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MAROONED
By
P.J. Druce
PART 1:
PRECIPICE
Chapter 1
Breaking the law doesn't bother me, at least not in this case.
The underground tournament circuit isn't illegal in and of itself; it's the betting which bothers the government. They don't mind if the workers are injured or even killed while competing, they just don't want them winning and collecting the entry pool. Every once in a while one of workers comes from a large family who scrimps enough money to purchase a Communion ceremony, but the government doesn't like it. It happens, but I think they allow one or two examples a year just to prove it can be done so others don't lose hope. In the end, immortality is for the rich. Like me.
There are fourteen of us here with the entry fee, two hundred Amers as it's a third tier event, but there's only room for twelve. All of them are bigger than I am, but that's usually the case. I'm only two weeks away from my sixteenth birthday and small for my age. It's both an advantage and a disadvantage. I don't have the weight to simply put someone on their back with raw force, but I'm also a much harder target to hit. Being a girl helps even more. No one expects me to be a threat, unless they know me. A couple of the kids recognize me from the circuit and pull out, leaving twelve. Once you put up your money, you're in even if you chicken out. You can always forfeit by falling to your back, but it carries a penalty of half the entrance fee and most don't have the cash for that. Once you're in, you're in and you fight.
"Put up or shut up," barks the starter, a boy a couple years older than me who's Elevated out of the amateur circuit. He's from my building. We talk every so often. He lives at least ten floors down and my parents would kill me if they caught me socializing too low below our station, even if he has already taken Communion.
The twelve of us remaining pony up. I place my palm against the frigid glass reader and transfer the money in electronically, as do a few others. The rest hand cash to the starter. The starter arranges the event, holds the money and throws out the Seed. He's not a referee. None is needed. Once the game starts, there are no rules to enforce.
There's not much of a crowd, even for a third tier event. At least a few spectators are here because they're paid escorts. To get above the fiftieth floor you need to clear identification scanners so there's a booming business in renting out their biometrics. The wind whistles along the rooftop and the late afternoon sun is hidden by storm clouds the color of deep bruises. If it rains, the roof will become treacherous and while entertaining for the spectators, it's not the best thing for us. We're eighty floors up, thirty above the main tube line, so it's not just chilly but bone-shaking cold. For the first tier or pro events, we'd be in a covered arena but then there'd also be less chance of seeing someone permanently maimed. But not here. Not for third tier. You chance the weather but you usually see more blood. Well, blood that doesn't disappear seconds later, anyway.
Even though it seems not many are willing to risk a soaking for third tier entertainment, Joey Lancaster is here. He's one of the only friends I have even though we haven't been as close since he took Communion a couple months back. Coming from a similar station, we used to spend quite a bit of time together. Neither of us could stand most of the people we were supposed to be friends with. After Communion though, he's been a bit aloof. It's typical. When you don't have to worry about the same things that used to rule your life, it's hard to remain focused on the petty concerns that used to occupy your thoughts. Even though he can't compete any more in the lower tier events, he shows up when I'm in a tournament. Not sure why, but he does. I'm still a bit upset I wasn't invited to his ceremony, but then again from what I hear no one was. Communion ceremonies are usually festive events and your best friends and family gather to witness your Elevation. His ceremony was private. Not terribly uncommon as some people feel it's a personal event, but still, I really wish I could have been there. Maybe after I take Communion we'll get back on track. I miss the pained look on his face whenever I flirt with him. We're just friends, and it really sets him off when I tease him but I can't help it. He's just too easy a target.
The starter walks to the center of the rooftop and drops the Seed. The platinum orb hits the ground and peels open from the top in wedges like a split orange. A three meter high swirl of light shoots out of the Seed and twists in a chromatic column, ropes of reds and oranges and blues wrapping around one another in the air.
The starter backs out of the circle and yells, "Blood up!"
I pull the lancelet from out of my pocket, prick my finger and squeeze the tip until a single drop of blood forms. I hold it in the air for scanning. The column of light bends from the Seed and washes across my fingertip, pauses, projecting my stats on a triangular holographic view screen for the spectators.
"PUNK"
AGE: 15
WIN: 17
PLACE: 4
SHOW: 1
TOURNAMENTS: 22
STATUS: PRE-ELEVATED ORGANISM
Pre-elevated organism. Might as well call me meat. In truth that's all I really am when you get right down to it. All of us are until we take Communion. My family has the money so I could have taken it any time I wanted after my eighth birthday and not worry about injury or sickness. Once you take Communion you can't die, at least not until you decide you want to, though that doesn't happen often.
But if I did take Communion, I couldn't be a Seeder in the lower tier events, and the lower ranking tournaments are where the flexible money is.
I catch a couple glances from two of the other Seeders and it's obvious they recognize my name. Punk is my middle name, actually. Alyssa Punk Jordan. My mother wanted to make Punk my first name but it didn't fit Dad's social profile. Politicians who go places didn't have little girls named after their mother's taste in archaic music. They compromised, but everyone I know calls me Punk. Whoever that Alyssa girl is, well, I don't know her and she certainly doesn't know me. We're both better off that way. If we ever met I'd probably kick her ass.
The next scan shows a girl a little younger than me, but taller. I haven't seen her before so she most likely comes from below. Most likely her family saved up for months to get her this shot so she could collect the winnings and turn it around into an entry fee for a second or first tier event. She's wearing a sleeveless shirt to show off the muscles in her arms. Typical misdirection attempt. The sides of her shoes are worn thin around the edges, creating a curve in the rubber where a sharp angle should be. She's a kicker, that one, and not very good from the looks of it. The scuff marks are tell-tale of a person whose momentum slides them forward on their back foot when throwing a kick instead of keeping balance. I feel a bad for her. She'll be out fast and have to return home and explain what happened to the family's money. I wish I'd noticed her earlier so I could have warned her off, but it's too late now. I can't worry about her problems or I'll be the one on my back.
The next couple of scans are typical third tier Seeders, two boys I've competed against before. Unless they've added something to their training, they're out of their league. I can tell by the way they sneak glances my way they're hoping for a place or show finish. Winners take half the pot. Place takes thirty percent and Show gets ten, just enough to break even plus a little more. The starter takes the remaining ten percent plus whatever he makes on the side betting which won't be much tonight. Still, they're seasoned Seeders so I need to keep my eye on them. At this level, anyone can take out anyone else with the right set of circumstances. Like Sensei Underwood is fond of saying, "There are no enemies. Only combatants. Any one of them is better than you at your weakest moment." It's advice which has saved me before and I don't intend to forget it now.
A few more Seeders who are out of their league are scanned, and just as I thought the formalities were finished with no real surprises, the last participant bloods up.
SANZA
WINS: 0
PLACE: 0
SHOW: 5
TOURNAMENTS: 5
STATUS: MAROONED
Marooned. Not good.
Once you pass the age of sixteen without taking Communion, true immortality is out of your reach even if you have the money. You either raise the money by then or you're out of luck. Some people choose not to take it, delaying the ceremony but you only have so long. If you're very fortunate and come into enough money later on in life or you Indenture yourself to the right family you can take it, but it's not as effective. You get a bit longer life, but immortality is medically impossible. Others can simply never afford it and live out their natural lives as workers. It's not as bad as it sounds. They're paid well enough and our taxes supply them all the basic necessities of life, but they'll never rise above their station unless they have a skill worthy of entering into Indenture. Only those who are born into wealth or who can live long enough to learn and develop into a valuable citizen can ever hope to climb out of the worker class. This kid has run out of time, which makes him extremely dangerous. Not only does he have nothing to lose, but he's probably doing it to raise money for someone else.
Like I am.
Rain starts to fall and small crowd murmurs at the display. I notice some frenzied betting taking place but then the Seed snaps shut and starts to spin. The top half of the orb separates from the bottom and rises, revealing a line of brilliant white light around its circumference. Blow holes for the needler pepper the surface just above and below. The spinning slows. Crisp lines of laser light pinwheel across the surface of the roof and without warning, it stops dead. A one meter circle of light surrounds the Seed and from that circle, twelve pie-sliced sections define a larger circle around it, each portion containing a symbol.
Three seconds is all we get. I scan the sections and find my symbol, an open hand. It's on the other side of the Seed. I take two steps and clear the center circle with a single leap, careful to keep my balance. If one knee touches the ground I'm done. Hands are fine. Feet are fine. Anything else and you're out.
I stop near the center circle--the narrowest section of my starting wedge--and spin on my toes to face center. Sanza is opposite the combat field from me. No luck there. I'd rather have dealt with him while fresh. He's much bigger than I am so I can only hope he doesn't have anywhere near my endurance but I'm not counting on it. You don't Show on the circuit without having great cardio.
The Seed bursts open from the top. A three meter high wall of electricity shoots up along the perimeter of the center circle. Hovering two meters above and inside that wall is the Fist, a heart-sized steel ball charged with potential kinetic force. If it's still, it's safe to touch, but if thrown, well, a hit with the Fist is like a hit with a sledgehammer. Very few Seeders stay standing after being struck by the Fist.
Like that, it's on.
I feel the attack coming before I see it. The girl from below with the cut-off sleeves is charging from my right, one of the experienced boys from the left. Why not? It's what I'd do. Take out the strongest threat first. Unfortunately for them, I'm not an easy mark.
The girl gets there first, feigns with a punch and throws a lunging front-kick screaming toward my face just as the Seeder on my left closes to striking distance. Without moving my feet, I twist my torso and the kick misses over my left shoulder. It doesn't have the range to hit the Seeder behind me, but it shoots forward far enough to make him lean back, which is all I need.
I hook the girl's supporting ankle with my hand and sweep the Seeder's feet out from under him with my back leg. Both hit the ground and immediately are shot with paralysis darts blown from the needler. With two quick hopscotch-like sidesteps I drop a foot into each adjoining wedge. The symbols of my fallen competitors vanish, replaced by my open hand.
The wall of energy protecting the center zone drops along the three wedges I control.
I don't think, I act. I reach the Fist just as I see Sanza barreling my way. He has three sections on his side and is rushing right at me. I don't have time to grab the Fist and make an accurate throw, so I swat it as I pass, directing its path of travel low toward his legs.
He swerves, shifting his balance to the side and we pass within inches of each other through the center zone. The Fist lands on the ground near the back of the wedge I'm entering but there's no time to go for it. I quick-step to the two adjacent wedges and claim the territory previously held by Sanza and shout, "Up!" just in time to raise the force barrier before he can spin and come back after me. Once the command of "up" is given from a trifecta holding, the wall can't be dropped again. If he wants me now he'll have to fight his way around.
It buys me five seconds, tops. A quick scan of the area shows only four of us left standing. Sanza darts out from the center into a wedge adjoining mine. The last remaining experienced Seeder waits for him. Sanza slips his punch and catches his opponent's wrist with his right hand.
I see it coming, but there's nothing I can do.
Using the same hip twist he used to slip the punch for momentum, Sanza slams his left forearm against the back of his opponent's locked elbow. A loud crack echoes off the walls of the roof and the Seeder drops to the ground, screaming.
There's no time to reach the Fist. While Sanza's distracted I shoot in high, aiming my punch for the back of his head.
It's my first and last mistake of the match.
Sanza pivots on his front foot, spinning. My fist passes through the empty air. Before I can jerk back the punch, he seizes my forearm, twists it and locks my shoulder, forcing my face toward the ground. I either go with it or he breaks my arm. Not much of a choice.
Instead of forcing me to the ground, he holds me immobile and jerks back his foot to kick, aiming at my face. He doesn't just want to win, he wants to hurt me.
That's his last mistake.
The Fist catches him square in the chest and the impact lifts him off his feet. His grip on my wrist loosens, but not enough. The jerk of the impact and dislodges my shoulder from the socket with a sucking pop. My shoulder lights up in fiery pain so fierce, even the side of my face feels like it's burning.
I stumble. My knee drops toward the ground. Just before it hits, the starter calls out, "Match!"
I fall to the ground with a grimace. Well, a Place finish is better than nothing.
I look up. Joey stands next to me, assessing my condition. He lifts me from the ground without a word and turns my injured shoulder toward him. It's been a long time since I've seen a look of concern on his face this intense. "Separated?"
I nod, but I think my grimace answers his question better than the gesture.
He wraps one arm around me and grabs the arm on the side of my injured shoulder with the other. "I don't think I can fix this," he says. "We're going to need a med--"
He slams his weight against my arm.
If coming out was bad, going back in is horrific.
It's not something I normally do, but this time I can't help it. I scream. "You ass!"
I think he smirks, but it's hard to tell with Joey. Even before he took Communion he wasn't exactly Mr. Expressive. "You want to hit me?" he asks.
I double over and suck in heaving gulps of air. "Of course I want to hit you. But that won't do me much good, will it?"
"Nope, but you can if you want. If it makes you feel better."
Even though I can't see his face, now I know he's smirking. "Jerk."
He waits for me to catch my breath. I stand, fully intent on hitting him anyway but before I can he says, "Nice win."
"What do you mean, 'Nice win?' I Placed."
"No. The kid who threw the Fist overextended himself on the throw and slipped. He hit the ground just before you did."
I open my mouth to argue but realize that if I'd lost, I'd have been hit with a paralysis dart. I can't tell if his smile is from my confusion or from seeing me slide back into a fighting mood. Either way it's nice to see him smile, even if it is at my expense.
I glance over my shoulder. The Seeder who clocked Sanza with the Fist pulls himself off the ground. To my left, Medics work on the elbow of Sanza's last victim. His arm bends back in the middle, forming an obscene parody of a mathematical "greater than" sign. Blood pools on the ground in front of him. The medics might save the arm, but that's one kid who won't be entering another tournament soon. He'll be lucky to be able to use his arm again if he can't afford Communion. Hopefully his ceremony is paid for and waiting, otherwise . . .
The realization of what might have happened to me if Sanza hadn't gone down sets in and the throbbing in my shoulder fades to nothing compared to the anger coursing through my veins. "Where is he?"
Joey tilts his head to my left. Sanza sits on the ground, his knees pulled into his chest, seemingly as calm as someone waiting for a train to arrive.
Before I can think better of it--he'd almost beat me after all--I storm toward him. "What is your problem?" Spit flies from my mouth but I don't care. "You could have just put him down! And me! I can't believe you were going to--I should tear you apart right here and now!"
He doesn't move, just rolls his eyes up to stare at me. Now he's not fighting, I notice the details of his face. Scars run down both cheeks from just under his eyes to his jawbone and his nose is misshaped in a way that only comes from multiple breaks. At one point he might even have been handsome, but that point is long past. "You done?" he asks.
My fists clench. There's nothing more in the world I want than to feel his cheekbone crunch under my knuckles. But not here. Not like this. Not with him sitting on the ground.
"Stand up," I say.
He sighs, shakes his head and stands. He's at least six inches taller than I am, but it doesn't matter. I step forward until we're inches apart and crane my neck to stare into his eyes. My shoulder throbs as if my heart decided to take up residence directly inside it. He gazes down on me. I can't read his eyes but they're not angry.
"You got pretty lucky today," he says.
"Yeah? That happens. I find the harder I train the luckier I get. What's your excuse?"
He shrugs. "My excuse? I'll die. You won't. Good enough, little rich girl?"
Even though he's not angry, there's hatred in his eyes. It's not violent, not at the moment anyway. In the arena, while fighting, his face was engorged with blood-thirsty rage. But now the match is over the violence is gone, replaced by resignation which can only come from a lack of hope. "No. Not good enough. Look, I'm sorry that you're--"
Before I can finish he turns and stumbles toward the starter. He Placed, but apparently it's not good enough for him. A twinge of guilt rises up and even more than the fact that he wanted to cave in my face with a kick, I'm pissed he made me feel sorry for him.
I take a step toward him but Joey stops me. "Let it go, Punk."
I turn on him. "Easy for you to say. You weren't the one he was trying to disfigure."
"Neither were you," he says. "He doesn't know you from Eve. He wasn't trying to hurt you, just what you represent. You're everything he'll never have."
I want to argue, but now I'm just tired.
"You want me to hurt him? You want to make his life even more miserable than it already is?"
"No, dammit. I just . . ."
"You just what?"
I can't answer so I shake my head and look away. We stand there for a few minutes in silence while Sanza collects his winnings. Joey reaches for me, but stops at the last second. I look into his eyes and try to figure out what he's doing, but just then the Starter sees me, and walks my way. His toothy grin reminds me of a feral dog.
"So, you want the cash or do you want it as a full account transfer? I only charge a ten percent exchange fee."
The urge to hit someone returns, but I don't have much choice. It's not like I can go home with a pocket full of cash. Too hard to hide and too many questions I couldn't answer without lying. "I'll take the transfer."
There's eleven hundred and a few odd Amers left after his fees, which is more than I need. I only require a thousand for the tier one tournament entry fee in two weeks. I'm about ready to transfer over the remaining hundred to the family for whom I'm fighting when the Starter pulls away the tablet.
"Hey, I still need that!" I say and look up. He's staring over my shoulder. I whip my head around--causing my shoulder to flare with a fresh jolt of pain--just in time to see the hover cycles arc over the edge of the building.
Constables.
A couple of the Seeders run for the exit stairs but eight more cycles crest the opposite wall, cutting off their escape route. The crowd doesn't bother. There's a fine for betting on unsanctioned events, but if you're rich enough to bet the fine is downright laughable.
There's no place to go, so I just stand in place. One of the constables sets down three meters to my left and dismounts. He pulls the oxygen mask from his face and walks straight toward me, shaking his head. "Miss Jordan?" he says.
I don't recognize him but that's not surprising. The double interlinked hoops tattooed on his forehead mark him as Indentured. It's the only legitimate path to Communion outside of purchasing the ceremony. If you have an ability or a strong aptitude for a dangerous but necessary profession--like the Constabulary or Defense--you can choose to join. If you survive ten years you're promoted to Indentured Servitude and receive the tattoo. If you complete twenty more years you can retire and receive Communion. The wealthy can purchase an Indenture for personal service or many families can go in together to purchase one for the building if they wish. We have four in our home alone. Most can't afford even one. The tattoo is so your new station is visible and commands a certain degree of respect, but even so I don't reply.
"Miss Jordan, you need to come with me. A full transport is on the way." A full transport meant I wasn't going with the rest of them. Since he knew my name, it's obvious he probably also knows who my father is. Friends like my father--particularly if they owed you favors--can be very useful to someone in his position.
I nod toward Joey. "For him, too?"
He shakes his head. "Sorry, your father said just you."
I feel as if I'd been punched in the gut. "My father sent you?"
The constable nods.
I glance over at Joey.
"You're dead," he says.
He's right.
Chapter 2
The transport arrives a few minutes later but not before I watch others being led away in restraints, and by others I mean those from below. One of them tries to make a run for it but catches a quick burst in the back from a Constable's needler pistol in payment and falls to the ground paralyzed. The Starter and the crowd, along with the Seeders able to pay their fines on the spot, are corralled near one end of the building, processed and released. Joey is with them. I'm sure some didn't even have to pay, but it looks like Joey did. I'll have to remember to catch up with him later. It's not like I owe him. He showed up on his own but I'd feel better about it anyway.
Those from below, however, are treated differently. I can't interfere even if I want to. It's not my place. I watch as Sanza is frisked and his winnings removed, then cuffed around his biceps and led to the prisoner transport. He won't get that money back and chances are good he'll lose his city visa for at least six months. By then it might be too late for whoever he was trying to help. It's one of the risks the workers take when they participate. Our world up here in the sky isn't their world down on the ground. The rules are different. But they want to be up here so they keep trying.
If it weren't for my father being involved, this would be a minor inconvenience. Instead it's a nightmare.
Now the adrenaline has worn off, my shoulder screams with pain. I try to move my arm but every inch feels like a mile so I stop. If it's not healed within a few days, there are shots I can take which will allow me to train for the tier one event right before my Communion ceremony, but I'd rather not have to use them. It's natural, but I've never relied on doping for a tournament before and I don't want to start this late in the game. Yeah, it's stupid pride but it still feels wrong. After I'm Elevated if I want to still compete it will be on the pro circuit and everyone there is Elevated so it won't feel like cheating. If I'm going to win, I want it clean.
The Constables escort me to the transport--a new model, probably even enhanced to protect against discoloration or fading from the sun--and motion to the back seat. They don't touch me. Even though they have the authority, when dealing with someone of my status there are still limits.
I climb the stairs which slide out from the side of the vehicle and take my seat. Twin gusts of warm air hit me from either side and dry my rain soaked clothes within seconds. The scent of leather from the interior is overpowering, reinforcing my belief the surface is enhanced. They probably sent their best vehicle. My escorts position themselves in the pilot's seats in front of me and the clear safety screen dome slides shut over our heads with a faint hum, the rain tapping on its surface like nervous fingertips. White noise fills the chamber, drowning out the raindrops and engine noise and then, silently, we're airborne.
My stomach dips from the sudden upward motion as we clear the edge. Just below us, clear tubes stretch between the skyscrapers, connecting the buildings as if with strands of spun-crystal spider webs. Occasionally a passenger train darts through the tube, propelled forward by blasts of compressed air. If you're rich, you don't need to travel any other way. My entire life, I've never been lower to the ground than that. Mom says we travelled to the surface once when I was young, but I don't remember it. If we did it must not have made a strong enough impression to make me want to go back. I see enough suffering on the Regional News. I don't need to see the filth of below first hand to know it exists.
Below the tube on the street, electric trains stretching thirty cars long speed down the middle. It's shift crossover time and most of the workers are either on their way out or coming into the city. Not many workers live within the city. Resident visas are very difficult to get and one infraction will banish you to live outside the heavily guarded walls. City passes are only good for twelve hours a day and if you're caught inside after your allotted time you can even lose that. Considering the best paying jobs for the workers are at the factories in the city, most don't risk it. At least our taxes pay to keep the trains free and make sure they're running on time. If you're in the city past your daily allotment, it's your own fault.
It's not something I worry about. Above the fiftieth floor, I go anywhere I choose. Once I take Communion, nowhere within the city will be outside my reach.
I can see but not hear the public information holographs broadcast near the surface. Even this high up the illusion of five meter tall people standing in mid-air while having a conversation is stunning. From what I can tell they're advertising Communion ceremonies. I never understood why they needed to advertise, but they do. If you can afford it, you get it. If you can't, no amount of advertising will suddenly make you rich. For such a sacred gift, it's perverse to shove it in the faces of the poor. Beside the Communion ads run others, disseminating information about a new vaccine. New diseases seem to pop up every month outside the city, and just as often, a new vaccine is advertised. And they're all manufactured by Jordan Health and Comfort, my father's company.
Even though I can't remember being below the fiftieth floor--let alone outside the city--Mom makes me take each new vaccine. Every month she asks me if I want to just take Communion instead so I don't have to worry about it. Every month I tell her no and we argue for a bit and that's that. I'll be taking it soon enough. The vaccines aren't painful and I'm in no rush to Elevate. I have the rest of my life to not worry, and that's a long time. Besides, it doesn't seem like Mom tries very hard to argue with me once we start. Either she's not very good at it or she does it just because I expect her to. Tell the truth, I don't know why Mom does most of the things she does anymore.
We approach my building and are given permission to land. Unlike some shorter buildings the entire rooftop is part of one residence. If we didn't have permission to land, Constables or no, we'd have already been analyzed by unseen computers, targeted by pop-up missile batteries just below the rooftop and destroyed. They're leftover remnants of the pre-Communion era but they're maintained anyway. My dad jokes about them sometimes. "What's someone going to do, kill me?" he says. His ambivalence is another reason I haven't yet taken Communion. He's the last person I want to be like.
We touch down on the landing pad and Don, one of our Indentures, is waiting for me. He's dressed in formal attire which means Dad is having a social function tonight. Normally around this time of day, Don would be dressed in his Gi and getting ready for our evening workout but apparently that's not going to happen. All the better. My shoulder couldn't handle it anyway. His expression is one of forced neutrality. I can tell he's not happy.
The dome slides open and we exit the transport. Don steps forward and says, "Thank you, Constables. Councilman Jordan sends his acknowledgment of your assistance."
Not thanks, acknowledgement. It's just like Dad.
The younger Constable starts to speak but his partner cuts him off. "Our pleasure. Please send our regards to the Councilman." The two of them re-enter the vehicle and within seconds they've departed, clearing the edge of the wall on a downward trajectory.
Don glances at me and the expression on his face relaxes. "How's your shoulder?"
I flinch. "How did you hear about my shoulder?"
Don turns and starts walking toward the entrance foyer. "I've already seen the holo. Your punch was sloppy, hurried and too aggressive."
"What holo?" His disappointment hurts, so I focus on the part of what he said that doesn't. He's been my Sensei since I was three although I'm not allowed to call him Sensei where anyone else can hear. In the dojo, I call him Sensei Underwood and he allows it even though showing that level of respect to an Indentured is frowned upon. But there's a difference between showing respect and feeling it, even if it violates protocol. It's difficult for me to call him Don, but were my father to hear me call him anything else there'd be hell to pay. Not for me, but for Don.
"Your father called me into his office a few minutes ago and showed it to me."
"Oh."
"He also explained to me that due to my obvious deficiency in your training, I would be docked a week's service."
I can't look at him so I dip my head and stare at the grass while I walk. I want to apologize, but it seems weak. "I understand," is all I can muster.
He doesn't respond. We arrive at the three meter high cherry wood door, which he holds opens for me. "Your father is in his office. I wouldn't keep him waiting."
"I won't."
"Punk?" he whispers.
I look up at him. The corners of his mouth are turned down.
"Attack to defend. When you attack to attack, you lose balance. He would have come to you."
I nod. I know better and that makes it even harder to hear.
"Yes, Sen--, Don."
Don nods toward the open doorway and I enter. After Don's disappointment, dealing with Dad is going to be easy.
I'm greeted by the formal dining room decked out for what appears to be a party of a half dozen or so; small for Dad's standards. The entire upper level is enhanced so the linen never stains, spills vanish soon after hitting the floor and dust is deconstructed prior to gathering on any surface. Our bedrooms and the guest quarters are located on the far side, through the twenty meter wide sitting room, from which Dad's office is attached.
His door is open.
I stand at the threshold to his office and wait to be acknowledged. The emerald green marble of the floor radiates a warm glow across the chocolate brown woods making up most of the furnishings. Behind a monstrous hand-carved desk, Dad paces back and forth while engaged in the soft murmurs of sub-vocalized link conversation. The dark blue three-piece suit is one of a hundred he has, all the same style and cut, not a frayed thread in the lot. His throne-like chair is pushed back against the far wall of windows, the crushed velvet red and orange sunset washing over the city behind and beneath him. In front of his desk sits two stainless steel framed chairs, the padding on the seats no more than ten millimeters thick. The sickly-sweet aroma of pipe tobacco fills the air.
Without looking my way, he motions me in with a wave of his hand.
I comply, standing in front of his desk. I need permission to sit, which hasn't been given. He continues his conversation with only an occasional side-long glance my way.
Why not? I'm in trouble anyway. I hook the edge of the nearest chair with my foot, slide it over and sit down. He doesn't seem to notice, or if he does he pretends not to.
I'm about ready to put my feet on his desk when he disconnects his conversation with a familiar tilt of the head.
"Don had nothing to do with it," I say. I need to cut him off and direct the conversation. Talking to Dad took more planning than a Seeder match. "It was my dumb decision. You shouldn't fault him."
"I don't." I've never understood how a voice so deep could always seem so far away. He swipes his hand over the desk, bringing up the holographic image of my match. "But thank you for the information. It's good to know my Indentures complain to my child behind my back."
I start to protest but decide against it. I'm in pain and tired and no match for him today. Best to let him just get it out of his system. I can always pay Don myself if Dad decides to penalize him further.
"Three things."
Here it comes.
"First, that was a sloppy match."
"How would you know?"
"I watch them all." He's still looking at the hologram, not me. "Why do you think I tolerate Don here at all? If you're going to compete on the professional circuit you'll need to work harder."
I lean back in the chair. "I'm not planning on competing professionally. This isn't about that."
Dad shrugs. "Plan or not, you will. The publicity will be good for the family."
For him, he means.
"The latest round of infections has been more resilient than we anticipated. Having you win a couple of tournaments will change the inflection with which the workers speak our family name. In return I won't interfere with you practicing at a lower level before your Communion ceremony."
It always comes back to the business, and him. It's hard to win re-election to the city council when your business holdings aren't exceeding expectations. "Second?"
"We've an important dinner tonight. We have a guest from the capitol. You will be prompt and presentable at nine. Your hair will be down and your skin will be scrubbed."
Which explains the limited place settings. Security around capitol officials is tight. It's a wonder I'm allowed to attend.
"You will also wear a dress and keep silent unless asked a direct question and then you will answer it in whatever manner best reflects upon the family. Any variation from these instructions will result in your immediate confinement."
"How long?" I ask.
"You will present yourself at nine, eat dinner at nine fifteen and be excused after dessert."
"Will security let me leave?"
Now he looks at me. And blinks. "I'll arrange for it as long as you do not deviate from your instructions."
I nod, cross my arms and look away from him.
"That will be all," he says, dismissing the hologram with a wave of his fingers.
I stand and start to leave, then stop. "I thought you said three things?"
"Oh yes. That. You're to no longer spend time with Joey Lancaster."
Joey? "Why not?"
Dad touches his ear and mumbles something that sounds like, "One moment."
"I asked why not? Joey is Elevated and he's--"
"It's a security issue. That's all you need to know."
"Security Issue? Joey?"
Dad turns and looks out the windows. "I don't think you're safe around him anymore."
Chapter 3
It's not me I'm worried about.
If Dad believes Joey is a threat of some kind, Joey is the one who's in danger. It's not my well-being Dad is concerned with. It's the fact that I'm his daughter and he's protective of what is his. Having something happen to his daughter would not only show he can't control his own city, but that he can't control his own family and I can imagine nothing would embarrass him more.
I don't wait to be formally excused. I can't send Joey a message as I'm sure my Dad has my interlink monitored. I'll need to find him on my own and to do that, I'll need help.
Don isn't in the kitchen when I check for him so I take the auxiliary lift down to the lower level of the apartment to the Indentures' quarters, but they're empty. Even though I know he won't be in the dojo in formal wear, I check there anyway.
No luck.
The only chance I have is Mom.
Not good. On her best days, I love her and can count on her. On her worst . . . I just hope today is a good day. Over the last couple years she's slipped deeper into her own world, just surfacing long enough for one of Dad's functions or to get me to the clinic for yet another inoculation. She's managed to keep from becoming a liability to Dad so he's mostly ignored her and let her be but I can tell his patience is starting to wear thin. Our dinners are held in silence on the bad days, but on the good we share mocking glances whenever Dad starts in about business or politics. I still don't understand how two women could end up so dissimilar to someone with whom they share a life. I don't understand it, but I'm glad for it.
For years she was my best ally but that was long ago. Sometimes I think she doesn't even realize I'm there most of the time. She's Elevated, so it's not a physical abnormality. She's just losing her will.
I miss her.
I couldn't find Don, but Mom is right where I thought she'd be. The door to the master bathroom is closed and locked. I run my hand over the slick polished sandalwood and lean in to listen. The scent of chrysanthemum drifts from beneath the crack and a hard-driving bass line thumps against my hand.
I knock. No answer. "Mom?"
Nothing. I check behind me to make sure Dad isn't out of his office. Seeing no one, I use the edge of my hand, thumpthumpthump. "Mom!"
Murmurs, then, "Ten minutes." It's barely audible.
"Mom I need to talk to you now. It's import--"
"Ten minnits! Go way!" Her voice is slurred. Not a good day. I know what's she's doing in there, and the bath is secondary.
Mom is a cutter.
I found the straight razor in her drawer just after my fourteenth birthday. I didn't know what it was at first. I'd never seen anything like it. The handles were made of a porous cream-colored material which later research told me was ivory and the steel of the blade itself seemed to glow with an awful purpose. For weeks I couldn't figure out why she even owned such a thing. Mother is Elevated. She can set her biological systems to only allow hair growth where she wants it, and even if she needed to rid herself of any, an electrolysis shower would do the job far more effectively. It was hard for me to even imagine a time when people had to scrape such a hideous instrument across their skin for a trivial task like grooming.
It wasn't until a few weeks later I learned its purpose. Joey and I were stretching out before a Seeder practice session and I brought it up.
It's hideous, I told him. It's actually made from part of an animal, an elephant I think. Maybe she just wants to own a piece of something extinct.
He grunted and nodded, then looked away. He knew more than he was saying. I gave him a minute to decide if he was going to spill, but he just went on stretching. When I couldn't take it any longer I grabbed his arm and turned him toward me. What?
His head bobbed side-to-side with indecision. Finally he sighed and said, She's a cutter, Punk.
What's a cutter?
She's a sensation junkie.
I shoved him away from me. My cheeks were on fire. Take it back. It wasn't something you said about a person's parent. For some, the experience of life after Communion could be difficult. It's not the easiest thing to transition from a crude biological entity into one where every cut healed within seconds, every broken bone knitted in minutes. Once your body learned its new condition, even pain could be shut off with a simple unspoken command. For most, a few months were all that were necessary to dampen the instinctive impulses which no longer served a purpose. You learned not to flinch when you saw something flying at you out of the corner of your eye. A simple trip or slip no longer brought your breath up short in a hiss between clenched teeth. You evolved.
But for some--mostly those without the resources or the good sense to hire a reconditioning specialist--the transition was more difficult. Temporary bouts of mania and hyperactivity could develop in the mild cases but full blown psychosis could develop in the more extreme ones. Everyone experiments after taking Communion. It's inevitable. You can do things you never considered before. Most kids even developed a flesh list outlining all the things they wanted to do once they Elevated, things like jumping down an entire flight of stairs or getting into a fight with the person who bullied them most pre-Elevation. But most quickly bored of it.
Sensation junkies, on the other hand, found a way around the boredom. They'd turn off their repair systems long enough to feel the skin shrivel and harden as they stuck their hand in an open fire. They'd command the nerve center cluster to allow all sensation as they beat themselves in the face with a hammer.
And some would cut themselves. Over and over again. Deeper. More cuts in one session. They were always looking for the bigger thrill, the more dangerous rush. They flaunted their immortality in a world where only the privileged were given hundreds or even thousands of years of life without aging, without pain, without suffering. They were not often discussed, and certainly not in polite conversation. Sensation junkies were the trolls that lived under the bridge of rational society, abominations of immortality living amongst the pure. And there I stood, listening to my best friend tell me my mother was one of them.
Joey held up his hands, palms facing me. You asked.
By the time the practice session was over, half-contact sparring turned to full. I'm pretty certain Joey let me beat the crap out of him. I needed it and he knew I needed it. To his credit, he never brought it up again. I deal with things in my own way and only get more stubborn if someone tries to help. Joey knows this about me, and it's one of the reasons we're such good friends. I ignored him for a few weeks but eventually realized he was right. Mom changed; slowly, but the woman who protected and laughed with me and told me about the "little people" they put inside you during Communion no longer existed. Every so often I'd get glimpses of the person who'd been my best friend, but the woman who raised me became a ghost haunting the hallways of my home.
I don't know why I expect her to help me now. Ten minutes will turn into thirty or forty and there is nothing I can do about it so I let my hand fall from off the door, turn and leave her to her demons.
I round the corner out of the master bedroom and then from over my shoulder I hear the bathroom door lock click open. Maybe today is a good day after all.
But it isn't Mom that exits.
It's Don. His bow-tie is crooked and his face flushed.
I jump back behind the door frame so he won't see me. What was Don doing in my mother's bathroom? And with my Dad at home? There's no way . . .
But what else?
I'm blushing and I have to relax my jaw as I realize I'm grinding my teeth. Just as I'm about ready to storm in and confront him, I hear his footsteps coming my way and all my bravado abandons me. I half-run, half-tiptoe into the next room before he sees me, then turn and walk his direction while doing my best to act natural.
He sees me coming and like I always do, I open my mouth before I even know what I'm going to say. "Have you seen Mom?"
Dumb. Now he's going to know I saw him.
"She's readying herself for tonight," he says. His flat expression doesn't change. If he knows I saw him, he's not letting on to the fact.
It feels strange asking, but I don't really have a choice. "I need to talk to you," I say. "Can we go to the dojo for a few minutes?"
He shakes his head gently. "We'll talk about it later," he says. Wrinkles crest on his forehead, creating waves across his tattoo. "Don't worry. I'm already working on it."
I know he's talking about Joey. After so many years, I know Don and every gesture speaks volumes. He trains Joey as well when we can sneak him in, so I know he cares. Then again, after what I just witnessed how sure can I be? "But--"
"If you've ever trusted me, now is a good time to remember why." He rubs my shoulder and then leaves.
For Joey's sake, I hope I can. I want to blow off Dad's dinner party and run over to Joey's place to warn him but there's no use. If he's smart he'll be long gone, and Joey isn't stupid. If he got caught by surprise, which is more likely, he's already in custody. I just can't figure out what Joey might be into that would cause my Dad to come to this conclusion. Joey's always been a bit . . . detached is the best way to put it, I guess. Politics don't interest him, or if they do I'd never seen evidence of the fact. He's like a mirror in some ways. He just says what he sees without commenting on it. It's one of things I like about him. After Mom started to slip, I needed a rock to hold onto every once in a while.
I suddenly realize that I don't know what I'd do without him and my hands start to quiver. I've never even thought about it before. Joey isn't someone who suddenly vanishes. He's as constant as my own chewed off fingernails. He's not a threat to anyone.
Damn you, Dad. How could you do this to him? He's Elevated. He's one of your precious upper strata of society. Why would you--?
It's not about Joey. It's about me. He's using this for leverage, but leverage for what? Even if I'm wrong there's nothing I can do to help Joey right this minute and if there's one thing I can't stand is having to sit still.
I'll trust Don, but back up plans never hurt.
I wipe my eyes and take a few deep breaths to steady myself, and then I'm heading downstairs to the building atrium, riding our private elevator to the sixtieth floor and then navigating the cavernous hallways to the resident's lift. As I wait for the car I realize I'm twitching my fingers to the beat of the song I heard coming from Mom's bathroom and that I'm biting my lip. I force myself to stop both but then my foot starts tapping the beat instead.
I need to calm down and I need to do it now. Residents above the fiftieth floor don't get nervous. Showing my agitation would be the best possible way to attract attention and that's the last thing I need. The lift opens and thankfully it's empty and then I remember, there's a Seeder match scheduled tonight and it's a sword bout. Not many people would miss watching but I'm one of them. There's something perverse about the weapons matches. I understand when the wounds heal almost instantly and pain doesn't come into play the match can stretch out much longer than a lower tier event, but weapons seem unnecessary. Seeders have limbs cut off that are replaced with artificial extremities and before long the match might as well be between robots. There's no art in it.
But most fans aren't looking for art. They're looking for blood. Seeders compete for the knowledge their skill is being tested against the best that exist. Fans show up for the mutilations. And according to my Dad, before long I'll be the one doing the mutilating.
Not if I can help it, I won't. I just don't know if I can help it.
I step into the lift and hit the button for the fiftieth floor and within a minute I'm there.
When the door opens, the smell is the first thing that hits me. The rest of the building is aroma enhanced. Every floor's hallway is set to emanate roses or lilacs or sandalwood; whatever the residents of each floor prefer. Each apartment can be individually customized for the occasion with fresh pine or roasted fowl. And within every apartment, the rooms themselves can project their own aroma, be it lemon as my father prefers for his office, or chrysanthemum as Mom often chooses for her bedroom. But here, in the atrium, no conditioning is allowed. Only the dank scent of cultured soil mixed with rain exist in this place. Every form of shop you can imagine runs along the outside of the floor. The majority are closed for the evening but a few remain open, mostly those selling clothing or replica uniforms of the more popular professional Seeders. A few residents are still shopping, but they stay to the red brick promenade area along the storefronts and they don't pay any attention to me. I'm not here to shop, though.
In the center of the floor is the park and I head toward it while trying to appear uninterested, bored even, but there's no way I could ever grow bored of this place.
Once inside the paved perimeter, grass grows in cultured, symmetrical blades. Square decameters of flowers break up the circle of deep green with rows of tulips in every imaginable shade. In the center of the park lies the Earth Tree, an ancient redwood which stretches fifteen floors high into the empty space above. The apartment levels above the fiftieth floor form a pyramid to allow the limbs to stretch out and grasp at the walls as if they might one day be able to grab hold and tear away the layers of steel which imprison them from the absent sky. It's a conceit, of course. The groundskeeper would never allow even a single branch to encroach in the slightest way upon the resident's areas but I've always held out hope anyway.
It's the groundskeeper I'm here to see. Barnabas is a joint Indenture for the building nearing the end of his term of service. His replacement has been a source of constant discussion for the last three years and time is growing short for him to train a successor. Within a few months Barnabas will take Communion, like me, and he'll no longer owe us anything. An apartment has already been reserved for him on the fifty-third floor where he can watch over the sliver of natural life he's lovingly tended for so many years, for once enjoying its beauty instead of slaving to protect its existence.
The only thing which could make him happier is ensuring his son receives Communion as well, but for a retired Indenture, that kind of money simply isn't obtainable without help.
That's where I come in.
Most of the residents don't even notice the park between their shopping visits. I hope I never become jaded to its beauty like them, but their indifference does leave me privacy to speak with Barnabas without interruption.
I find him sitting on the row of benches next to the base of the tree. Even the chocolate brown of his coveralls can't hide the dirt stains on his knees. His skin is wrinkled around the corners of his eyes and the shadows remind me of the thick creases between the slabs of bark on the tree. Across the dark skin on his forehead there's a white dusting of what appears to be pollen. Five years ago he wouldn't have allowed himself this moment of rest, but now that he's so close to completing his Indenture nobody minds, and even if they do they don't say anything. He doesn't look at me when I sit beside him.
"I won," I say. "There's a little left over but I didn't have a chance to transfer it to your account. Constables."
Now he looks at me and smiles. "You really don't have to do this, you know." It's an old argument, but it makes him feel better so I let him continue. "We can figure out something."
"I know you can," I say. "But since I enjoy it anyway, what's the harm of speeding it along?"
He grimaces. "You do not enjoy it. But thank you for the lie."
I shrug. "How's Yosef? Haven't seen him in a while."
He looks back toward the tree and I think his shoulders slump. "He took a job with your family's company. Wanted to try and contribute and, you know, why not? Been there a couple months now."
I do my best to keep my anger from getting the best of me. It's not a dumb idea. It's entirely possible I could lose the event and come up short. Yosef is doing the prudent thing by trying to ensure he has a chance to take Communion before his sixteenth birthday, but still, my pride can't help but be a little wounded. "I don't think it's necessary, but I understand," I say. "Why my father's company, though?"
"Only ones who would hire him. He wasn't even going to get that job until your father called the foreman and told him to give Yosef the position."
"My Dad? Are you sure we're talking about the same person?"
Barnabas chuckled. "He's not as bad as you think, Punk. You should give him a chance."
I leaned forward, considering it for a moment. No. I shake my head and say, "You're right, he's worse than I think. He has a reason. We'll probably never know what it is, but I'm sure there is one."
His eyebrows arch. "Be careful. You might turn into him sooner than you think with logic like that."
"What does that mean?" I ask, crossing my arms.
Barnabas sighs and says, "When you start questioning everyone's motives, it's not long before you need to start questioning your own."
"I'm fine," I say, standing. "But I know him, Barnabas. Be careful. He usually doesn't give something without expecting much more in return."
He nods. "Okay, Punk. Will do. Hopefully soon we won't have to worry about it anymore."
I nod. "You won't. I promise."
"I won't hold you to it, but again, thank you for saying it."
I have one more thing to ask him, but after this conversation it makes me sick to do so. "I have a favor to ask," I say. "If it were for me, I wouldn't but it's not."
He looks at me through narrowed eyelids and there's a slight smile at the corner of his lips. "A favor? Sure, Punk. What is it?"
"Can you keep an ear to the ground for any information about Joey Lancaster? I think he may be in trouble."
To his credit, Barnabas doesn't ask why. "If I hear anything I'll let you know."
I sigh with relief. People tend to speak more freely while walking through the atrium level and even more so through the park itself. He's in a great position to overhear conversations but what I'm asking him isn't without risk. He's managed to learn much over the years without passing it on and in doing so kept himself relatively unnoticed. I'm asking him to violate his reserve with only a few weeks left on his Indenture.
Thing is, I knew he wouldn't say no.
When you start questioning everyone's motives, it's not long before you need to start questioning your own.
Damn. "Thank you, Barnabas. I really appreciate it."
"I know you do," he says, standing. "I should get back to work."
"Yeah. Sorry. Talk soon, okay?"
He smiles, nods and walks away.
Maybe I am turning into my Dad after all. Not a pleasant thought.
I stop at a public terminal on my way back to the lift to transfer the money into Barnabas' account. The promenade has cleared out and only a few residents remain, chatting over drinks while sitting at tables strategically positioned to enjoy the view of the park, so they don't pay attention to me. I finish the transfer and make my way back home. I've only an hour or so before dinner and being late is not an option.
The Indentured level is empty when I arrive. They must all be preparing for the party. I'd hoped to run into Don but it looks like I'm going to have to just sit still until later tonight when the guests leave.
Not my greatest strength.
I take the lift to the residence. The conditioning unit has been set to patchouli, meant to evoke an atmosphere of the outdoors. I can taste the dank soil undertones from the air on my tongue.
When I arrive at my room, I find my dress for the evening laid out on my bed. It's sky blue with a layer of black lace over the fabric. I hold it up and realize it will only fall to mid-thigh. A pair of black flats sits on my bed next to a white wrap, meant to cover my shoulders. Good. Maybe it will cover up the massive bruise from the Seeder match.
I shower and step into the conditioning unit. The settings are already in place so my tossed red hair is slicked back against my scalp. Dad always complains about how short I keep my hair but there's no way I'm giving my opponents an extra weapon to use against me. One grab of the hair and you gain control of the head and where the head goes, the body follows. The conditioning unit applies a slight coat of foundation, just enough to cover the blemishes but puts on no other make-up. Guess I'm not supposed to look too pretty tonight. It's not the role I'm supposed to play. Can't have his daughter looking like a tramp after all. I change into the chosen outfit and look at myself in the full length mirror which rises from the floor next to my dressing table.
Alyssa stares back at me, not Punk. Not me. The girl in the mirror is refined, delicate and every father's dream of a perfect daughter.
In other words, I look hideous.
"You do not look hideous."
I glance over my shoulder and see Mom standing in the doorway. I must have been talking out loud as I didn't hear her come in. "Please tell me you didn't pick this out," I say.
She walks up behind me and stares over my shoulder into the mirror. "Of course I didn't. It was chosen based upon the preference profile of the Chief-of-Staff." Her right finger pushes back a strand of hair over my ear and her fingernail scratches my skin, but not badly; just enough to let me know she's not paying attention and has probably had a couple drinks already.
"The Chief-of-Staff? You mean like the President's Chief-of-Staff?"
She presses her lips tight and nods. "Yes indeed and we're all mighty impressed, aren't we?"
I can't help but grin at her sarcasm but it doesn't last long. Less than an hour ago she was slurring her words and slicing herself up for kicks. Right now she's the Mom I remember. Who knows who she'll be an hour from now? I can't help but wonder for the thousandth time if this is what I have waiting for me after my Communion ceremony; an eternity spent cutting myself for kicks and pretending to be impressed by my future husband's accomplishments doesn't exactly sound like my idea of heaven. There's no evidence Communion based emotional breaks are hereditary, but there's no proof they aren't, either. Don tells me not to worry about it. Everyone has a hard time adjusting but in the end they find their own path.
He's sincere, but when you live every day not knowing if your mother will remember tomorrow anything you told her today, well, it's less than convincing.
"You okay, Mom?" I ask.
She spins me by the shoulders to face her--causing a fresh wave of pain--and pouts. "I'm fine. Don't I look fine?"
She does, of course. She always does. Her wool pleated skirt and long-sleeved white silk blouse are the model of domestic perfection and her hair is in an up-do. Even the string of pearls around her neck is without blemish or flaw. I decide to risk it. "You look great. I was just worried. Earlier you didn't seem like you were feeling too good."
Mom tilts her head with an expression of puzzlement. "Earlier when, sweetie?"
I can tell by her reaction she not only doesn't want to discuss it, but she's pointedly not going to.
"Never mind," I say. Right now she's doing good. I know it won't last but I'm afraid pushing her will ruin what little time I have to spend with her, and even though I know it's selfish, I'd rather enjoy her company now, while I can.
Mom laughs and shakes her head. "You're such a strange child."
I turn away from her and take one last look at the elegant girl in the mirror. "Tell me about it," I say with a sigh. Mom slides her arm around my shoulder and leads me to the door.
"Come on. Let's get this over with," she says. Maybe if she manages to stay this way, the night won't be as terrible as I'd feared. Small comfort, but it's something.
We're met by Don before we can leave the room. "Dinner's been postponed. There's been an incident."
"An incident?" I ask.
Don nods and closes his hands. "The food depot in the Northern outskirts was just bombed. It looks like a heretic attack. The depot was emptied of workers before the explosion, but the employees were shackled and left inside. They're all dead."
I glance at Mom's expressionless face and watch as she slips away right before my eyes.
She and Don share but a single glance, and then his attention returns to me.
"But it doesn't make any sense," I say. "Why would they blow up their own food?" The government runs these depots and the food sold there is ridiculously cheap, much less than we pay for it in the city.
Don shrugs, but I can tell he's got more to say about it than he's willing to at the moment. "So dinner's off?" I ask.
"No, just postponed. Your father and the Chief-of-staff will be delayed. I'm to come get you when they're ready."
"So we just sit here and wait for them? No way. I'm getting out of this thing."
I turn but Don stops me with a hand on my shoulder. "I wouldn't do that."
I spin on him. I'm not going to be treated like a dog and come when beckoned and I realize I'm even more pissed off my evening with my mother--even if under less than ideal circumstances--has been ruined. "Why not?" I ask.
Don eases toward me and leans his mouth in near my ear. "Because I overheard your father talking. He thinks Joey might know something about it."
I pull away and look into Don's eyes. There's something there I'm not used to seeing: He's afraid.
I glance back to Mom. She's staring at herself in my mirror, pressing down non-existent wrinkles on her skirt with the palms of her hands. I think she's humming.
Don shakes his head and leaves, shutting the door behind him.
Now we sit.
And wait.
And worry.
Chapter 4
It has to be about me.
My father can be a brilliant tactician, but sometimes he's too obvious for his own good. He let Don overhear the conversation about Joey, there's no other possibility. He knew Don would tell me about it and he wanted me to know. Why though? Why would he target the only friend I have?
There has to be a reason beyond just wanting to hurt me. He can hurt me any time he wants and both of us know it. He has to want something. Something he knows I wouldn't do on my own but might if he arranged a pardon or, "pulled a few strings" to make sure Joey isn't punished. But what?
I try to think if there's anything I've overheard, or he's mentioned which might give me a clue but Mom's humming grows louder, shattering my concentration. "Mom? Could you stop that, please?" I ask.
She pivots her head toward me with a smile. "Stop what, Punk?"
"Humming. Stop humming."
"Was I humming?"
"Yes, Mom. You were humming."
Her bottom lips juts out. "Really? Huh. How strange." She pulls her skirt tight against the backs of her thighs and sits down on the edge of my bed. I hear her shoes kicked off onto the floor with twin clacks of heels striking the polished granite floor. With a single motion she lays back on my bed, her hands folded and resting on her stomach. Her pearls slide to the side, coming to a rest on the bed above her shoulder. "Edit room condition," she says. "Chrysanthemum."
The sickly sweet smell of flowers fills the space and Mom breathes deeply through her nose, closing her eyes.
I can't believe she's so calm. "What are you doing? How can you just lie there and do what you're told?"
"'Then, with peace sunk heavy on her heart, she went about making tidy the kitchen.'"
"What?" I ask.
"From an ancient story, Punk. D.H. Lawrence."
I storm over to the side of my bed. "So? What's that got to do with anything?"
Her eyes open and she tilts her head toward me. "There's nothing else for us to do, is there? What would you have me do, ignore your Father's instructions and go storming into his office? Do you think it would make him realize he's treating us poorly and suddenly he'd change his behavior and apologize?"
My cheeks flush. She doesn't have to mock me. "No, of course not. But we could--"
"We could what?"
I don't have an answer. With a sigh I plop down on the bed beside her. "So we just wait."
"We wait," she says, her smile slight. "Maybe we could talk. It's been a while."
It has at that. I look into her eyes and study them for a moment. Her fugue seems to have passed but I'm afraid what I really want to talk about will bring it back like a full strength hurricane. "It's okay. We don't have to," I say.
She grimaces and the gesture pulls her head back into the pillow. "What is it? You can talk to me about anything, you know."
Yeah. Right. "No, it's okay. It's nothing."
She rolls her eyes and shrugs. "Okay, your choice," she says and looks away. Within seconds, she starts to hum again.
"Why do you cut yourself?"
And there it is. Her reaction couldn't be any more violent than if I had struck her. Her eyes snap open and she bolts to a sitting position, her back toward me. "I don't-- What are you talking about? Cut myself? That's the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard!"
I put my hand on her shoulder but she jerks away. "Mom, it's okay. I'm just worried--"
She spins and grabs my wrist. Spit flies into my face as she says, "You don't. Know. Anything!" The calm in her eyes is gone, replaced by the lethal glare of a cornered animal.
Against my will, my bottom lip begins to tremble. Suddenly I can't breathe. I force myself to pull in a single, great gulp of air but it doesn't help; it's as if there's no oxygen in it. "Okay," I manage to say. "Let go!"
Her entire body shakes. Her grip on my wrist burns like it's on fire. "How dare you judge me?"
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