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“I really connected with the main character . . . I loved this story!” 
- Matthew M, avid reader of YA

“It was very intriguing . . . I read 75% of the story in the first sitting and couldn’t put it down.” 
- Kalli J, homeschool student

“It was so good. I loved the action!”
- Mason W, teen reader

“This fast-moving story features a heroine who really tugged at my heart.”
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“The story pulled me in from the first page and was very adventurous.”
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  “Do not be afraid; only believe.” 

Mark 5:36



“When fear shapes our lives, safety becomes our god.

When safety becomes our god,

we worship the risk-free life.”

Max Lucado in Fearless










  
  Chapter 1

Seth


I pull my coat tight around my shoulders as I walk down the street. Part of me wants to slow down, to stop and conserve energy. The other part wants to go faster, to run and warm up my body. But I can’t afford to do either. Hurrying would draw attention. 
Water laps at the edge of the harbor on my left, and a line of buildings walls me in on the right. Not a lot of escape options if things go bad. As the street curves, I subtly glance behind. Not that I can see much in the predawn light anyway. But it reassures me no one knows what I’m up to. Then again, CORE sees everything. No on-site personnel needed.
I can almost hear my sister telling me, “Seth, no seventeen-year-old should be doing this.”
But I have to do it while I have the “teen advantage.” Will it expire at eighteen? Nineteen? I don’t know for sure, and I can’t risk waiting. It takes time to figure out how to hack CORE’s database and remove the red flags on my family’s profiles. Slow and cautious—that’s the word for the last couple of years—is the only way to avoid detection and stay untraceable. Any faster and I risk more loss among my family and friends.
I take a deep breath to calm myself, sending a puff of condensation into the air. Despite my friend Notah’s reassurances that it’s safe, I’m still nervous. My hands clench and unclench. Last time I used an incognito portal, the consequences were devastating. I shiver at the memory of “Uncle” Bjorne’s death. This portal is outside CORE’s surveillance. I’ll be okay. Should be.
I keep my head down, hood low, and survey the street layout. If Notah is correct, the gap in the geofence is just ahead.
I’ve never been outside the government-controlled area before. There are all kinds of rumors about the ZONE—Zero Occupancy No Entrance. Like that hungry animals reign in there. Or that ruthless black-market dealers, including one dubbed Cryptic Charade, fight endless turf wars. We’re reliably informed that the geofence is there for our safety, to keep us from the dangers of the uninhabited part of the city. And—more importantly—to keep those dangers from reaching us. But my friend Notah says it’s a lot of hype.
Before I reach the dock, alley on the right, crooked paver—Notah’s instructions on finding the gap, as best as I remember. It would be nice to have a drawing or a set of written steps. But I don’t dare risk that. Too easily detected by the government’s systems. My memory will have to do the job.
I spot the crooked paver barely in time. I want to pause and wait a while to make sure all is good before I attempt to break the geofence, but I don’t have that luxury. And lingering could trigger an alert from CORE’s systems.
Drawing a long breath of frigid air, I step between the gap in the buildings and into the ZONE.
Nothing happens. But that’s good. I didn’t know what it would feel like to be outside the government’s surveillance systems. In fact, it makes me wonder if I’m even outside the surveillance network, but I’ll trust my friend on this one. He said he’s used it several times, as well as other people he knows. If someone was going to get caught using it, it would’ve happened by now.
At six strides down the narrow alley, I spot the door. The only door. It’s a little sticky, but it gives way to a dark room. I scrunch my nose at the must and shut the door.
There’s barely enough room to extend my arms in each direction. I feel around, not daring to pull out my handheld CARD device to use its light. The smallest thing could reveal I’m here. It would help if I didn’t have gloves on, but there’s no way I’ll risk leaving a fingerprint behind. I touch a wooden crate on my right. No, that’s not it. Dust drifts up to my nose. I close my eyes and struggle to keep from sneezing.
There’s a stack of boxes on my left. I remove an old bag from the top and my fingers find a keyboard. I crouch and squint, trying to see the power button. Pressing it brings the screen to life. It’s about half the size of the ones in the study hall at school, but the interface is the same. And the best part, I don’t have to login. I’m incognito.
From the settings menu, I touch the maintenance icon, then the janitorial instructions module. It’s been a while since I’ve seen any of this, but it feels like yesterday. My hands shake at the memory. I did it to help Bjorne escape, and it worked at first. But then the authorities found out.
I shudder and push the memory away. Today won’t be like that.
I focus and quit wasting time. It takes a few minutes—longer than it should—but soon I reach the “front door” of the database run by the Centralized Objective Record Exchange, the brains of all the governmental systems. My fingers pause above the keys. Why do I think I can do this when I messed things up so horribly two years ago?
Sure, today is only a scouting mission. I’m exploring CORE’s layout and the obstacles I’ll need to work around. I’m not making changes today. Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned from two years ago, it’s that moving quickly and without full understanding can lead to disastrous results.
A murmur makes me freeze and strain to listen. Voices outside.
Silence. Is this just my memories of two years ago, echoes of the voices down the hall when the police discovered Bjorne? Right before the gunshots rang out?
I shake my head and shut my eyes. No, I can still hear the voices. I have only one window, if it even qualifies as a window. The size of a porthole, it allows a narrow view out to the harbor. I can’t see anyone. And in this tiny little closet, it’s hard to tell the direction of the sound. But it’s getting louder.
Did someone discover me? Or a passerby? What if they’re coming to use the portal? I can’t afford anyone knowing I’m doing this. If they connect my identity to hacking, the entire game is over. There’s no chance of ever removing the red flags from our profiles and returning to a normal life.
I say a silent prayer. Dear God, please help me get out safely.
I exit the incognito portal and power it down. I knew I shouldn’t have tried this. It’s too risky. Despite being incognito, the government must have some way of knowing when a portal is used.
As best I can in the dark, I return the bag to its place, covering the device. The voices aren’t as loud now. Maybe I can slip out before someone finds me.
I crack the door and peek out. No one. I open it and step into the narrow alley. Still no one.
I pull the door shut behind me, barely making any noise.
Voices again. They’re closer now, perhaps just around the corner of one of these buildings. If so, they must belong to someone from the ZONE—hardened criminals or dangerous fugitives. The idea of meeting one of them definitely doesn’t appeal.
I race straight ahead for the street. Forcing myself to slow, I do a quick check before stepping back inside the geofence. Keeping my head down, I resume my walk up the street. If only the predawn dimness allowed me to go undetected, but I know the CORE systems see all.
To my left, a couple of fishing boats motor through the harbor, but otherwise it’s quiet. Being back inside the geofence doesn’t feel any different. My CARD doesn’t even beep or vibrate. Yet somehow, there’s a sense of restrictiveness.
Thank you, God.
Even though I didn’t spend as much time as I had hoped, I made progress. And as best as I can tell, I played it safe.
For a few minutes, I had a small amount of freedom. I was incognito and outside of the geofence. That was amazing. Freedom. It energizes me.
My pace and demeanor are too excited. I need to slow down and match the speed I used when I walked up the street. More like a stroll. Otherwise, CORE might pick up on the change. It’s all about staying normal, not giving CORE any reason to trigger an alert.
Find the gaps, exploit them, and stay untraceable.
I glance over the water. The predawn has a beauty of its own here. I guess the fishermen see it all the time. But I’m rarely down here. It’s open and peaceful.
I walk closer to the edge. Water gently flows along a short stone wall, the divider between the street and the harbor. It won’t lap against the side much longer. Seawater doesn’t freeze as quickly as freshwater, but the port authority has to break up the harbor’s ice most of the year. Even though it’s technically summer, the water must be frigid.
A pile of debris floats near a dock ahead. Or is that . . . a person? Why would someone be in the freezing water? My steps bring me closer, but my mind warns me to stay away. Something isn’t right.
I stop. It’s a person for sure, and they’re motionless. The realization hits colder than the dawn’s chill.
My eyes lock on him. I can’t stop staring. I know who this is. Notah. But his color is off, like really pale. And why isn’t he wearing his coat and hat?
Nothing about this is right.
“Seth?”
I jump at the girl’s voice. Krystin Jakobsdóttir, my apartment neighbor and high school classmate. Clad in her usual parka and boots, she closes the few yards between us. Her family is in the fishing industry, so it’s no surprise she’s at the wharf. But how did she get so near without me noticing? I must be in shock.
I turn back to Notah. He could still be alive. He needs help, but my voice won’t work.
I climb onto the dock, sit, and reach for him. My body shakes. If I’m not careful, I’ll slip into the water with him.
With a firm grip on his arm, I pull. He’s so heavy, so lifeless. I’m not sure I can lift him out.
And the smell—there’s something wrong with it. It doesn’t match the usual fishy, ocean scents of the wharf. But I can’t concentrate on it now, because I have to get him out of the water.
Krystin drops onto the dock beside me. “Notah!”
At least she still has her voice. But there’s no reply.
Together, we finally drag Notah out of the water. He’s stiff and doesn’t make a sound. I know what this means, but I refuse to believe it.
I pull off my glove and search for a pulse on his neck. Krystin feels his wrist. I look up and meet her eyes. Her face is pale with terror, no doubt mirroring mine.






  
  Chapter 2

Seth


Turning my back on the city, I follow the path to Falls 83. I wasn’t going to utilize my one opportunity to visit the falls while it’s not frozen. Not after finding Notah dead this morning. The situation dominated my thoughts throughout the school day. But I’m so desperate for a distraction, I decided to go anyway. 
I force myself to take in surrounding details. Force a change of focus. Snow covers foothills on either side of the path. I still have a mile to walk, but already the thunderous roar drowns out the excited chatter of the visitors. People walk to and from the falls, an irregular stream of hooded figures in black or brown boots.
A few people don’t blend in. Like the police wearing blue, gold-trimmed uniforms standing along the pathway and mingling with the crowd. Just the norm. Why are they more noticeable today? Maybe because of what happened this morning. Are the police watching those who were around Notah and knew him best? Or maybe they’ve had enough time to figure out who was using the incognito portal and will finally arrest me.
I sigh. Nothing is working. I can’t get my mind off this morning.
I shield my eyes from the afternoon glare to get a better look at Falls 83. The clouds are so thin they could break any moment. I would love some sunlight to cheer up this dreary day. But it won’t happen, not here. It’s wishful thinking.
Did you pray about it? Dad’s often-spoken words echo in my mind. “Good point,” I mumble. “God, please help me. I need peace.”
The words are barely audible, but it helps.
Another parka brushes against mine. I recognize the golden blonde beside me. Krystin.
“Seth, you know better than to voice a religious prayer in public.” Her whisper is difficult to hear over the crunch of our boots on the gravel walkway. “Especially today.”
I know what she’s thinking. We may be outdoors, but CORE is always listening. I shrug. “You sure you want to be seen next to me? Especially today?”
“You may be the one who found the body, but I saw it next.”
True. They’d be watching her the same as me. And I don’t care for the way she refers to Notah—the body. Is that all he is now, just a body?
I need to get my mind off that. “Did any of your brothers or parents come?” I ask.
“Those who wanted to come already did. I initially said I wasn’t going to.”
“Same.”
She’s probably experiencing many of the same emotions I’ve had throughout the day. Whatever happens, it seems I can’t escape thinking about Notah. If it’s not sadness, it’s guilt that I could have done something to save him. And if it’s not either of those, it’s the puzzle of what happened.
A worse thought tightens around me—what if I caused it? What if accessing the portal triggered a reaction against Notah, the one who told me about it? Of course, as Dad pointed out when he accompanied me to school after the police interview at the wharf, the timing wouldn’t work for that. Notah had been dead long before I left my apartment for the wharf. But what if the authorities had learned he’d told me about the incognito portal, and they killed him for it? Or what if they have worse things in store? The more I think about it, the more I’m convinced I shouldn’t have attempted using a portal again.
I gaze at the falls, noting what’s in my peripheral view too. It actually wasn’t the uniformed officers who stood out in the crowd a minute ago. It was the plainclothes ones. The “commoners” who don’t walk with their heads down, the ones who aren’t as interested in Falls 83, the ones who seem a little more alert.
“What is it?” Krystin asks.
“How’s your energy today?” Our code phrase to check if we’re far enough from our CARDs—or any listening device—to talk. Each person needs their Citizen Access and Resource Device for everything from commerce to academics to wellness to communication. And CARDs work in conjunction with CORE to complete a comprehensive surveillance system. But Krystin and I have found some gaps. Particularly certain places outdoors. With my CARD in my ankle pocket, the crunching of the gravel should dominate the microphone. The growing thunder of Falls 83 helps too.
Krystin smiles. “It’s good. It feels good to say that again.”
We used to say it more often, but losses change things, especially when I’m partially responsible for her loss. My idea of helping her Uncle Bjorne escape didn’t work out as planned, and now he’s dead. My friendship with Krystin hasn’t been the same. We’ve grown apart.
Similar to my friendship with Notah. But in that case, he was the one who pulled away. I tried to stay connected, but we only spent time together once a month. Until the last few weeks. He wanted to talk a lot more, and he was much more open. Was there a clue I failed to pick up on?
I owe Krystin a reply. “It’s the plainclothes. There seem to be more than normal.”
Her smile fades, and she scans the area.
Maybe I missed an opportunity. Perhaps her smile meant she wanted it to be like old times and that she doesn’t hold her uncle’s loss against me like I imagined.
“You might be overthinking.” She watches the pathway in front of her boots. “Do you think it’s true, what they said he was doing?”
That’s Krystin for sure—always questioning what the authorities say. Not that I didn’t find the initial police reports odd. They stated Notah attempted to escape the city through the harbor in a small rowboat.
“No.” I keep my voice low. “It must be a fabrication, or it shows how little they cared to investigate.”
“You don’t think he was desperate enough to try something crazy?” It’s hard to discern her tone. She’s good at coming across differently than she feels—practiced it a lot. And at the moment, I can’t get a hint of her expression. Since she’s looking down, her hair falls from her blue-gray beanie and curtains her face.
“He wouldn’t be that reckless without good reason. It would have to be more than an escape attempt.” Notah vaguely spoke of being coerced the last time I saw him. Could it have been so bad he would risk escaping, especially that way? Even if he got past the port authority and out of the bay, it’s not as if there’s another island next to Oahu taking refugees. Notah would die of the cold before long.
He wasn’t that thoughtless. There’s more to the story, probably one quite different than the police told.
Krystin nods. “That’s what I thought. You knew him better than I did these last two years.”
We pass a group of older people, probably in their upper seventies. Though it’s a physical struggle to make the walk to the falls, only those who have no way to get there would fail to visit on their appointed day. It’s a sight we never grow tired of—unfrozen water gushing over a cliff.
Because most of the year, the only flowing water we experience is what runs through our faucets or the sea water in the bay. Thanks to the recent ice age, only the areas closest to the equator—the Habitable Region—have normal temperatures. Our government managed to make Hawaii work, but it’s not easy in the Semi-Habitable Region, or Barely Habitable Region as Krystin tends to call it.
I wonder what this area looked like before the ice age. They say the increased volcanic activity and earthquakes changed the landscape everywhere. Falls 83 might not have even existed back then. The city would have been totally different, too, and not a mix of durable concrete structures and the rubble of the pre-ice age ones.
When we have privacy again, Krystin continues. “To me, it can only mean he got on the authorities’ bad side—in a serious way. Maybe some kind of resistance? When you think about how we found him . . .”
She pauses, and I fear what’s coming next. The part about discovering his body this morning. The part I never want to recall.
“Don’t say it.”
“His hands and feet—” She stops, but it’s too late.
The visual flashes in my mind. I close my eyes to block it out. Instead, it worsens. It’s so vivid. He was face down and lifeless. And the horror that his hands and feet were tied. And his clothes—only his shirt and pants. No hat, scarf, jacket, boots.
“Seth.” Krystin nudges me.
I open my eyes, realizing I’m frozen in place and shaking.
“Come on,” she whispers.
What have I missed? How long have I been standing here?
I follow her lead, and a glance back gives me a sense of time. The group of old people we recently passed are still behind us.
I take a deep breath. “I wish you hadn’t mentioned it.”
“I’m . . . sorry. I just can’t stop thinking that someone wanted to get rid of him—badly.”
“How about we drop the subject?” Doesn’t she understand I’m struggling to cope with this?
“It had to be something sketchy. What did he know about that we didn’t?”
“Please, Krystin.”
She stiffens. “If we don’t face this, we can’t overcome it.”
“Who said I want to overcome it?” I surprise myself at my rude retort. But I’m more surprised I voiced what was in my heart, what I’d intended to keep hidden.
“You want to keep living life as is?” She faces me, her steel blue eyes boring into mine. 
Do I? Maybe if people stopped thinking like Krystin, they wouldn’t end up like Notah. Every time I’ve known someone to launch an effort against the government, it ends in tragedy.
“Do we have any other option?” Hopefully that will make her stop and think. I hate when she gets passionate about a topic and won’t let it go. Experience has taught me the only way to deal with her is to meet her head-on.
Her jaw tightens. “Maybe Notah discovered something important, something that could bring some serious change and end this oppressive life we endure.”
She’s forcing the issue, forcing me to debate with her. I should have walked faster when we first met today and not begun this conversation.
“Or something so dangerous he lost his life,” I say. “I don’t want to lose any more friends or family.”
She thinks for a half second. “If we don’t try to change our situation, it will keep happening. You can’t tell me you don’t mind sitting by and watching your friends murdered at the hands of the government.”
“Krystin!” I hiss, my gaze swiveling to a pair of uniformed officers nearby. They look at us, but only briefly. “You can’t say things like that. You need to calm down.”
“I don’t care.”
I slow. “It’s your call, but I can’t stay with you if you’re going to act this way. I’m not willing to be interrogated or thrown in jail for running my mouth.”
She glares, tears brimming in her eyes. “Fine.” The word comes out quick and tight. “I just thought we could figure this out as friends.” She picks up her pace and moves ahead.
Great. I really upset her. Shoving my hands in my pockets, I wander off the path to the right. I need alone time.
Not like she didn’t bring it on herself. One moment she acted as if she wanted a verbal sparring match, the next she’s hurt because I answer her with the same tone and rhetoric she uses.
Unless her idea of overcoming is the slow and cautious approach I’m using—the one she calls “sitting by and watching”—I want nothing to do with it. CORE already tracks my every move and records every word. The slightest misstep could cause more incidents like Notah’s.
The falls are close now. The sight and sound always bring fresh amazement. Water gushes over the rocks with a roar, and its thin mist blows into my face. An amazing contrast from most of the year when there’s silence, the water solid and motionless.
But I can’t enjoy it long without recalling what just happened. Have I really hurt Krystin? How could I have known she’d react that way? Maybe I got snappy or argumentative, but she was the one who brought up the way we found Notah. Besides, it’s not typical of her to get upset over an argument. If she didn’t want one, she should have stayed away from such an explosive topic.
But why am I letting it bother me, anyway? We’re not the friends we once were. We spoke more this morning when we came across Notah’s body than we have in two years. So I shouldn’t care that much, right?
I watch the crowd, envying their ability to simply enjoy Falls 83. Coming this afternoon wasn’t a good idea after all. I should have stayed back at our apartment with Dad and my sister Aliyana. Krystin nears the falls, but she’s not paying attention to the sight. Like me.
A pair moving toward her catch my attention. They almost fit in, could almost be normal sightseers. But they’re not. Their “plain” clothing is better than most citizens can afford and in better repair. Not because they have better salaries, but because they force business owners to “contribute” to their apparel.
Why would the police want to question Krystin now? They already interviewed her this morning. Did they overhear our conversation? There was no way. But I wouldn’t want her—or any of my friends—to be alone when confronted by officials.






  
  Chapter 3

Seth


I head straight for Krystin. My steps crunch over the snow in a rhythmic pattern. She looks my way, seems to notice me coming. I’m close enough to catch her subtle glance to the side. She must see the plainclothes too. They’ll reach us in less than a minute. 
Time to execute the plan. A plan I don’t really have yet.
“Hey, Krystin,” I call.
She turns, a moment of confusion crossing her features. As if to say, “Are you crazy, Seth?” Watery eyes. Puffy eyelids. Tear-streaked cheeks.
My heart hits a compassionate beat. I regret ending our argument the way I did, especially if it triggered this plainclothes encounter. I’ve got to make this work. “This is the perfect place for our picture!”
Krystin spins around, facing the falls.
Maybe she doesn’t want to talk to me at all, even if it means facing the officers alone.
But that’s Krystin—always willing to take a stand, even when doing so makes her life worse.
She turns and walks to me. “You’re right!”
So she’s . . . going along with the plan?
We’re only a few yards apart. She beams. “This angle will hide all the people around—the perfect shot.”
Not exactly the approach I had in mind, but it works. We’ll pretend we were looking for the right photo op.
“Awesome.” As much as I want to keep walking—more like run away from this place entirely—I stop and turn so the falls are at my back. Krystin steps beside me, and I hold up my CARD in camera mode.
“Great view.” She smiles, despite fresh tears on her cheeks. “We can do this.” She’s so quiet, I barely hear the words. “It’s all about Notah.”
I snap a picture just as the officers, a man and a woman, step into the edge of my camera view.
“Hold it right there,” the man says.
I lower my device. “Hey, would you mind?” I motion them aside, as if I think they’re visitors to the falls.
“Don’t be impertinent.” The man holds out a badge. “National Police.”
“And you should know better than to take a picture of police personnel.” The woman also shows her badge. “Let me see that.”
I offer my CARD. “Sorry, I thought you were just some other visitors.”
She grunts and snatches it from my hand.
The man holds up a tablet, camera directed at my face. After a moment he scans Krystin’s face too. Pulling up our profiles, standard police procedure.
The woman hands my CARD back, no doubt having deleted the picture. It’s one of the few times a CARD allows someone besides its possessor to use it. “What are you doing off the path?”
Is that the only reason they’re confronting us? I point at my CARD. “Picture.”
She grunts again. “Don’t do it again.” Then looks at her partner.
So she’s flaunting her police power, but he’s the one in charge.
The man looks from his screen to Krystin. “Krystin Jakobsdóttir?”
She nods.
After another glance at his tablet, he looks at me. “Seth Alvarez?”
“Yes sir.”
He lowers his device. “What were you two talking about?”
“Taking a picture,” I say. “We came over here to get one that doesn’t have other people in it.”
Please buy it.
Krystin nods. “Just us and the scenery,” she says cheerfully, pasting an innocent smile on her face.
The man shakes his head. “No, before that. Back on the pathway, before you split up.”
My heart beats faster. How do I fabricate that part?
“Oh, that.” Krystin replaces her smile with a forlorn look. “Our friend who recently passed away. It was so sad. He was—”
“What friend?” the woman asks.
“Notah Chatto.” I take a deep breath.
The man tilts his head. “The body found in the harbor this morning?”
I swallow. “Yeah, that one.”
“So what’s this about . . .” He references his tablet. “About overcoming and bringing about serious change?”
The blood drains from my face. So they had heard. That’s what triggered this encounter. But how accurate is the script on his screen? Can I assume other noises muddied the words? How can I skirt around what we really discussed and make it believable?
I hold up my CARD. “It was about getting a picture for old time’s sake. Like back when Notah used to come out here with us.”
The woman pushes my hand down. “Stop holding that thing up and saying ‘picture.’”
“It’s true,” Krystin says. “Part of coping with the loss of our friend—of overcoming the sadness and not falling into depression—is the therapy of coming here.”
I like Krystin’s idea. Pretend this is all part of applying that disgusting psychology class we’ve been enduring this semester.
The man tilts his head. “Oh really?”
“Reliving past good memories,” I say, “as a way of healing the wound. Serious change for serious hurts. We talked about this in our psychology class last—”
“I don’t want to hear that nonsense. I want to know why you suddenly came over here to get a picture.”
I try to think. Is this when our cover story breaks down?
“The healing power of a memento, of course,” Krystin says. “Create a good memory to heal the pain. So we decided to take a picture together in front of the falls.”
“If the psychology teacher is correct, it’s actually quite helpful.” I turn toward the falls and hold up my hands in the shape of a square, as though taking a picture. “By framing the present in a remembrance of the past, one can bridge the gap between old and new, between bitter and pleasant.”
I never thought the stupid psychology class would come in handy. Yet here I am, quoting from it to deceive these officers.
Deceiving the police? What am I doing? I’d determined to quit doing that. But today, it makes so much sense.
The woman officer stares a moment before motioning for her partner. “Stay put and don’t talk.”
They stand a few feet away, speaking in hushed tones and eyeing their tablets.
Are they buying our story? What if my body language wasn’t convincing enough? Or what if they have another weapon that can see through our deception?
The plainclothes return. “That’s all,” the woman says. “You can go now.”
Krystin and I face each other. We’re free.
Thank you, God.
“But you must leave immediately,” the man says. “Directly to the bus. Now.”
We nod and shuffle over the snow to rejoin the path. We’re silent as we work our way toward the bus, and the constant crunch on the gravel soon dwarfs the fading thunder of Falls 83. Normally I don’t want to leave the falls, but today I don’t mind. In fact, I’m ready to leave. It’s only gotten me in trouble with the police and brought back memories of Notah and a once-good friendship I held with Krystin and him.
I climb on the bus after Krystin and take the seat behind her. Normally we ride the NEXUS—Neo EXpress Underground System—to get around, but it doesn’t go this far from the city.
Few others are on the bus, and we’re the only ones in the back. I lean forward and whisper, “Do you think they questioned us because—”
“Shhh!” Krystin crosses her lips with her finger.
Maybe not safe yet. Or maybe she’s still mad at me for what I said.
I sigh and sit back, pulling out my CARD. I scan through my homework assignments for the week and reply to a few students’ messages, but the time drags. And with the peak of the day past, the evening chill creeps in.
Finally, more passengers load the bus, and the engine starts. As it turns for the road, I catch one more glimpse of the falls—the last I’ll get in for the next twelve months. Too bad it was such a quick visit and I couldn’t enjoy it more.
As I look away, a passenger near the front catches my attention. Is he another plainclothes? It’s hard to tell from my seat.
I glance at Krystin, but she’s staring out the side window, seemingly unaware. Or noticed long ago and isn’t watching him anymore. She’s good at that sort of thing.
That’s it. This bus is loaded with people from Sector 17C. People I see regularly. Not that I’ve logged every face in my memory, but that’s what’s bothering me about that one passenger. He’s not someone I’ve seen in my part of the city. Sure, he could be some rarely seen person who only works nights, but I decide to go with my intuition.
A sinking feeling hits me. If they put a plainclothes on this bus, I can’t help but wonder if he’s there for Krystin and me. This isn’t over yet.
I slouch in my seat and stow my CARD in my outer coat pocket. If the device reads body heat and heartbeat, as Krystin claims, I don’t want it detecting my anxiety. Because I’m afraid Notah’s death and our conversation at the falls are pieces of something bigger, and I only have a clue to what’s going on.
The city grows larger until we’re passing between the tall concrete structures. In the narrow street, I can’t always see the tops of the buildings from the bus window. Before long, I recognize our part of town. The driver brakes and opens the door.
I’m eager to get back to the safety and peace of my apartment, but my position at the back of the bus prevents me from hurrying.
I keep an eye on the odd man out. He unloads with the rest of us and lingers by the street’s edge. Is he waiting to see where Krystin and I go?
Part of me wants to walk down the street and see what happens. But I’ve had too much for one day and simply follow my neighbors into our apartment building. Suddenly I hate myself for just going along. I’m adhering to society’s teaching—doing as I’m told and going with the flow. This afternoon at the falls shows what happens when one deviates from the acceptable norm, when someone doesn’t comply with everyone else. 
It feels good knowing I did it, yet now I’m watched more closely by the authorities. Not that CORE doesn’t already see everything. The plainclothes officers are about intimidation and reminding us to comply. Society yet again reinforces what it has taught me since birth.
I try to distract myself by holding the door for a few older ladies at the end of the line. What kind of life is it if we only survive—if that’s all we achieve?
Efficiency for survival—the motto drilled into us from birth. The only way our nation survives and doesn’t have to endure the resource wars in the Habitable Region is because our leaders found ways to make the barely habitable Hawaii work. Like leveraging the island’s volcanic activity as a geothermal power source, the layered farming technology, and the low energy infrastructure of the city. Everyone works together. We survive by being efficient, and part of efficiency is sticking to the predetermined plan.
Yet the few times I don’t follow that principle, I end up regretting it. I mess up and get in trouble, adding grief to my situation and others’. And then there’s nothing I can do about it. Because the authorities control everything, and once they decide you’re out of line, there’s no stopping them.
I start to let the door swing shut but see one more person coming—Krystin. She steps inside with a quick nod of thanks. I stay on her heels into the foyer. Most of the passengers have filtered into halls or started up flights of stairs.
I’ll try one more time to see if it works to talk with her. “Krystin, I’m sorry for getting mad at you.”
She turns to me, but her scarf covers half her face.
“When walking to the falls, I shouldn’t have responded that way.”
“That’s okay,” I hear through her scarf. “I shouldn’t have either. It’s been a rough day for both of us.”
Maybe she’s not mad, just tense. 
“And thanks for helping me wing that one,” she whispers. “Nice work.” She turns to head up the stairs to our floor.
I’m about to follow when movement at the other end of the hall catches my attention. This time it’s uniformed officers. They’re coming from the section where Notah lived.
“Out of the way,” says the officer in the lead. He pushes people aside. 
Behind him, two officers accompany Mr. Chatto, Notah’s father. His hands are behind his back. “Please, give me a minute to explain.”
“Hush!” One of the officers cuffs the man on the back of the head.
My feet plant in place, frozen in fear. What did Notah’s dad do to get arrested? Probably nothing other than grieve his son’s death and dispute the supposed cause. Or do the police claim Notah’s dad was in on the alleged escape plan? How far will they push their “investigation” into Notah’s death just to make a statement?
And what about Notah’s mother and sister? They must be devastated to learn of their loss, and now Mr. Chatto is being led away.
“Move along,” the lead officer shouts. “Disperse and get to your rooms.”
The onlookers quickly comply, and I follow their example. And I bump into Krystin, who hasn’t gone farther than the first stair step.
She doesn’t get out of my way. Instead, she faces the police. “Why’s he being led away?”
The lead officer stops, right in front of us.
I squeeze past Krystin, muttering a warning as I start up the steps. “Now is not the time.”
She holds her gaze on the officer.
“If you want to be arrested, too, then keep staring at me.” The lead officer’s tone has turned from commanding to vengeful.
I hear the rustle of Krystin’s coat as she turns. Whew. She takes the next step, and I hear a thump. She lurches forward. I catch her in time to break her fall and keep her from slipping back down the stairs.
There’s a chuckle behind us. “Watch your step.” The officer’s laugh fades into the foyer as he leaves.
“You okay?” I whisper.
Krystin regains her footing and nods. But there’s fire in her eyes, and now that her scarf has slipped, I see her jaw clinch.
I fear she’ll run after the man, so I don’t let go of her arm. “Come on.”
She lingers a moment, breathing hard. Knowing her, it’s not from being pushed but because she’s battling the urge to go do something about what just happened.
She finally takes another step, but now I’m the one to pause. It’s what I see behind her, passing into the foyer. Two officers carrying a large, heavy bag between them. It reminds me of the one the coroner put Notah in this morning.
Krystin follows my gaze. Then she’s facing me again, her angry expression transformed to horror. “Seth, they’ve . . .”
“Don’t say it.”
I turn away. Because it’s all I can do, all I’m allowed to do.
She takes a step down, but I tighten my hold on her arm. “We’ve got to check on Notah’s family.” Her gloved hand tries to pry off my fingers. 
I shake my head. “You know we can’t do that.”
Her face reddens. “You’re worse than when we quit being friends.”
She doesn’t realize why I’m doing this. I’m being a friend even though “acquaintances” would better describe our relationship over the last couple of years. Now she’s mad at me for keeping her out of trouble.
But this isn’t the time for petty fights. “It’s the truth.” I thrust my thumb in the direction of Notah’s residence. “Didn’t you notice the officers at the Chattos’s door? We’ll have to wait till later.”
“But who was that they carried past?”
“I’m not—” I choke at the thought. I’m not sure, but I fear it’s Notah’s sister, Iina. Who else would the police be carrying from that area of the apartments? Especially after what my sister told me about Iina and how poorly she was coping with her brother’s death.
I swallow. “If we go down there now, we’ll only make their tragedy worse for them.”
Krystin looks down the hall, then at me. I can’t quite read her expression. But eventually she seems to agree and takes a tired step up.
I stay behind till we get to the third floor and reach the Jakobsdóttir family residence, just to be sure she doesn’t decide to bolt down there and do something foolish. Slowly, she removes her CARD and holds it next to the doorknob. It clicks unlocked. She glances at me a final time before opening the door and disappearing inside. She has tears on her face again.
I made her cry twice in one afternoon.
No, it’s the authorities. Our nation. They’re the ones making people grieve everywhere.
I shuffle to the next door and pause at my apartment. My sister Aliyana will ask about my visit to Falls 83 and if I’ve heard anything else about the Chatto family. I sure did. All the stuff I didn’t want to see or know. How am I going to tell her that one of her best friends, Notah’s sister, is dead?
I push open the door, surprised to see Dad already home. When our profiles were red-flagged two years ago, his painting job suddenly shifted from ten-hour days to twelve-hour days. But every few months his supervisor will randomly let him off early.
Dad stands in the middle of the kitchen, hugging Aliyana. Her face is buried in his embrace, her thirteen-year-old frame shaking with her sobs.
I take a few steps toward them. Dad looks up.
“Iina?” I whisper. Word spreads quickly in the apartments. 
“They’re reporting it as suicide,” Dad replies quietly.
I catch the suspicion in his words. She may have been murdered like Notah. Either way, it’s a devastating loss for Aliyana. The girls were best friends.
I’ve already had an emotionally exhausting day. Seeing Aliyana’s grief, and the moisture in Dad’s eyes, pushes me over the line. I hug them both and let my own tears flow. What the Chattos are feeling is familiar. Less than two years ago, Mom was gone. Forever. Could I have prevented today’s loss too?
But as much as I’m tempted to run upstairs to my room or rant at the police out in the hall, I want to be here for Dad. No doubt he wishes Mom was around to offer her tender, motherly love to Aliyana.
Aliyana pulls back, and her brown eyes look into mine. “That’s not all.” She points to her CARD sitting on the table. “That was on my CARD first thing this morning, and I don’t know why. Maybe because Iina and I are friends?”
I read the message. Aliyana has to report for special testing tomorrow at school. 
I turn to Dad. “I don’t remember any unexpected tests when I was thirteen.”
He frowns. He doesn’t know either.
Could it be related to the deaths in the Chatto family? Intimidation for all acquaintances? But then they’d test me too.
All students go through regular evaluations and assessments, but additional testing is a bad sign. The timing with Notah’s death isn’t coincidental, another bad sign.
How can so many things change in one day? Maybe I can’t do anything about Notah’s family right now, but I have to find out about Aliyana’s testing.
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