because the
measly amount of food we're rationed could never be enough. But unlike all the
other Laborer women, Ruth’s hair is till short, even after a year—an indication
that she’'s been in trouble with the law. Normally | welcome any meeting with
her, but because of where I’'m headed, and because of what I’m about to do, not
so much today. Yet gliding right past her and pretending not to see her is just
not right, no matter what. Not after what she’s done for me.

| low my bike as | approach her and say, “Nice day for awalk.”

“Ah, good morning, Heidi. Y ou already running deliveries?’

| eye the bag in the basket to make sure the blade isn’t showing again. “Yes,
I’m on my fifth one.”

“Where are you headed?’ Ruth smiles, and the sides of her brown eyes
crease like the wrinkles on a scrunched-up paper bag.

Should | lie to save her feelings? | decide on the truth. “To Master Douglas.”

“Ah...” The edges of her lips rise upward a little, but the rest of her face is
like adry ocean.

| should have lied.

“Tell Gemma | say...hello.” Her words carry the weight of our late-night
conversations. But rehashing how her only daughter serves a Master who is



rumored to have beaten two of his Laborers to death won't help. | wish | could
tell Ruth what I'm really doing, what I've been obsessing about for months.
And | would if | knew | could pull it off. If | could look her in the eyes and
promise her nothing would happen to her Gemma. But | can't.

“I will,” I say, then | quickly change the subject. “So, did you see anyone
heading toward Culmination this morning?’ President Volkov decreed today to
be Savage Run registration day, a day off for male Laborers and Advisors ages
thirteen through seventeen. “To give the least of us a chance at liberty,” he said.
| thought for sure every Laborer who fit into those categories would jump at the
opportunity. But as | rode up the hill, I hadn’t seen a single soul do anything
other than depart their squat aluminum trailers and join in the march.

“No,” Ruth says. “Trusting President Volkov's words is like digging your
grave with three sticks of dynamite.”

My stomach sinks. A lot. “Well, | should get going so | won't be late.”

“It was good to see you, Heidi.”

“You, too,” | reply with asmile.

On my way to the mountains, | pass the tail end of the Laborers sector. In
front of our sector, there are light waves that everyone calls “the vell.” They
hide our less than aesthetically pleasing buildings from the Masters' side of
town. It would be a shame to ruin their view. | can’'t see our trailers from here
because of the veil, but each ten-by-twenty trailer is stashed on top of another,
three high and side by side, fifteen in a row. When the Unifers built our
housing, each trailer was intended to house one family. Now, two families
occupy most trailers, though a few of us, like my father and |, are lucky and
don’t have to share. When we' re not working, we spend our free time preparing
lackluster meals around campfires or doing laundry. If we once in a while
manage to have a few moments for ourselves, we huddle together around
bonfires or visit with neighbors. | try to sneak in avisit with Ruth at least once a
week, but with how busy my schedule has been lately, even that has proved
difficult.



| approach downtown and ride by the Colosseum, where many of the
national sporting events are held. The cultural hub of Newland, Culmination is
one of the country’s most esteemed towns and is the home of the Porto Tower,
the tallest building in the world. It's a town brimming with scul ptures, mosaics,
paintings, museums, and art academies, and it's even rumored that the ancient
statue of David and the Mona Lisa are kept beneath the Culmination Historical
Museum. In Newland's early years, many world-renowned architects and artists
settled in Culmination, drawn here by the dramatic countryside, and by
President Volkov's Sr.’s offer of immediate Master status. Now, Culmination is
the place to send your Master kid for an education in art.

As | let my bike roll to a stop a generous distance away from Master
Douglas's gate, the wind whistles through the trees, sprinkling some of the
leftover raindrops on my hands and face. |I've been here hundreds of times
before to deliver medicine, but | have to admit that my hands have never shaken
so much that | have had to white-knuckle the handlebars. Dare | go through
with my plan?

Lifting my gaze, | see the ivory stone wall that encases the white, oval
mansion. The abode itself is at least fifty times larger than the trailer my father
and | share, with six thick marble columns and more floor-to-ceiling windows
than | would ever want to clean. Poor Gemma.

Most girls my age are aready stuck inside a mansion similar to this one—
cleaning, cooking, serving, and washing clothes. But since my father has
worked as a pastor at Culmination Hospital for decades, he submitted my name,
hoping | would qualify as one of their prescription couriers. And | did. | quite
enjoy my work. Although, | don’t like being under my father’ s scrutinizing eye.
He reminds me almost daily that | should abstain from all appearances of evil.
Whatever that means. My father and | are fortunate to have great jobs, since
working in the oil rigs off the coasts, sorting trash, harvesting fruits and
vegetables, or laboring in sweatshops is the norm for Laborers.

Venturing into the woods with my rusty three-speed, my sandals sink into
the damp forest floor. The scent of the sodden, musty earth rises into my



nostrils, and the earthy fragrance reminds me of when Gemma and | used to
hang out in the woods behind our lane, commiserating about how unfair life is
for Laborers. Her spontaneous laughter would vibrate off the sidings and bring
life to all the rusty trailers on our street. It's been amost a year since Gemma
received her vocation, since | heard her laughter—that free and careless sound.
Now, whenever | see her, her eyes are like dead stars.

| never truly questioned my obligation to submit myself into the service of a
Master—it's a Laborer’s place, my God-given contribution to society. My
father has pounded this fact into me since before | can remember. However,
when | came to Master Douglas's a couple of months ago and saw Gemma's
eye crusted with blood and swollen shut, everything | so blindly believed, lived,
and trusted—the entire framework of our society—all came tumbling down at
once.

| sneak around the towering wall and all the way to the back of the Douglas
estate, stopping at a soaring tree. Carefully, | slip my sandals into my bike's
basket for easy access just in case | have to make a run for it. And before |
proceed, | glimpse at the knife and the tan plastic bag to ensure they are till
there. They are.

Grabbing onto the lowest branch, | press my feet against the trunk and hoist
myself up. | climb high enough so that | can glimpse into the backyard. | see
Master Douglas sitting outside on a garden couch, wearing a black silk robe
over red silk pgamas. He's eating sausages, drinking beer, and reading the
newspaper. The man is known for his charm and charisma, and his name is on
countless art museum contributor plaques throughout town, so it’s not hard to
see why he's popular and highly respected in Culmination. But even without
considering the rumors I've heard, there’'s just something about being around
him, or even just thinking about him, that makes my skin crawl.

| find awide spot on one of the thick, lower branches and straddle it. | watch
as Master Douglas tears out a Savage Run advertisement from the newspaper.
He ripsit to shreds and scatters the pieces so they fall to the white marble floor.
I’ ve talked to a few Masters about the Savage Run program, and it’s funny how



al of them insisted that the survival of our nation depended upon individuals
remaining in their class of birth. They couldn't understand what President
Volkov was thinking creating a program that made it possible for inferior-class
Citizens to recelve Master status.

My chest squeezes when | see Gemma come out with a silver tray filled with
all sorts of heavenly pastries. She's wearing a ruffled, peach, above-the-knee-
length dress that has alow neck showing off her cleavage. Her long braid hangs
behind her back and | see pink and silver strands intertwined between her
blonde locks. Riding around town, | see more and more Laborers wearing fine
clothing. In the past few years, it has almost become a competition among
Masters to see who can have the prettiest and most well-dressed Laborer.
Laborers don't get to keep the clothing but change into it when arriving at their
Master’s and leave it when they head home. Some Laborers, like Gemma, are
forced to live with their Master and wear whatever they’re told whenever
they’re told.

Gemma approaches Master Douglas with slumped shoulders. Her gaze is
down, asif she can't take a breath. Seeing how she has turned into one of those
nameless, facel ess shadows makes me want to scream at the man.

“What took you so long?’ Master Douglas yells.

Gemma opens her mouth to answer, but a gust of wind rustles the leaves
above my head, overpowering her reply. He hits the tray out of her hands,
sending it to the ground with a crash.

My stomach clenches with anger.

He demands that she clean it up and tells her to go get another platter with
the crumpets. Gemma apol ogizes, cleans up the mess, and scurries back inside
the mansion, her face as ashen as the scattered clouds above.

Back when Gemma found out who she was being sent to work for, we joked
that if things got too bad, we'd run away and somehow miraculously gain our
freedom. | never dreamed that one day I'd actually find a way to make it

happen.



It's not only Gemma who needs to get away, though. This morning my
father woke me, shouting from the living area, asking where his lazy, good-for-
nothing daughter was. As | served him breakfast, he continued to lecture me
about how it's not like | can skip a day’s worth of work and sign up for the
Savage Run or anything. I’'m just a girl—the wrong gender. He's made it clear
to me on countless occasions that | should have been born a boy. And besides,
the hospital needed me to make an “emergency” prescription delivery to Master
Douglas by 7:00 am. Yelling after me as| left, he said he'd pray that I’d swiftly
repent of my irresponsible, lazy ways.

Like my father, Gemma has no clue about my plan, and I’'m not even sure
sne'll go for it. It's kind of like jumping from the lion’s den into the valley of
death. However, being dead can't possibly be worse than enduring the life I'm
living now, or the life I'll soon be forced to live. When | turn eighteen next
week, I'll be assigned to my own Master. My father says he'll miss me, though
he won't miss having another mouth to feed. What he'll soon redlize is that he
doesn’t even have to wait until next week to be rid of me. | should be well on
my way when he finds the note | left under my pillow, explaining that | won't
be returning home anytime soon. If ever.

Birds sing freely around me as | wait for Master Douglas to finish pigging
out on the sausages. From my perch on the branch, | peruse the forest, making
sure no one's around. If caught straying from my responsibilities, I'd receive a
harsh punishment. Solitary confinement and beatings are fairly common types
of punishment, but they are still dreaded among Laborers. Not to mention
degrading. But occasionaly there are Laborers who, for whatever reason,
openly defy their Master or try to run away. In those instances, the retribution is
much worse. It's always a heavy day when we're forced to Skull Hill to watch a
beheading.

Sitting here is awkward, and my leg is starting to tingle. | shift alittle to get
comfortable and to prevent my leg from going completely numb. | peer over the
wall again, but still no Gemma. What could possibly be taking her so long?
Doesn’'t she know that Master Douglas will ream her out again if she doesn’t



hurry? And the longer she takes, the more likely it is that my plan will fall
completely apart. Finally, Gemma comes out with a new tray overflowing with
pastries and crumpets and sets it on the marble table. How much breakfast does
the man need? Even for a Master, he has an exquisite taste for gluttony.

From studying Master Douglas's routine, I’ ve figured that the best time to
get Gemma and make a run for it is right after he leaves for his hour-long jog.
Around that time, the front gates will be left open for about ten minutesto let in
a shipment of goods. The Unifer guarding the gates will be busy with the
delivery and will take time to chat with the delivery driver. With a little luck,
Gemma and | will slip behind the truck unnoticed.

| lean my head back onto the tree trunk and let out a soundless sigh. Thisis
taking way too long. Then suddenly, alighthearted laugh catches my attention. |
peek into the courtyard and see Master Douglas's seven-year-old daughter
hopping onto his lap and planting a kiss on his cheek. She's always smiling and
laughing, especially around him.

“Hi, sweetheart.” His black, round eyes fill with adoring love for the child.
“Will you be coming with me this morning to go horseback riding?’

“Not today, Dada,” she says, hanging on his neck and stroking his graying
hair. “I want to go swimming.”

“Swimming?’

“It’'s so hot, and Gemma promised she' d take me.”

“She did, did she?” He twirls her golden braid around his finger while
staring at Gemma. “I’'ll make sure | tell Gemma that she needs to take extra
good care of you.”

“See you later, Dada.” She dlides off his lap and skips back into the house.

Master Douglas gulps the rest of his beer, pushes his palms against the
armrest, and risesto his feet. He flicks hiswrist toward Gemma. “ Get lost!”

Gemma bends her head lower, and without a sound, she shuffles back into
the house.

Heading inside, Master Douglas lets out aloud belch. I'm not quite sure, but
| almost think | can smell his beer breath from all the way over here. | cover my



nose with my hand and feel pressure rising at the back of my throat. Well, at
least he' s on the move.

| hop down from the tree and shove my feet into my cold, wet sandals. When
| arrive at my bike, my whole body is shaking. Thisisit.

| once heard that if | run toward my fears as fast as | can, my fear will
transform into courage—and courage will lead me to freedom. But as| sit down
and wait with my bike behind the thick hedge in front of Master Douglas's
property, my whole body is quivering. Where is the courage now?

| have a heightened awareness about everything—from the soft rushing
sound of the leaves to the squirrel in the tree chewing on a chestnut, to the damp
spot on the back of my legs. The pit in my gut is growing wider by the second,
festering like an untreated ulcer. Isthisaridiculously bad idea? After all, itisn't
called Savage Run for nothing. | shouldn’t even be considering signing up. As a
female Laborer, I'm the lowest-ranking citizen in our nation. If I’m discovered,
I’ll immediately be taken to Skull Hill.

No. I can’t second-guess myself now.

Hearing the whirring sound of an aircraft above, | look up. It roars loudly as
it makes its final descent into Culmination. Red, yellow, and white stripes—the
official colors of the Savage Run—decorate the tail. My father says billions of



Newkos have been spent on the Savage Run program and it disgusts him.
Although I'm sure that if he had a son who could honor him by becoming a
Master Citizen, he'd think differently.

Suddenly, | hear the gates creak open, and my arms clasp my chest, just
above my racing heart. Master Douglas jogs past me in a green jumpsuit and
continues down the road. | undo my ponytail and pull back my black, wiry hair,
looping the elastic band around so tightly that the edges of my already dlightly
dlanted eyes are pulled back. | wait until he disappears around the bend, and
when I’'m sure he's gone, | push my bike out onto the road. After | grab the
concealed knife from the basket—just in case | need it—I dlide it up my Sleeve
and head straight for the gates.

A transporter zooms by me, and | pretend that I'm just doing my job as
usual, delivering medicine. | notice the transporter is one of the newer models,
shiny blue and oval-shaped with three wheels. Not only can it drive up to three
hundred miles per hour, but it can also fly you anywhere in the world with just
the press of a button. | stop at the entrance feigning to pant, asif | just climbed
up the long hill, and nod toward the heavily armed Unifer. Recognizing me, he
punches in the code and the tall steel gates open. Clutching my arm against my
abdomen to keep the knife in place, | walk the bike across the courtyard and rest
it against afountain. | pick up the prescription bag from the basket and step up
to the stained-glass-inlaid silver door. | ring the golden doorbell. A few
moments later, the door swings open. I'm ready to greet Gemma with a warm
smile, but when | see that the entire left side of her face is red and bruised, |
gasp.

She quickly lowers her eyes.

“What happened?’ | whisper, barely able to speak.

She shakes her head. When | reach out to touch her, she takes a step back
and wraps her arms around her abdomen.

“You can't stay here anymore,” | say.



Gemma’s bottom lip trembles, and her brows draw heavily over her eyes.
“Go—before he comes back.” She holds a pale hand out to receive the
medication.

“No, listen.”

Her eyes cautiously flick to mine.

“When the truck comes...follow me,” | say. “| have aplan and | can explain
on theway.” But standing in front of her now, | somehow know she'll object.

She shakes her head again, her blue eyes wide and fearful. “He’ll hunt you
down and kill you,” she whispers.

| step closer to her, eyeing the Unifer behind me. He' s talking on the phone.
“If we make it downtown, we'll be safe. | promise.”

She closes her eyes, and a tear rolls down her cheek. “Please—just go.”

“No—come.”

Opening her eyes, they wander side to side like they always do when she's
thinking. Just as she opens her mouth to speak, her gaze focuses behind me.
Gasping, she brings her hand to her lips.

“Heidi,” Master Douglas svoice trills.

The hair on the back of my neck spikes as | slowly swivel around to face
him. | notice the sweat beads on his tall forehead and a patch of moisture on his
chest. Instantly, | lower my eyes, and as my inferior class dictates, | wait to
speak until heinvites me to.

“How are you, dear?’ he asks.

“Well—thank you.” My vocal cords feel like sealed clams. “Did you go...
running this morning?’

“Yes, well, normally | go for much longer, but this morning | seem to have a
bit of indigestion.” He shoots Gemma an accusing glare as his beer breath hits
my face.

“Thisisfor you,” | say, handing him the prescription bag. | hope he doesn’t
notice how my arm shakes.

Master Douglas steps into the doorway, shoving Gemma behind him like
she's nothing but a rag doll. “Thank you for coming on such short notice,” he



says. He signs the flap on the bag, tears it off, and hands it back to me. “But |
ran out of a very important medicine, and | simply can’t live without it. It’s life
or death.”

| eye the green label, which means the content in the bag is a supplement,
not a prescription.

“It was no problem.” | nod, looking for Gemma, but she’s vanished back into
the house. He takes my hand in his and strokesit, and my skin feelslike it has a
hundred dithering snakes crawling beneath the surface. All | want to do is rip
my hand away, but infuriating him would be dangerous.

“1 just thought I'd let you know that I’ ve considered the possibility of you
coming to work for me when you turn eighteen—next week, right?’ He touches
my cheek with the back of his lotion-scented, smooth hand, his fingernails
immaculately manicured.

| close my eyes and try not to let the revulsion show on my face.

“1 wanted to let you know that, Heidi.”

| nod and smile, although my smile probably looks more like a frown.

“You are a liberty to leave,” he says. Then right before he closes the door,
he adds, “Oh, and say hello to your father for me. He' s such a wonderful man—
righteous, honorable, and God-fearing. It was his idea that you come and work
for me. Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant.” He slams the door in my face.

| blink. This isn’'t what was supposed to happen. Gemma was supposed to
come with me...and...and...we were supposed to...and my father? What is he
thinking? Doesn’'t he see through Master Douglas? Maybe he does and that’s
exactly why he recommended | come here—to punish me. Get the devil out of
me. For a moment, it feels like my heart is sinking into a bottomless pit, and |
am unable to take a breath. | should leave now—I delivered the medicine—but
my feet feel asif they’ re fused to the cobblestones beneath.

The Unifer grunts at me, startling me back to reality. Forcing my feet to move, |
drag myself away from Gemma, swallowing again and again, stuffing the tears
deep down. | pick up my bike, and passing the Unifer, | nod to show respect,



even though there is none. Just as | exit the gates, the delivery truck pulls up and
parksin the middle of the driveway.

Pausing outside the gates, my eyes sweep across our deep valley, the soaring
mountains surrounding it, and the glistening river that I've swum in countless
times. It must have been an amazing country when it was free.

After the S1-P1 viruskilled 90 percent of our inhabitants, an army of Unifers
arrived in their blue and green uniforms. Unifers, as everyone knew, were
soldiers from the Eastern Republic, a supernation consisting of most of Asia,
Russia, and Europe—a society built around goodwill, liberty, and peace.
However, the Eastern Republic didn't send the soldiers; these soldiers were a
rogue Unifer army led by the power-hungry General Volkov, looking for aland
to make their own. Finding us in a defenseless state, they immediately seized
control. General Volkov Sr. was elected president, our nation was renamed
Newland, and citizens were categorized into three classes. Laborers, Advisors,
and Masters. That was sixty-six years ago, and now, President Volkov Sr.’s son,
President Volkov Jr., rules the nation.

| discreetly place the knife back into the basket, reenter the woods, and
return to the same spot | was earlier. After | park my bike by atree, | kick the
trunk a couple of times.



Plan B.

| lean my back against the rough, damp bark and stare at the pale wall.
Climbing over it and getting into Master Douglas's property won't be a
problem. Not getting noticed will. Suddenly, | hear Master Douglas yelling
obscenities from the other side of the barrier. | grab the knife, quickly climb the
tree, and carefully peek my head over the edge of the wall. My blood boils
when | see Master Douglas hauling Gemma outside. By her hair.

“I"ve told you before, you little tramp. | don’t want you talking to anyone
who comes to the door. What do | have to say to make you understand?’ He lets
go of her hair but grips her arms instead, shaking her so roughly that her head
bobs. “I'll kill you, you little rat, and I'll get another one just like you who is
smart enough to comprehend and follow my rules!”

“I'm sorry, | wasjust...,” Gemma says.

Master Douglas' s daughter comes outside wearing her swimsuit. “Dada, |
want to go swimming now.”

“Hi, sweetheart. Go back inside while | punish Gemma,” Master Douglas
says, his hands still clasping Gemma's arms, his tone of voice like the purr of a
cal.

She pouts. “But | want to go now.”

“Do as| say, child. Gemma needsto learn her lesson, even if | have to beat it
into her.”

Master Douglas's daughter stomps back inside and slams the door shut. |
can't get over how indifferent she seems to how her father is treating Gemma,
though | hardly should expect anything different from the offspring of such a
man.

“You don't deserve to work here.” He tears Gemma's shirt open, exposing
her shoulders and breasts, and then he throws her to the ground so she lands
facedown. When she lifts her head, blood flows from her mouth and she's
crying. The white floor has spots of red. He undoes his belt buckle, draws his
belt out of his pants, and strikes Gemma with it. The belt makes a sharp
cracking sound asit hits the skin on her upper back.



“Please, please,” she pleads, lifting her arms to cover her face. But he keeps
whipping her.

Something snaps inside of me. Without really thinking, | hop the wall and
charge toward Master Douglas. What I’m about to do goes completely against
the laws in our society, where Laborers must at all times—even in life or death
Situations—maintain respect and remember their inferiority to their superiors.

| don't care.

He doesn’'t see me coming until the knife is already raised above my head.
But before | stab him, | hesitate. | don’t want to kill him, just injure him enough
so | have time to take Gemma with me. | jab the knife into his shoulder and
quickly pull it out. But it’s not enough. He grabs me by the shoulder and ams
me to the ground, my head hitting against the marble surface. | drop the knife.

“Heidi,” Gemma says, her mouth gaping open.

Master Douglas clamps his hand around my neck and sgqueezes tightly so |
can’t breathe. | kick my arms and legs, trying to free myself, but he only pushes
harder. | start to see starsin front of my eyes.

Suddenly, | hear athump, and the next thing | know, Master Douglas falls on
top of me. | gasp a few times to catch my breath, and then with all my might |
push his lifeless body off me. There stands Gemma with a rock in her right
hand.

“Ishe...dead?’ she says.

He moans.

Still feeling the pressure from his hands around my neck, | stagger to my feet
and pick up the knife. “Let’s go.” | grab Gemma's hand and pull her with me
toward the wall. But there’s no tree to climb up on this side. | head for the
mansion instead, desperately hoping the delivery truck hasn't left yet. If it has,
then the gates are closed. “ The front door—now.”

We sprint through the dliding doors, across the living room, and into the
foyer with the marble floors. Frantically, | open the front door. Outside, the
truck driver istalking to the Unifer, waving his hands and laughing.



Clutching the bloody knife, my eyes steal to the gates. Relief washes over
me when | see them wide open. | take Gemma’s cold hand in mine, and we dlip
behind the truck. The truck’s door slams shut, and the engine starts with a roar.
Exhaust spews out in front of me just as we pass the back end and out the gates.
Once outside, | curse myself for leaving my bike behind the house. But even
though it will take an extra minute to get it—and that extra time might be what
will make or break my plan—we need the bike to have any chance of escaping.

| pull Gemma behind the hedge, the leaves scratching my arms. “Wait here,”
| tell her.

Tearing into the forest, | get my bike and throw the knife into the basket.
Before | know it, I'm pedaling hard, zigzagging my way among the trees,
adrenaline coursing through me like afiend, my body rising into a frenzy.

Gemma steps out from behind the hedge with fresh tears on her cheeks.
She's gripping the front of her dress, gathering the material where Master
Douglas ripped it apart. The left side of her mouth is even more red and swollen
than before, but it’'s not as bad as the despairing expression in her eyes. | help
her get onto the back rack of the bike, and within seconds, I'm in my seat and
we' re flying down the hillside, the wind straining against my body. Only a few
moments later, | hear adog barking.

“He has dogs?’ My throat is dry—parched. I've never heard them before,
despite having been there hundreds of times.

“Two!” Gemmayells.

The Rottweiler catches up quickly, running alongside us, barking and
snarling, baring its teeth and gums. | pedal faster, and Gemma’'s thin arms
clutch harder around my waist.

Suddenly, she lets out a loud shriek.

“What?' | ask.

“The dog bit me!”

The dog snaps its teeth at me, and | swerve quickly in an attempt to get away
from it. The sudden shift in direction feels unnatural with the extra weight of
Gemma. When | hit a thick branch—the road still slick from the rain—I lose



control and crash into the ditch. | feel sharp pain in several places on my body. |
have no time to really feel it because the Rottweller dives toward me. | kick the
animal in the snout, but just as soon as it falls to the ground, it springs back onto
its feet. My father’s kitchen knife lies on the ground right next to my foot, and
as the dog charges toward me, | pick up the knife and stab it in the chest. It
keeps growling, so | pull the blade out and stab it in the chest again. And again.

Finally, it whimpers and retreats down the road, falling lifeless to the
ground.

There’' s blood smeared across my hand, and my whole body is quaking. Still
clutching the knife, |1 notice that my palm stings. | open my hand, letting the
bloody knife fall to the ground, and when | ook at my palm, | see blood and
grime compressed beneath my skin. My right knee hurts, too, and the hole in
my pants has blood around the edges. There’s no timeto sit here and cry.

“You okay?’ | ask Gemma. She's still on the ground and has twigs tangled
in her blonde hair and dirt on her peach dress.

She doesn’t answer.

| help her to her feet, and we hop onto the bike again.

“Come back here! Or I'll send my Unifers to shoot you dead!” Master
Douglas bellows. He must really think I'm an idiot if he believes I’'ll do as he
says. | start pedaling.

Speeding forward, all the way down the hill, | keep looking behind me,
afraid that Master Douglas will come after usin one of his fancy transporters.



The shortest distance to Sergio’s is of course straight through downtown
Culmination. I'll take my chances. Riding by the lavender field, we come to the
fresh food market that borders on downtown—canopy tents with tables lined up
along Main Street. These shops are owned and operated by Advisors, like so
many other small businesses in town. The main differences between Advisors
and Masters are that Advisors can't vote, they can’t hold political positions, and
they can't own property. Most Advisors run businesses like these, become
teachers, or work in the service or hospitality industry.

Riding past the Culmination Justice Building, a structure built to emulate the
Parthenon but constructed entirely of glass, | see Savage Run protesters camped
out on the stairs. | recognize several of them—Masters | have delivered
medication to at one time or another.

L aborers shadow their Masters, carrying groceries or their Masters' personal
items. Just as we approach Michelangelo Street, we bike past a Master beating
her Laborer with a palka, a short, flexible iron rod commonly used to remind us
of our place. Another Master Douglas. Asif | were the one receiving the lashes,
| amost fed the iron beating against the palms of my hands, but like everyone
else passing by, | don’t interfere.

| steer down a dark side alley, our first safe place. | can hear glass breaking
beneath my tires, but it's difficult to avoid. The overhang darkens the whole
passageway. We pass an abandoned transporter, and | gasp when | think | see a
rat scuttling deeper into the darkness. The closer we get to the dumpsters, the



stronger the smell of rotten fish and moldy bread becomes, and the harder it is
to see even the large pieces of trash in my way.

Gemma's muffled sobs echo against the gray concrete walls. Once | reach
the dumpsters, there’s a narrow ray of light shining from above. | stop the bike
and hop off.

Gemma gasps. “Your hands,” she says, climbing off the bike. “And your
leg.

| look down, and the bottom half of my black pant leg is saturated with
blood.

“I'm fine,” | say. | stoop down beside her to look at her wound. The dog bite

isn’'t too deep; I've seen much worse than this one at the hospital. From the
looks of it, she probably won’'t need stitches. Not that we'd be able to find a
doctor for her anyway. “We just need to clean it, or it could become infected.
Are you hurt anywhere else?’

She shakes her head as she wipes atear from her bruised cheek.

“We'll befine,” | say with athin smile.

“No, he'll kill us.” She buries her face in her hands and moans.

| wrap my arms around her, noticing that she's a mere ghost compared to
before, so thin, so fragile, so weak. When Gemma lived a home with her
mother, she was sturdier and wore a constant smile on her face. Her hair was
thick and golden, but now it's thin and matted and her cheeks are sunken and
palid. “The worst is behind us,” | say. But | get a sinking feeling that we've
only seen the first of many evils.

| open my mouth to tell her what | have planned, but words fail me. Gemma
has always been the type of person who knows exactly what to say, just like
how she knew what to say when we first met.

That day | had been delivering medicine. | was ten, and new to the job. And
| didn’t really understand all the crazy long codes or colors or different types of
bags. Although my Pharmaceutical Scantron, an electronic device used to track
deliveries, did help a lot. Don't get me wrong, the training was extremely
thorough—a Master would never send out anyone to another Master without it



being up to standards. Impossibly high standards. Keeping up with all the biking
and never receiving enough food to have the strength when | needed it, | felt
like | was falling farther and farther behind. Yet, there was ssmply no choice
other than to keep moving and hope—pray—for the best. If | asked too many
questions, I'd receive an angry reprimand from my supervisor. If I, heaven
forbid, was late for a delivery and my father heard about it, he'd bring out his
Palka the second | walked in the door and use it on me, the iron stick thrashing
against my ten-year-old palms. He would deliberately hit the insides of my
hands so that no one else would see. “Can’t be looking like that delivering to
our superiors, now, can we?’

On the day | met Gemma, | worked at the hospital for a total of six days. It
was in the dead of winter, and the snow was coming down like a solid white
curtain. Biking around kept me from freezing to death, but my knuckles and
toes were numb. | had just finished dropping off thirty-one deliveries, the most
I’d ever had. | returned to the hospital well after dark. The snow was coming
down hard, my legs felt like overstretched elastics, and all | wanted was to sink
myself into bed and get warm. But just as | was leaving to go home, an
emergency delivery came in on my Pharmaceutical Scantron for Mistress
Johansen, the chief surgeon’s mother. Of course | couldn’t go home, but |
wanted to. Oh, | wanted to. Dragging my feet to the pharmacy, my PS stopped
working—I think the battery ran out. | told the apothecary | was there to pick up
the prescription for Mistress Johnson. Coincidentally, there was a prescription
there for that very person. Since the names were so similar, and | was exhausted
and hadn't had anything to eat since breakfast, | didn't notice that | had
pronounced the name wrong.

The apothecary said she knew about the delivery, and she handed me the
prescription. | rode all the way to the very uppermost house on Mount Zalo,
delivered the medicine, and returned to the hospital with the old lady’s
signature. When | came back, there was a different apothecary. He noticed the
mistake almost before | had waked through the door and contacted Mrs.
Johansen right away.



Thankfully, she hadn’t taken the drugs yet. Not that it mattered. It would
only have knocked her out for the night with no damage done. The apothecary
was hice enough about it, letting me off with only afew harsh words.

| hopped on my bike and headed home. But the closer | got to the Laborer
sector, the stronger the nervous, gnawing feeling grew in my gut. | knew that
my father would find out sooner or later, if he hadn’t already. | waited outside
the entrance to our sector, tall steel gates guarded by Unifers twenty-four seven.

| couldn’t go home because | knew what was in store for me, and | thought it
might be better to stay outside and die than to face what was coming. But a
Unifer noticed me hiding behind the bush and fired a couple of shots in my
direction so I’d come out. He didn’t hit me, but it scared me half to death.
Grabbing me by the arm, he escorted me home.

Walking through the narrow, mud-packed streets to our trailer, | passed a
woman | had never seen. She smiled a me with an encouraging and warm
expression before vanishing into a trailer close to ours. Approaching home, |
saw my father waiting at the front door, beating the Palka in his hand. He
thanked the Unifer and apologized profusely on my behalf for being such a
defiant, ignorant child. | still remember watching as the Unifer walked away,
and wishing that | could go with him. Instead, | forced myself to walk inside,
terror coursing through my veins. Had | just had some strength left in my legs, |
would have run away, but my legs didn't have an ounce of anything left in
them.

The physical punishment wasn't as bad as | imagined, an angry fist in my
face and a few dozen Palka lashes on my pams. But there are some
punishments that last so much longer than physical pain. With each whip, my
father repeated over and over how all these years he wanted a boy but he only
had me. A girl who had murdered the love between him and the woman he
loved. “Murderer! Murderer!” he shouted again and again as the lashes slowly
drew out the blood from my palms.

At age ten, | wasn't mature enough to realize that | didn't murder my
mother. That the circumstances that led up to her being dragged away by the



Unifers weren’'t my fault. Nothing was. All | knew was that he believed it was
true, so | did, too. | didn’t have the wisdom to see the lie he was telling me. And
himself. | couldn’t see how much he was hurting, and that the only way he
could find relief was to put the blame on others. After that night, my father
threw the Palka away—I think he felt bad about what he did, though not so bad
that he didn’t get another one later.

After lying in my bed awake for hours, pressing my cheek against the
expanding wet spot on my pillow, | decided to run away. | climbed out of my
window, found a secluded spot in the woods, and tried to figure out a plan.
When Gemma walked by, it was well past midnight. My fingers and toes had
frozen stiff, and | had grown weary of watching the white vapors of breath
rising from my mouth. The first thing she said was that she liked to walk outside
at night to watch the stars—it made her feel connected, as if everything had
purpose. Her comment took me off guard. Purpose? There was no purpose to
this. She asked me if it was all right if she sat down next to me, and | nodded.
Sitting so close, she studied my face for a moment. | know she saw the bruise
on my cheek, and by the way her face warmed with compassion, | even think
she had her suspicions about what had transpired between my father and me.
But she didn’'t prod—just stated that she was so glad she’d found someone to
talk to.

She explained that she and her mother had just moved to our street that day
from another Laborer sector right off the East Coast. Several had been relocated
because there was simply no more room. The Unifers went through the city and
handpicked the women and children to be sent to Culmination. The oil rigs
don’t need pretty faces, they had told them, but the cultural hub of Newland
does. When they arrived, the Unifers crammed her and her mother in with the
Porter family. They were nice enough—a little too involved in the
neighborhood gossip, but decent folks.

After telling her story, Gemma invited me over to her home, and her mother
offered me a cup of peppermint tea and a bow! of rice and lentils. Ruth was the
same woman | had passed on the streets earlier, and | wondered if she had sent



Gemma out to me after witnessing my father waiting for me with his Palka.
This made me feel embarrassed, but they didn’'t bring it up at al. Not once.
Sitting up until three in the morning, we exchanged stories about our lives and
laughed until my cheeks cramped. At the end of the night, Ruth said she would
be my substitute mother, since | didn’t have one, and ever since that night, she
would ask how my day was and how things were at home. It was that night of
kindness that made me think that maybe, just maybe, there's some purpose to
this crazy life after all. That it might be worth living for a few rare moments of
bliss. Although my father never found out about that first night, he did catch me
sneaking out afew monthslater. That's when heinstilled several rows of barbed
wire across my window. But even though he had taken so many things from me
and continued to do so over the years, he could never touch the part of me that
holds my most cherished memories.

But | am not Gemma, and | don’'t have a velvet touch when it comes to
difficult conversations. | just lay it all out in one clear, unapol ogetic statement.

Just as I’m about to tell her my plan, she points at my bike. “Y ou have a flat
tire.”

My heart misses a beat. In all my planning, | hadn’t planned for this. | look
her straight in the eyes. “1 don’t have time to fix it. We're going to register for
the Savage Run.” My lungs constrict as | wait for her reply.

Gemma’ s eyes widen. “Thisisn’t the time to joke around.”

“Sergio can get usfake IDs.”

“Who?’

“Never mind, it'salong story. Will you do it?’ | ask.

“Wait, you're serious?’

| pause for amoment before | answer. “Completely.”

“But they’ re not going to let us register.”

“If we get new IDs from Sergio, they will,” | say impatiently.

She shakes her head, and her hand hits her temple. “This is so bad. Totally
illegal. If they discover us, we'll be outlaws. Or they’ll take usto Skull Hill.”

“Well, we kind of already are,” | remind her.



She gives me an annoyed look. “And what, we' re supposed to pretend to be
guys?’

“Yes.

“But...we'll just...die in the Savage Run. Haven't you heard that the
obstacles are deadly?’

“Well, they estimate that around seventy-five to eighty percent of the
participants will makeit.”

She pauses asif to think. “I can't do it.”

“We'll dieif we stay here.” My pulse quickens. Surely she must see that.

“Was thisyour plan all along?’ Her tone is accusatory.

“Yes.

“But it's crazy.” She breathes erratically and paces back and forth. “I should
just go back to Master Douglas and beg for his forgiveness before he kills me.”

“This plan is way better than returning to Master Douglas. This way we have
achanceto be free.”

Her body goes rigid, and she glares at me. “Don’t you remember the time
you convinced meto climb atree and | fell and broke my arm?”’

| do, and | felt really guilty for pressuring her into doing it. But she's older
now and must be at least alittle stronger. “Y ou were twelve.”

“All those dangerous obstacle courses—I don’t have a chance.”

“You do have a chance, and besides, wouldn’t you rather die trying than...
just die?’

“l don’t know, Heidi. | remember we joked about something like this before,
but | didn’t think we' d actually be considering it.”

| groan and let my head fall back. “Well, do you have a better plan? If we go
back to your mother or my father, Master Douglas will find us.”

“What about living in the mountains? | could fish and pick berries.”

“Where would we live? In the trees?’

“1 don’'t know. But we could work it out.”

“‘Gemma...”

“We could just move to another country where everyoneisfree.”



| had thought about it, but in all reality, where would we get the money to
travel? Or eat? We would still need fake IDs to get out of the country, and what
would we do once we arrived somewhere else, unfamiliar with the language? |
figured the chances of making it were much greater if we signed up for the
Savage Run.

“l don’'t want to die.” Her hands flail for a moment before she buries her face
in her palms, sinking to the ground, her back against the dumpster.

The ground is covered in trash and is damp from the rain, but still, | sit down
next to her.

Her hands drop into her lap, and she exhales at length. “Isn’'t there any other
way? There hasto be.”

“Listen, | don’t want to rush your decision, but we have to get going if we're
going to make it. The registration ends at noon.”

She takes a deep breath and remains still for a long time, chewing on her
bottom lip.

“We'll doit together,” | say. “I’'ll help you. You'll help me.”

She pauses for so long that | think | might rip my hair out. Sitting up alittle
straighter, she says, “Fine. I'll agree to do it if you promise you'll stay by my
sidethe entire time.”

“Promise.” Pressing my lips together, | notice that my shoulders relax a
little. “Let’s go to Sergio’s.” | grab the bag of clothes from the back rack of my
bike, and we're off.



Sergio’s place presses up against the back side of a massive abandoned
factory and is situated across from a transporter scrapyard. The wooden shack
has tinted windows and a slanted aluminum roof—a perfect place for unlawful
dealings.

| hand the bag of clothes to Gemma and knock with a leaden hand. Closing
my eyes, | touch my locket, asking for some help with just this one thing. |
listen for movement inside, but al | hear isthe sound of metal clanking from the
scrapyard. Pressing my hands against the filthy, water-stained window, |
glimpse inside, but other than the shadows, it’s completely dark.

It was an accident how | found out about Sergio. A few months ago, | had
been ordered to deliver prescription medication to him, but when | arrived, no
matter how many times | knocked, no one answered. Knowing | couldn’t return
to the hospital without a signature confirming the delivery, | stepped inside. To
my surprise, | found an open trap door in the floor. Stressing about making my
other deliveries before time ran out, | decided to risk descending the stairs. The
light bulbs along the stairwell were lit, even though it was well past seven
o’ clock in the morning. We Laborers have electricity rationed to us from five to
seven o’clock in the morning daily, and the government is infallible at keeping
the electricity shut off the rest of the day. When | reached the bottom of the
staircase, | overheard someone talking about counterfeit IDs.



And that’s when it all came together and the idea of registering for the
Savage Run first came to me.

| stopped breathing at that point and quickly decided to make the other
deliveries first. When | came back to Sergio’s place, | found him eating lunch.
I’ ve made two deliveries to him since then, and each time | brought him a bottle
of my father’s beer and smiled as | listened to him complaining about his ex-
wife. | never brought the whole fake ID thing up to him, but he's definitely
some type of underground rebel, which isjust the type of man | need.

| knock again, harder and longer this time.

Be home, please be home, | plead quietly to myself.

Suddenly, the door flings open. Sergio’s dark blond, curly hair is messy, and
he has bags under his green puppy-dog eyes. “I did not order medication,” he
says in a thick Eastern accent, a frown on his lips. He's holding a beer bottle
and smellslike he hasn’'t showered or changed in weeks.

Although | had this entire refined speech memorized, | can't remember a
single word of it. Instead, | just blurt out, “I’m not here for that. We're here for
fakeIDs.” | inhale and hold it.

His right eyebrow twitches once. He grabs my elbow, pulls us inside, and
slams the door shut. The room is a dark, stuffy, beer-smelling cave.

Pointing his index finger right in my face, he says, “I don’t know what you
talking about, but talking like that is trouble for you and me both. Now get out
of here.”

“No! | rescued my friend Gemma from a cruel Master. He said he was going
to kill her, and he'll kill me, too. The only way to get out of this messis if we
join the Savage Run. And for that | need my ID card to say that I'm aguy.”

He runs his hands through his hair before studying me for a moment. “I
don’t know what you even talking about. | don’t have such fake IDs.” His tone
Is more nonchalant than before, flippant even.

| take a step toward him, my heart like a drum. “1 know what you do. You
have a trap door below that rug there.” | point and continue to say, “And if you
don’t help us, I'll notify the authorities.”



He frowns. “Y ou do not have any proofs, little pteetsa.”

Pteetsa? “Then I’'m sure you won't mind if the Unifers search your house.” |
grab the rusty doorknob, silently praying he'll buy my bluff.

“Wait,” he says, hitting my hand away from the doorknob. “Ah, stupid girl.
How you pay me?’

| repress a smile. “Your payment is that | won't give you away.” | expect
him to go ballistic on me, knock me unconscious or pull out a gun to get me to
leave. He seems like the type of guy who doesn’t take any crap from anyone,
especially a young Laborer girl without money or influence. “And if | survive,
I’ll...remember you and send you money. And more beer.”

He starts to laugh, softly at first, then increasingly louder until his round
shoulders roll. “You survive Savage Run? You never will survive and | never
will get pay.”

“But at least I'll go to my grave with your secret.”

He pinches his upper lip, huffing loudly. Then, his gaze falls upon the locket
around my neck and his eyes narrow.

“You give me necklace, | giveyou IDs.”

| reach up and curl my fingers around the smooth golden surface. My
mother’ slocket? Just thinking about giving it up makes me feel asif I’'m parting
with a piece of myself. But there is no time to waste and it has to be done.
Ignoring the ache in my chest, | yank the chain from around my neck and hand
it to Sergio.

“You are stupid girl for doing this. In few days when you die, | shed no
tear.”

“Then you will have lost nothing.” My voiceisdull.

Sergio bolts the lock on the front door, and then peels the rug back, exposing
the trap door. Gemma grabs my arm when she seesit.

“Come, my little pteetsas.” He lifts the circular latch and pulls the trap door
open.

“What does pteetsa mean?’ | ask when | pass him.

“It mean... bird.



| step down the spiral metal staircase, steadying myself on the wobbly rail.
I’m not particularly fond of dark, confined spaces—as a matter of fact, | hate
them—Dbut having Gemma here helps put me at ease. The room’s walls are
made of rock, and the floor is an uneven dab of concrete. | get the distinct
feeling that I’'m in a forbidden spot where hundreds of illegal transactions have
taken place over the years. Oddly enough, it doesn’'t bother me at all.

Sergio presses the button on an old laptop and sits down on a creaky wooden
chair. He drums his fingers on the desk while he waits for the computer to warm
up.

“How isit that you have electricity right now?’ | ask.

He stares at me for a second, his eyes asicy as his frown, and | prepare for a
lecture on how | should shut up and just be grateful that he's helping us.

“Have you heard of generator?’ He cocks his head to the side and slumps
back into his chair.

“Yes,” | say, having seen gigantic ones at the hospital. We used them
whenever there was a power outage.

He nods toward a small, beat-up machine in the corner, its hum so low that |
hadn’t noticed it.



“1 build it with my bare hands.” He lifts his beefy, oil-stained fingers so we
can see them.

“And you' re from the Eastern Republic, right?’ Gemma asks.

“You dead soon, so | tell you story. | kill a man in government because he
kill my sister. He murder her in front of my old mother’s eyes. The government
coming after me after | stab the man dead, so | get on boat and come here. If
you tell anyone, | kill you.”

“Oh,” isthe only sound | manage to produce for a second. “We need the IDs
today.”

“Fine, but it take me few hours to hack into system to add your new IDs to
list.”

“No, you need to do it sooner than that!” | yell, my hands flailing. “The
Savage Run registration ends at noon, and we have to be in the government’s
database by then.”

He looks at me like I’m growing athird eye. “If | rush, it won't work.”

“If you don’t rush, we'll die,” | reply.

“Well, | aready tell you, | don't care if you die.” He Slumps back in his seat
and lights a cigarette, inhaling deeply and blowing the white smoke out by the
side of his mouth.

“l don’'t care that you don’'t care. We need to get into Savage Run,” | say.

“1 not sacrifice my whole operation so you can die.”

“Wdll, if you don't, | guarantee that you'll be caught.” | feel kind of guilty
for blackmailing him, but at this point, if | don’t, my entire plan will crumble to
pieces and Gemma' s and my fate will be in the hands of Master Douglas.

“You worse than Masters,” he says with anger crinkling his heavy eyebrows.

I’ ve pushed him to the limit, but I’'m banking on him not killing us because
deep down, | think he has a soft spot for outlaws. Why else would he be in this
business? “You'll never hear from me again after this—I promise.”

“Finaly, one thing | looking forward to,” he says as he types something into
his computer. “Okay, okay, | make it happen. | need to take picture of you and
you.” He studies us both for awhile. “We must make you look like boys.”



“1 brought clothes,” | say, lifting the bag from where Gemma placed it on the
floor beside the desk. “And a pair of scissors to cut our hair.”

Gemma immediately wraps her hands around her long braid.

| lift the scissors out of the bag. “I’'ll go first.” Pulling the elastic out, my
thick black hair cascades down my back. | hand the scissors to Gemma and sit
down in a brown leather chair. | can't explain why the thought of cutting my
hair brings a tear to my eye—it's only dead protein. It's not like I'm nervous
Gemmawill do abad job. And even if she does, who cares?

“Ready?’ Gemma says.

| nod. When | hear the scissors snap and feel the tickling of my roots as
Gemma dlices off the first chunk, | don’t cry. But | do ache.

“Have you pick out name?’ Sergio asks. His eyes are glued to the screen.

| think for a moment and settle on my father’s least favorite person from the
Bible. “Joseph.” My father says he was an unrealistic, arrogant, self-righteous
man who thought too highly of himself. But in the end, as | recall, Joseph
triumphed over everything. And everyone.

“You, other girl?” Sergio draws a deep look at Gemma.

“How about George?’ she says, still cutting away at my hair. Finally, she
circles me, examining her work. “It’'s not perfect—a little too long and shaggy
around the edges. It will just look like you haven't had acut in afew weeks.”

“There’ s broom in corner,” Sergio says, typing away.

“I'll get it.” Gemma saunters across the room, fetches the broom, and starts
to sweep up my hair.

“With different clothes and makeup, you look like prepuberty boy.” Sergio
smiles grimly at me. “What isword? Sissy boy?’ He laughs dryly.

| narrow my eyes at him, letting him know that | don't appreciate the
sarcasm. “Where can | change?’

“Bathroom is upstairs,” he says.

And with that, | stand up and head toward the staircase with my change of
clothesin hand.



At first, when | enter the tiny bathroom, | avoid looking at my reflection in
the mirror. | head straight for the faucet and slide my palms beneath the running
water. The water stings my raw flesh and turns the sink red. | stifle a cry and
pant instead. | grab a washcloth from the cabinet, wet it, and wipe the blood off
my knee and leg. The gashes aren’t too deep, but they sting like crazy. Rifling
through the bag for my shirt, | catch a glimpse of myself in the cloudy, cracked
mirror. The short haircut accentuates my pointy chin and pouty lips, and my
dightly danted dark brown eyes look huge, as if I'm trying to make out
something in the dark. There are plenty of young men with those features, aren’t
there? However, my neck looks way too thin to be aguy’s. My hand touches the
place where my mother’s locket used to hang. | feel so bare, so exposed without
it. But despite how difficult it was handing it over to Sergio, using it to get the
| Ds was the right thing to do.

| make afew serious faces and furrow my brows in an attempt to look like a
fierce competitor. | release a sharp breath. It' s useless. They’ll never let me sign
up, and even if they do, I’'m sure the other participants will suspect.

What am | doing? | must have lost my mind. | can't fathom why | thought
this was a good idea. Clearly, | hadn’t thought this through. Because if | had, |
would have...l don't know. | feel so lost. So many changes in a few hours, and
it's al coming down on me at once. | realize there’'s no turning back now, but
am | acompleteidiot for having done this?

No.

| can’'t start to believe that about myself now. But, what if my father is right?
He has told me countless times that I’ m a good-for-nothing, weak-minded, and
irrational being. What if my sanity has withered away after having angry,
hateful words directed at me for so many years? What if | have lost my ability
to think straight? What if | never had the ability to think straight? Only a crazy
person would do this, right? Or a desperate one. One desperate enough to
voluntarily register for alife-threatening obstacle course. Y et, what if | make it?
What if | actually win my freedom? Goosebumps tingle my neck and arms. If |
register, at least there' s a chance. At least I'm living life on my own terms and



not being forced to be a Laborer without any choices. Better to be dead than a
coward fearing my dreams.

| wrap my chest tightly with gauze and change into the black T-shirt and
faded jeans | stole from my father. With the last piece of gauze, | loop it through
the belt holes and double-knot it. Once | get back downstairs, Gemma's hair is
already cut, thanks to Sergio.

“Computer thinking,” he says as if to justify why he cut Gemma's hair
instead of letting me do the honor.

The short hair brings out Gemma's heart-shaped, rose-red lips and high
cheekbones. Her eyelashes reach all the way to her light eyebrows, and her
small, thin nose sits like a button in the middle of her face. This will never

work.
“Do | look bad?” Gemma asks.
“No, I'mjust...worried...” | let my voice trail off.

“Me, t00,” she says.

| hand her the clothes | brought for her, and she heads upstairs.

After Gemma changes into her clothes—a gray long-sleeved shirt and
hunter-green cargo pants—Sergio takes our pictures. While he continues to
work on the computer, he says there' s water upstairs. Parched, | climb the stairs
and head to the kitchen. Gemma excuses herself, saying she needs to use the
restroom. When she doesn’t return after | finish a whole glass of water, | press
my ear against the bathroom door. | hear her silent sobs.

“Gemma...?

Pause. “Just a minute.”

| hear her blow her nose and flush the toilet. She opens the door, her eyes
red. “I just want to go home to my mother.”

The word mother makes me immediately reach for my chest where my
necklace used to hang.

| suppose | would want to go home, too, if Ruth were my mother. She's the
type of person who makes sure you' ve had enough to eat, asks you how you're



feeling, and redly listens to you when you speak, never asking anything in
return.

“Just think, if we make it through the course, you can visit her anytime you
want.”

The left side of her mouth rises alittle; it amost looks like the beginning of a
smile. “That would be nice.” She sits down on the edge of the tub. “I just want
to thank you for risking your life to help me. I’'m sure he would have finished
me off if you hadn’t intervened. He kept saying it every time he would become
angry with me—that one day he’'d get so angry that he’d kill me.”

“Of course | couldn’t just leave you there.” | sit down next to her.

She takes a deep breath. “Master Douglas is a horrible, horrible person.”

Dare | ask her about what she’s been through? | decide that it might help her
to talk about it. “What did he do?’

She glances at me briefly before looking away, seemingly ashamed and not
sure whether to tell me.

“You know | would never judge you. What happened isn’t your fault.”

Gemma bites her bottom lip, and heavy tears tumble down her cheeks. “He
drugged me...and beat me...and...locked me up...” Her voice fades lower and
lower as she speaks until it's barely even a whisper. “Raped me...” She buries
her face in her arms, uncontrollable sobbing juddering her body.

“Shhh...” | don't really know if she wants me to stroke her back, but it’'s the
only thing | can think to do. “I’'m so sorry. It will never happen again, you
hear?’

| listen to her cry for a while, and all | can think is that | should have done
something sooner. Much sooner.

Gemma sniffles, lifts her head, and wipes her nose with her forearm. “| think
| would have killed myself sooner or later if | had to stay there.”

“Oh, Gemma...” All thistime | made deliveries to Master Douglas, at |east
once a week for the past year, | saw her eyes deaden a little more each time. |
suspected he was being cruel, but raping her? Drugging her?



“You didn’t know.” She puts a hand on my shoulder. “Just promise me we'll
do thistogether.”

| nod. “Every step—all the way.”

Once we get out to the main room, Sergio hands us our new IDs. They look
identical to the ones the government issues—electronic chips, 3-D Newland
emblems and al. My name is Joseph Wood and Gemmas is George
Washington.

“Serioudy?’ Gemma says after reading her new last name.

“Youdon't like?” Sergio asks with awry smile.

“Well, don’t you think that it’s alittle too obvious?’ she says.

“It popular to name sons after former president of the home of the brave.”
Sergio nods. “And when you think of name during obstacles, you remember,
you are brave.”

| don’t know whether he' s being a complete jerk or if he's being sincere. My
guess is a little bit of both, and definitely a smart-ass. | notice he changed my
birth year to two years later than my actual birth year without me having to tell
him to do it. | smile. If there’s anyone who knows how to trick the system, it's
Sergio.

There' slittle time, so we head out into the living areato say our good-byes.

“Just...don’t die right away, okay?’ Sergio says as | open the door.

“I’ll do my best. Thank you, Sergio.” | hold my hand out and he takes it. We
shake.

He smiles a little, and then crosses his arms in front of his chest. “Now get,
get.”



“Life,” my father would always lecture me, “isn’'t meant to be lived in the
shadows of timidity. Man has a spirit of hope and faith.” I’'m sure he would
vehemently disagree with how I’ ve interpreted his statement.

Gemma and | elbow our way through the crowded streets toward the
registration booth, clenching our fake IDs in our fists. The wind blows through
my short hair, and the sun warms the back of my neck where my ponytail used
to fall. It's a few minutes before noon, the time the registration will close, but
we should be able to make it just fine.

Soon | see Pavlova Yard. The sguare cobblestone-paved area is enclosed by
alarge wrought iron fence, and dozens of Unifers stand at attention guarding the
premise. There's a canopy, and above it waves a red flag with an abstract
yellow saber-toothed tiger head on it. There are two registrars that | can see.
The woman, maybe in her forties, looks like she's from the East, with slanted
eyes and black hair. She has wide shoulders, muscular arms, and a flat chest.
From the look on her stern face, | can only imagine that she's had to fight her
way to every promotion in this male-dominated field.

The other registrar, ayoung man, probably in his late teens or early twenties,
has tan skin and chestnut hair. He wears an expression of serenity, and | get the
feeling that 1've met him before. Hospital? No. 1I'd remember him. Maybe |
made a delivery to him at some point.

Three sturdy boys—undoubtedly the last of many here today—stand in the
registration line, ready to gamble their lives for a chance at a better future.
They’re handing the registrars their ID cards and signing something appearing
to be awaiver or contract. | wonder what circumstances drove the boys to come
here today—and if any of them are as desperate as | am.

Then | notice at the end of the line stands Arthor, a boy from my primary
school class. He still has the fiery red hair, but now it's longer and curlier. Why
did he have to be here?



Then | realize why. Several years back, Tristan, Arthor’s older brother and
an extraordinarily strong Laborer, competed in a regional Laborer obstacle
course in hopes of winning food rations for his family. Every Laborer in our
city cheered for Tristan, whose presence in the race somehow brought hope that
good things could still happen to the subordinates of Newland. But he didn’t
make it. Tristan drowned after falling from a hundred-foot cliff. His family was
devastated, as were we al. Right after finishing school, when we still kept in
touch, Arthor used to tell me how one day, he'd find a way to honor his
brother’s memory.

Thisisvery bad for us. If he sees me, then he'll blow my cover.

“What?” Gemma asks when | don’t move forward.

“Arthor,” | whisper.

She gazes into the yard. “Oh, no.”

“The only way around it isto wait until he leaves.”

She nods.

Once in awhile, passersby stop to see what’s going on inside Pavlova Y ard.
A few haven't moved from the fence since we got here. Looking closer, |
recognize one of the lingerers as Arthor’s mother. She's clenching the iron rods,
pressing her face between the gaps in the fence, her attention fixed on her only
living son.

Eventually Arthor signs the paper and starts to walk away from the
registration booth. Behind us, a throng of protesters enters the streets, waving
their anti-Savage Run signs and chanting, “No, no to Savage Run! Keep the
classes separate!”

Taking advantage of the distraction, | say to Gemma, “Let’s go.” Walking
toward the gates, | reach up to touch my locket, but when my hand is halfway
up, | remember how it’s no longer there. | lower my hand.

We approach the Unifer guarding the gate and hand him our ID cards. My
heart beats so hard that | think he might hear it. Looking at us with haughty
eyes, he hands us the cards back and tells us to proceed. Moving ahead, | glance
at Gemma. But instead of a confident facade, her face is fallen and ashy and



she’s white-knuckling her 1D. With no time to spare, we pick up our pace and
run toward the booth.

Out of nowhere, a Unifer pummels me to the ground and presses himself on
top of me so | can’t breathe. The attack is so sudden that | don’'t even register a
single thought before | react. | scream, and somehow manage to wiggle my leg
free, kicking the Unifer in the groin. He rolls over, moaning and grabbing his
crotch, his face contorting in pain. As quick as a cat, | hop back onto my feet
and look for Gemma. To my dread, | find her pinned beneath two of Master
Douglas' s Unifers, and they’re holding her at gunpoint.

“Gemmal” | shriek, my heart jumping into my mouth.

“Heidi, run!” sheyells.

The Unifers look up at me, and my initial thought is to flee the scene—
abandon my mission. Save myself. One of the Unifers points at me and
commands the other one to get me. In a split second, a moment so condensed |
feel like the bubble of time might burst, | have to make a decision. Do |
continue to run toward the booth and save myself, and maybe Gemma, too, by
declaring that we both want to register? Or do | turn back and try to help her?
The Unifers are so large, and they carry firearms, so | have absolutely no chance
against them. But | can't desert Gemmal Although if | continue toward the
booth, I might be able to save her also by announcing she wants to register. If |
try to help her, we'll both be taken into custody and back to Master Douglas.
Some seconds are so decisive that they have eternal repercussions.

“Heidi, run!” Gemmayslls.

| spin around, hoping amnesty sets in the moment | declare that we want to
register, desperate that | made the right choice. Instead of sprinting forward, |
run into someone' s chest, and that someone grabs my shoulders.

“What' s going on here?’ adeep, direct voice says.

| look up into hisface and see that it’s the male registrar. Our eyes lock for a
split second, but | look down quickly, afraid he might be able to tell that I'm a
girl, disguised as a guy, trying to register for the Savage Run. A split second is
long enough to recognize that he carries an aura of confidence and power—this



Is aman used to taking charge and staying in control. He' s built like an athlete:
tall and muscular. Then, it hits me like a brick from the sky. The registrar is
President Volkov’s son—Nicholas. I’'m so done for.

“l...we're...we...we came to register for Savage Run,” | stutter.

“Sorry, the registration just closed,” he says.

| take a step back and look into his eyes again, pleading. “Please...just let us
join. I know we're a few minutes late, but this is a matter of life and death.” |
glance over my shoulder and see the Unifer making his way toward me, and
Gemma struggling against the others.

“First of al, a scrawny guy like you shouldn’t be in this obstacle course. A
stiff breeze would knock you over,” he says.

| try not to grimace. If he only knew. “My friend and I, we have to join the
program and you have to let us—it’sthe law.”

“Mai, come here,” he says.

The female registrar makes her way over to Nicholas, her eyebrows lifted
and her lips frowning. She’'s wearing plenty of makeup and smells heavily of
roses.

“No, no, no,” she says, her dark brown, slanted eyes looking at melikeI’'m a
lost kitten.

“No, we have to register today,” | say. | hear Gemma’s screams behind me,
and Nicholas |ooksin her direction.

“What' s happening over there?’ he asks.

Unexpectedly, Arthor steps up beside me. | can tell he recognizes me by the
way his eyes nearly pop out of their sockets. “Hey, what are you doing here?’
His smile reaches all the way up to his green eyes, a touch of confusion in his
brows.

| feel like I’ ve been punched in the stomach, but somehow | manage to give
him an angry look, hoping he'll know not to reveal who | am.

“You're coming with me,” | hear a raspy voice behind me say, as a strong
hand grips my wrist. “You're under arrest.” The Unifer grabs both of my arms
and starts to haul me off.



| turn to Nicholas, and in alast-ditch effort, | plead with him. “Please...”

His blue eyes flicker for a split second, and then he squints. | know |'ve
already lost, and now I'll be handed back to Master Douglas.

“Wait,” Nicholas says. “This young man has declared that he wants to
register for the Savage Run.”

The female registrar’s eyes flinch as her pouty mouth drops open, but no
sooner does she lose her composure than she has it back.

Master Douglas marches toward me with another Unifer in tow. | stop
breathing.

“She’s ming,” Master Douglas growls. The crowd outside the fence is
growing larger by the second as people stop and stare.

A piercing blast rings through the air. | jump at the loud bang and try to
wring myself free to look for Gemma, but | can’t budge. “What was that?’

Master Douglas's lips bend into a devious smile, confirming my deepest
fear.

“Murderer!” | yell, my arms and legs thrashing. The noise that escapes my
lips sounds like the cry of a wounded animal. Everything I’ ve worked so hard
for doesn’t matter anymore. Not if Gemma's dead.

“He s signing up for the program,” Nicholas says.

Tears spill out of my eyes, and in a daze, | say that | am, though the words
don’t seem to be my own, only someone else speaking for me. “And my friend

“Thisgirl isunder my jurisdiction,” Master Douglas says.

“He' snot agirl,” Arthor says. “He' safriend of mine from primary school.”

“And he's here to register,” Nicholas says. “Plus, his identification clearly
confirms it.” He grabs the card from my clenched fist and flashes it toward
Master Douglas. “With al due respect, sir, you' re making a mistake.”

“Don't play me for a fool,” Master Douglas spews. “This girl is my
housekeeper’s friend. She stole my housekeeper from me just earlier—I saw it
—and she's coming with me. Y ou know the laws of the land, don’t you?’



“Every last one,” Nicholas says through gritted teeth, his blue eyes turning
black. He grabs my arm and pulls me toward him, away from the Unifer. | catch
a glimpse of Gemma's lifeless body as she is whisked out the gates by the
Unifers. “They’re taking him!” | scream. “Don’t let them!” | try to wring free,
but Nicholas holds me so firmly, | cannot. In fact, every time | struggle, his
fingernails dig into my flesh, asif warning me to stay where | am.

“The laws clearly state that once—" Mai interjects, ignoring my pleadings.

“l know the laws,” Master Douglas says, grabbing my other arm and pulling
it hard. “Obvioudly you don’'t know the laws pertaining to the Savage Run
because you're about to sign up a girl. And even if she were a boy, he hasn’t
signed up yet.”

“Once a Laborer has declared that he wants to register, he's considered the
property of the Army of Newland.” Nicholas's face turns red, and he jerks me
behind him so Master Douglas loses his grip. My arms hurt.

Master Douglas's eyes go livid, but Nicholas steps between the Unifer and
me. “We have a reporter from the Daily Republic over there who's taking
pictures of today’s events.” He nods toward the photographer leaning up against
one of the flagpoles, snapping shots of our interaction. “All the images will be
going back to my father. | know you used to work for him and were
dishonorably discharged. If | have to report to him that you caused problems for
one of our participants, making a scene at a Savage Run registration, it might
not be such afortunate thing for you.”

Master Douglas scowls as he glares at me.

“Don’'t think you can threaten me, boy,” Master Douglas says, reaching for
his handgun strapped around hiswaist. “ Just because you’' re President Volkov's
son doesn’t mean anything when it comes to the finite laws of this country.”

“Rory, | need security here immediately,” Nicholas says into a small device
clipped onto his shirt collar.

Half of the Unifers guarding the fence run toward us and surround the
registration booth, pointing their machine guns directly at Master Douglas and
his Unifers.



“I’ll be sureto tell my father what you said,” Nicholas says sarcastically.

Master Douglas balks. “ The second | get home I’ m going to notify President
Volkov of your illegal actions, and I'll have you discharged from your position
as registrar faster than you can say mercy. Mark my words.” He storms off with
his two Unifersin tow.

When | see them walk away, and that Gemma has vanished, | start to walk
toward where | last saw her. My hands shake uncontrollably. “But my friend.
He wanted to register, too. They took him.” | turn to Nicholas, my mouth hot
and dry, my tongue sticking to the roof of it. “ They took him, and—"

“Consider your friend dead.” Nicholas places the registration papers into
boxes.

Did he see her get shot? “What?’ | say, barely able to cough the words out.

“No one survives a wound like that. Now what do you want to do? Register
or leave, it'sup to you.”

“How can you be so callous?’ | seethe through my tears.

He stares at me for amoment, his blue eyes steely cold, but says nothing.

Should | go after Gemma? | would never get to her. But | don't want to
continue on aone either. The main reason | did this was to help her. “Then I'm
out,” | declare.

He looks up at me, his dark eyebrows scrunching in the center, but not
angry. “1 wish you the best.”



“But my friend—"

He interrupts me. “Dead.”

His words sink deep down into that part of me where there’s no return. It's
where the hope of my mother being aive lives and where Gemma's and my
friendship lives.

“Where did you get this?’ Nicholas asks, examining my ID.

“From the government.” My voice is as hollow as my chest. “I think | want
to sign up anyway.”

“1 don’t think you should.” He looks at me and raises his eyebrows.

“I’m signing up, okay?’

“Thenyou'rein,” Mai says. She grabs a stack of papers and waves for me to
follow her.

“We'll talk later,” Nicholas says to me. It sounds more like a threat than a
suggestion.

Arthor places his hand on my shoulder and gives me a sympathetic nod. “I'm
heading to the airport.”

“Thanks for vouching for me,” | say.

“Yeah, what are friends for?’ He waves as he walks away. Outside the gates,
he embraces his mother. All the way from here, | can see her entire body
shaking.

| look back to the spot | last saw Gemma, and there’'s a red splotch of blood
on the flat gray rocks. I'm a horrible friend. If | hadn’t convinced Gemma to
come with me, she would still be alive. If | hadn’t chosen to run toward the
booth instead of toward her, she might still be...

Mai tells me to come and sit down by the table. Without really wanting to, |
walk over and take my seat in front of her.

“I'm Mai, and both Nicholas and | will be your representatives from now
on.” She holds out the contract with page upon page of fine print. She doesn’t
read it, only explains that if in the very unlikely event | complete the obstacles
in Savage Run (she sighs heavily when she saysit), | will be considered a Class-
1 Master citizen of Newland, with all the rights and privileges as outlined in the



Master Citizen Handbook, and | will be considered a free citizen until the day |
die of natural causes or relinquish my rights to them, whichever comes first.
There are three ways out of the obstacle course, period. The first one is by
dying, which a few of the participants most likely will, maybe even up to 50
percent.

| interrupt her. “Fifty percent? They said in the paper that only twenty to
twenty-five percent might die.”

“The obstacles are a little harder than initially publicized. Only the strongest
individuals will be allowed into the Master class.” She continues to tell me that
the second way out of the course is by quitting, in which case | will be brought
back to my city of residence and expected to live out my days as a Class-3
Laborer citizen. And the last one is by completing the obstacle courses in their
entirety.

“Raise your right hand,” she says. | do. “Do you consent to joining the
Savage Run of your own free will, and do you understand all the risks
involved?’

“Yes.

“And do you understand that your family has no right to any compensation
on your behalf?’

“Yes.

She explains something about the top three contenders, but | hardly hear a
word she says because | start to think about where they took Gemma.

Mai taps me on the arm, waking me up from my reverie. “Do you have any
immediate family?’ she asks.

| look over at Nicholas, who seems to be listening in on our conversation.
“No.”

“Well, asamale Laborer, | suppose if you don’'t have family, you don’'t have
much to live for,” she says.

| nod and think of Gemma, the tears pressing. “ Something like that.”

“Any questions?’ she asks.

“No.”



“And you are certain that you understand the dangers and still want to
proceed with signing up for the Savage Run?’

“| said yes.”

“Very well.” Mai’s eyebrows rise. “Sign here, here, and here.” She points
her hot-pink nails to the lines and | sign. “This is your uniform. Extra small. It
will probably be more than baggy on you.” She hands me a shiny black box
with a golden Savage Run logo on it. “Y ou have to be at Culmination Airport in
thirty minutes. Y ou can go change in there.” She pointsto arow of white stalls.

How will | get there? The airport is at least an hour and a half biking
distance. And walking? | lock myself in one of the booths and open the Savage
Run box. Inside lies a neatly folded black Savage Run uniform identical to the
one Nicholas and Mai are wearing. The only difference is that mine has a gray
collar and doesn’t have the registrar badge with my name on it. The shoes are
sleek, black, and lightweight, and when | slip them on, it'sasif I’'m not wearing
anything at all.

| wash my hands in the sink and try to remove some more of the gravel that's
embedded beneath my skin. My father makes me wash my hands at least ten
times a day before | leave the house in the morning, between each delivery, and
the second | walk in the door at home. After what I’'ve done to my father, it's
strange how | feel no sense of loss. No sadness. No guilt. No regret whatsoever.
I’m abandoning him. All I’'m worried about is what my father will think when
he reads my letter. Surely, he'll go raging mad and believe | need to repent from
this ungodly, lunatic behavior at once. | can already hear him saying that a
woman must know her place in the sight of God and in her community, and that
she’'s required to submit willingly. Maybe he'll think 1've turned to cross-
dressing—now that would drive him completely over the edge. The ridiculous
thought makes me chuckle, but my laugh is more of a desperate attempt to
drown out the feeling of panic rising in my chest than an expression of humor.
What will he really do when he finds and reads my letter? Will he turn around
and reveal my identity to everyone? Probably not—that would mean he’'d be



putting his own life and reputation in jeopardy, which is something he would
never, ever do.

| throw my clothes in the trash and head outside. Should | go back to the
booth? Try to find away to get to the airport by myself?

Noticing that I’m still hanging around, Nicholas says, “Y ou need aride?’

“Uh...yes” | say.

Nicholas bobs his head to the side, and | trail after him. Immediately, two
Unifers follow after us. We arrive at the red, yellow, and white Savage Run
transporter, and they get into the vehicle behind us. My door opens
automatically and | get inside. This is a brand-spanking-new model, and
probably has more bells and whistles than the other newer models. The
dashboard has illuminated blue, yellow, and white buttons.

Nicholas enters on the other side. Sitting so close to him, | notice his strong
jawline and dimples. He's not stunningly handsome, but | can see why other
girls might find him attractive with those blue eyes, chestnut hair, and well-
defined lips—not to mention his broad shoulders beneath the silky black Savage
Run shirt. I’ ve seen him in the papers quite a few times, aways with a different
girl on his arm. Whatever. The heavy gold chains around his neck and wrist
catch my eye. In the back of my mind, my father’s words echo: “ Gold is the
root of all evil.”

“Why did you do something so stupid?’ he growls.

His sudden change in mood makes me tense up.

“Do your parents have any idea about what you’ ve done?’

| look down at my fingers in my lap, hoping he doesn’t notice how my dirty,
scraped-up hands can’t seem to find a comfortable place to rest. “No.”

“Do you really think you' re serving them by doing this?’ Hisvoiceis harsh.

“No, and in fact, I'm sure my father will hate me for it.” There's no use in
trying to explain any of this to him because he wouldn’t understand. “Please,
don't...”

“And your mother?”’



More uncomfortable questions. My father explained it like this. When my
mother went into labor, she hid in the lavender fields from the Unifers sent to
exterminate the elderly and infants. The “cleansing” was a method President
Volkov Sr. used to control the Laborer population to prevent them from
becoming so numerous they could overpower the Masters. The Unifers seized
the babies and threw them in the icy Culmination River, and the aged were
burned in gigantic furnaces right outside each city. My father said he went to
notify her that the Unifers were gone. She informed him he had a son and my
father named me Adam. | can imagine he was proud. Two days later, when her
maternity leave ran out, my mother vanished without a word, leaving me—a
good-for-nothing girl—with my father. Angered, he renamed me Heidi,
meaning battle fence.

But what | say is, “My mother left when | was a baby.”

“Listen,” he huffs, “I didn’t want to blow your cover in front of everyone
back there, so | let Mai sign you up. But | can't let this madness continue. |
don’t know where you got your fake ID or the ideato dress up as a guy and sign
up for the Savage Run, but | need to put a stop to this.”

“Fake...ID?" | try to laugh, but no sound comes out.

“1 know about Sergio, and listen, | know agirl when | see one.”

He probably does. Images of all those girls in the newspapers pop into my
mind. “1I’'m a boy.”

“I’m not stupid. And even if everyone else believes you, which may or may
not be the case, there's no way you’'ll ever make it past the first phase. These
obstacle courses are deadly. In fact, | think we should just delete your
registration and...”

| sit up straighter, my back like an erect board. “No.”

“Listen.” He leans in a little, and | hold my breath, finding his presence
overwhelming. “I want to help you because | don't think it’s right that you
should be the victim of a man like Master Douglas. When he used to work for
my father as his deputy advisor, | saw him destroy girls like you. But | have to
tell you, to continue on this path is suicide.”



“You don't know what I'm capable of.” | stare boldly back at him. | won't
be treated like an inferior any longer.

“It doesn’'t matter. | know what the obstacles are made of.” He runs a hand
through his thick dark hair, and his cologne stirs into the air. A privileged
individual like him would never understand the desperate circumstances that
forced me to do something like this. He breathes heavily for a moment, and
when he speaks again, hisvoiceislow. “How did you get in trouble?’

| might as well tell him everything. “It was like Master Douglas said. |
helped Gemma escape because he was beating her up...l couldn’t just leave her
there.”

He pauses for amoment, and it feels like his deep eyes see right through me.
“Of course you couldn’t.”

He agrees with me? I’ m not used to someone validating me, and | don’t quite
know how to respond, so | look out the window.

“There must be some...” he starts.

| place my hand on his arm, and it's as if the tension in the air surrenders.
“1’m not asking you to help me. All I'm asking is that you keep my secret.”

His gaze goes from my hand to my eyes. “You don’'t know what you're
getting yourself into.”

“I'll take my chances,” | say, athough having learned that the obstacles are
more dangerous than | initially thought, I’m not as confident as | was just a few
hours ago. And with Gemma dead...l stop myself from finishing that thought.
Nothing good will come of it.

“Fine, I'll let you continue. And I'll keep your secret. | just hate to see you
give up your life so easily.”

So easily? He doesn’t know me—how exhaustingly obstinate | can be once |
put my mind to something. “ Thanks.”

“Maybe | can help coach you alittle, and...” He shakes his head without
compl eting the thought and commands the transporter to the airport.



The airport runway is crawling with reporters and curious citizens. The
protesters are here, chanting that same chant as loudly as ever. I’'m surprised
President Volkov hasn't had them arrested yet.

| wipe my hands on my silky pants and close my eyes, trying to think of
something that might calm me. When no such thought emerges, | reopen my
eyes. The vehicle slows down and forces its way through the crowd. People
plaster their faces against the transporter’ s windows as we pass.

Mai stands on a platform in front of the red, white, and yellow Savage Run
aircraft. Is it the same one | saw earlier today up at Master Douglas's house? |
wonder how Mai managed to get here before us because when we left Pavlova
Y ard, she was still packing up all the registration forms.

Eighteen participants are lined up behind Mai. Seeing how some of their
necks are as thick astree trunks, their arms as broad as my waist, it causes me to
shrink in my seat. Arthor is one of the strongest Laborers |’ ve met, but he looks
like awiry twig next to some of these guys. | don’t even want to imagine what
I'll ook like beside one of them. Other than Arthor and me, the rest of the
participants look like they’re Advisors; a Laborer would never receive enough
food to grow those kinds of muscles.

At first thought, it doesn’t make sense to me why a Class-2 Advisor would
risk death when his life is already pretty good. | suppose if | were an Advisor,
I’d still feel trapped by not being able to own land, vote, or run for office.



One second. That’'s exactly how long it takes the reporters to swivel around
after Nicholas has stepped out of the transporter. But he doesn’'t even blink an
eye, just walks calmly around the vehicle and waits for me to get out. The two
Unifers who followed us here—I’m now convinced they’re his bodyguards—
walk on either side of us up to the podium.

Mai reaches her arms out to greet me and pulls my ear to her lips. “My, don’t
you look like you need some happy pills...,” she whispers. “Cheer up; this
event is for champions, and you certainly don’'t look it.” She places me at the
end of the line, next to the tallest, most muscular guy here, and gives me a stern
look. I pull my shoulders back and try to fit in.

Nicholas steps up to the stand, and the gathering—even the protesters—
cams into a low simmer. “Welcome citizens of Culmination to the very first
Savage Run,” he says. “I’d like to share with you a silly story, if you would be
so kind to indulge me. As many of you know, | spent afew summers on aranch
right outside of Culmination. My favorite thing to do was to play outside—to
swim in the lake beside our home and play in the woods, chasing after squirrels
and harassing hedgehogs.”

The gathering laughs.

He continues. “But my favorite memory from there happened one spring
morning when | was ten. My father had sold the ranch, and it was the last day
before we moved to Asolo. Before my father could tell me no, | headed to the
lake to swim.”

| smilealittle.

“There was a chickadee that lived in the oak tree right outside of our door.
She was constantly feeding her youngsters, their hungry beaks opening and
closing, accepting the nourishment from their mother. That day, one of her
chicks had fallen out of the nest. | saw the poor little creature abandoned on the
ground, chirping, and left to die from starvation or to be eaten alive by a
predator, anticipating life to end in the most excruciating way. Not thinking
much of it, | helped the bird back into its nest. Later that day, | saw the bird |
had helped fly away.” He pauses and grips the side of the podium. “That’s what



these young men must feel like now—Ilike that little bird must have felt.
Waiting. Waiting for someone to help them. For someone...to pick them up and
givethem wingsto fly.”

The gathering cheers.

“As you know, this Master class recruitment program is closed to the media
and the public. However, | will personally inform you of the results after each
of the three phases directly following the completion of each phase. Now,
without further delay, we must bring these Savages to Volkov Village. Thank
you.”

The gathering claps, and Nicholas steps away from the podium.

One by one the participants climb the stairway that leads up to the aircraft.
Nicholas stands at the bottom of the stairs waiting for me, the last contender to
board. Just as my foot touches the first step, | hear someone yell my name.

“Heidi!”

My heart plummets into my stomach when | recognize my father’'s voice.
My hand twitches and almost reaches for my locket. But I’m on my own now.

“Heidi, don’'t do this!” heyélls.

I’ve never heard him this desperate. A lump formsin my throat. | shouldn’t
turn around, but since everyone else is doing it, they probably won't suspect
that I’'m the one he’'s calling for. My father is tripping over hislegsto get to me,
and some of the people in the crowd shove him and laugh as he stumbles to the
ground.

“Heidi, don't leave. I'm sorry | messed up!” He climbs back onto his feet,
his gray hair sticking to his sweaty forehead.

Seeing what’ s happening, Nicholas sends a couple of Unifersin my father’s
direction. Once they arrive, they pull their clubs out and beat my father against
his head and abdomen until he collapses to the ground. With every blow, | feel
the pain deep in my stomach. My father covers his head to protect himself from
the assaults. | want to yell out for the Unifers not to hurt him, but | hold back,
too afraid it will give me away. Maybe more afraid that my father might think |
care.



“Do you know that man?’ Mai asks me.

My eyes are glued on my father, and pity overwhelms me when | see blood
coming from his nose. To me, he seemed to be the strongest man aive. Now,
with the Unifers pounding down on him, he appears weak and helpless, not
even aman.

“No, | don’t know him,” | say. One last time, | look back at the person | have
called father my entire life and fedl like I’'m betraying him by pretending he's a
stranger. But he has betrayed me countless times by treating me the way he has.
| owe him nothing.

| turn my back to him. Each step toward the plane is another step away from
my former life and the former me. Trying to fit into his mold never worked.
And it never will. | clutch onto the handrail and run up the stairs.
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The cabin hostess waits by the open door and smiles at me asif I’m the most
important person in the world. Once | enter the aircraft, it becomes easier to
forget the desperate look in my father’s eyes, especialy when | notice the other
participants pausing to size me up. Some of them laugh. A few nods greet me
with sincere expressions, but most frown and scoff, rolling their eyes as |
squeeze by.



“Welcome aboard, young man. Let me show you to your seat.” The cabin
hostess beams and guides me deeper into the aircraft. Most seats are forward-
facing and stand in double rows on either side of the aide. However, on the left
side of the walkway, and about halfway back, two of the seats face backwards,
creating a booth of four inward-facing seats. She stops and gestures to the
booth. “ The forward-facing window seat is yours.”

Mai is aready sitting in the window seat directly across from mine, holding
a small mirror and applying red lipstick. Next to her sits a black-haired muscle
head. He stares at me as | sit down. Each seat hasits own set of buttons to select
movies or listen to music, and the cabin hostess proceeds to show me which
button to push to make the chair fold down into a full-length bed. “And if you
need anything at all, press this button.” She gestures to a red knob above my
sedl.

| thank her, and she walks to the back of the aircraft.

“Just get me out of this godforsaken place,” Mai grumbles to herself more
than to us.

I’m about to ask her why she would call Culmination a godforsaken place,
but the guy sitting across from me says, “Couldn’t get ajob shoveling manure?’

| squint my eyes. “What?’

“You think you have a chance against all of us out there?’ He pops a grape
into his mouth, the juice squirting out as he bites down onit.

Mai rolls her eyes but remains silent.

“No, | just...”

“Good, then we agree.” He pops another grape in and chomps on it with his
mouth open, the smacking sound unbearably irritating.

Nicholas takes the seat next to mine and nods to the grape guy. “Johnny, this
Is Joseph. Joseph, Johnny. | trust we'll be able to have a pleasant flight
together?’ His eyebrowsrise.

“Doubtful,” Johnny says at exactly the same time | say, “Of course.” | sink
in my seat.



“The flight to Volkov Villageisjust over two hours. Let’s make it a pleasant
one.” Nicholas straps himself in, and seeing that | have problems figuring out
how to fasten my seat belt, he reaches across my lap and secures the buckle. His
forearm brushes mine, and his skin is surprisingly warm. The captain announces
that we'll be taking off shortly, and before | know it, the aircraft speeds down
the runway. | dig my nails into the armrests, my stomach tightening as we lift
off the ground. | feel dizzy. Asthe bumpy ascent calms, my grip loosens alittle.

“The numbers are in, and there are two thousand and thirty-nine contenders
in the Savage Run,” Mai says, reading a report on an electronic device. She
glances at me, | think with pity. “Well, I’'m exhausted.” She puts a cheetah-print
sdeeping mask on and pulls a blanket up to her shoulders. Johnny extends his
seat into a bed and shuts his eyes.

| rest my forehead against the window to my right and look outside. | can’'t
see anything at all, only bright whiteness. | wonder what happened to my father,
if the Unifers imprisoned him or let him go. | don't realy know why he came
after me; | was always in the way—eating too much or not doing enough. Lazy.
Ungrateful. But, he wasn't all bad. Occasionally, he would compliment me
about how well | was doing my job or tell me | had exceeded his expectations. |
savored those words because pleasing him used to be eve