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	RATION

	by

	Christina J. Thompson

	 


 

	PROLOGUE

	 

	 

	The end was always coming. We all knew, we all saw it even as the world came crashing down around us. Science predicted so many scenarios, hundreds of potential theories for the Armageddon that rose up on the horizon and threatened to snuff us all out. We were warned.

	Yet we did nothing. We could have stopped it, but we didn’t.

	In the end, none of those theories were right. It wasn’t an apocalypse brought on by disease that destroyed us, and we weren’t wiped out by meteors or nuclear war. It was just us, nothing more. Our daily lives were a poison to our planet, striking it deep with a mortal wound from which it could not recover.

	There was no emergency space mission sending humanity to a new world or a life among the stars. There was no underground city built to escape the raw, blistering sun that a destroyed atmosphere exposed us to. No sudden change of heart that would stave off the cold silence of the final moments that marked the threshold between before and after.

	More importantly, there was no scientific breakthrough that would offer salvation to a murdered planet, at least not like we had hoped. The earth was dead, killed by apathy and disregard, but humans didn’t die with it like many of the fictional scenarios described. Perhaps that would have been better, perhaps that would have made more sense. It would have been less cruel, at least. But as so many have said throughout the history of this place we have always called home, there are few things more determined than humanity’s will to survive.

	Life always finds a way, but oftentimes there are sacrifices required to appease the universe in exchange for that life’s continuation. This world we now live in is a perfect example of that sacrifice: we traded our humanity for the right to see another day.

	Some say that when the question first arose, many argued that we weren’t trading our humanity but rather embracing it. History proved this: how many times in the centuries past were the lives of some exchanged for the lives of others? This concept, no matter how dark, is the very foundation of what it means to be human, or at least that’s what we’ve chosen to believe. The alternative would require dignity, and humanity is most certainly not known for that.

	That’s how we arrived here in the first place, by trading dignity for existence. You would think that we would learn eventually, that we would do something to change the course of our lives. It would be the difficult path, though, and no one wanted to do that. Even when the last of the cattle went extinct and plant life withered into ash underneath a blazing sun, we still trudged along on the course we had set for ourselves, unwilling to take the steps necessary to prevent anything worse from happening. 

	But worse did happen, and now it’s too late to go back. We should have listened to the warnings, we should have done something sooner. We should have done something before the oceans became hollow caskets adrift with skeletons and the birds vanished, before every other creature in creation became nothing but stories and memories from a time long lost. Before starvation swept across the world like an insatiable predator, requiring the life of everything in its path.

	For a while, the scientists tried to harvest the algae that had formed in the oceans as a food source, but there was a significant problem with that venture: oxygen. Life requires it, after all, and with all the land-based vegetation dead, the algae was the only source that remained. Some pushed to go forward with the harvest anyway, insisting that the algae would replenish itself as needed. Fortunately—or maybe unfortunately—that idea was dismissed. The powers that be wouldn’t risk losing the very breath they needed to continue ruling their subjects.

	Instead, they turned to the one solution that didn’t die with everything else: genetic modification. We had managed to outlive all other forms of life, and some believed that trait would be our salvation. So far it’s proven to be true, but the cost…well, apathy isn’t the only thing humanity is known for. 

	There’s also the ability to turn a blind eye. 

	 

	†‡†



	




	 

	CHAPTER ONE

	 

	 

	“Number 485!” the officer at the desk cried out, holding his hand up to signal to the crowd. 

	“That’s me. Wait here with mom.”

	Amber’s father, Richard Ordell, stood to his feet and approached the desk. She sighed; the resource center’s ration auditorium was filled to overflowing as hundreds of families waited their turn, and the noise made her head hurt.

	Her mother, Mica, watched him with tired, dark eyes.

	“Almost done,” she said, brushing a wayward strand of blonde hair back from her forehead. 

	They had been waiting for nearly eight hours, but at least the building was air conditioned. They had no such luxury at home, and as much as Amber hated the noise, she was not looking forward to the sweltering, dry heat that awaited them just outside the doors. Her parents claimed to be used to it, promising that she would eventually come to prefer that over air conditioning, but she didn’t believe them for one second. 

	Amber watched her father talk to the officer. His arms gestured wildly; he was haggling, she could tell by the look on his face. He wouldn’t settle for less than the best, which was why they always ended up having enough to make it until the next rationing unlike so many other families.

	“I want to go home!” four-year-old Alex cried, tears of misery filling his blue eyes. She glanced at her little brother, surprised that he had already lasted this long without having a meltdown. He was going to start screaming soon, and she rolled her eyes. It wouldn’t matter, there were already dozens of crying children in the crowd.

	She wished she could just stay at home for rationing, but the rules demanded that she go along. Apparently, it was due to the fact that the administration required proof that no one in each family had died between cycles, as family size impacted which stock was allotted. That meant that twice a year, everyone had to make the trek to the resource center. They were lucky, they had arrived a day early to get in line. Some of the others weren’t so fortunate and would likely be waiting two days or more before receiving their ration. 

	Richard smiled, his teeth shining bright white against his tanned, dusty skin, and Amber tried to read his lips. He seemed pleased, and he turned a moment later to walk back and rejoin them.

	“What happened?” Mica asked, eyeing him nervously.

	“They wanted to give us one of the new strains, but I talked him out of it!”

	“What did they give us?”

	“There was one left of the same batch the Peterson’s had last year.”

	Mica’s face lit up.

	“And you got it?”

	“I got it! It’s a bit past its prime, but he promised it was still good.”

	“Thank God!” Mica breathed, clapping her hands to her chest in relief. “Hopefully it does as well as the one they had!”

	“It’s the last guaranteed strain, my dear,” Richard told her, smiling proudly. “At least 250 pounds after harvest or we get two next time.”

	“Why aren’t the other strains guaranteed?” Amber asked.

	“They’re too new,” her father answered. “They require at least three cycles before they guarantee them, and the new ones have only been in circulation for one cycle. The ration officer said that everyone else is getting one of nine new strains, so we’ll need to keep an eye on the neighbors to see which one to try to get next time.”

	Alex began to wail and Mica shushed him, rocking him back and forth on her lap as she ran her fingers through his disheveled brown hair.

	“You can go wait outside,” Richard said. “I’ll stay here. It won’t be long before they bring it out, and I still need to get the supplements.”

	Outside. Into the blistering sun.

	“I’ll stay here with you!” Amber said, quickly grabbing her father’s hand. “Mom can take Alex!”

	Mica rolled her eyes sarcastically.

	“Thanks, sweetheart.”

	“Go with your mom, Amber. I’m sure someone else would like these seats, there are still a lot of people waiting.”

	“But dad―”

	He silenced her with a look, and she crossed her arms.

	“Fine.”

	Sighing, Amber followed her mother through the crowd until they reached the doors. She closed her eyes, trying to memorize the way the perfectly cooled air felt on her skin. It would be six months before she would feel it again, and until then, she would have to be content with either roasting alive or freezing. 

	Bracing herself, she stepped outside.

	Her throat closed up with the first breath she took, her lungs burning as she gasped. There were oxygen pumps inside to provide for all the people, but outside, the air was thin. The sudden adjustment made her feel lightheaded, and she leaned against the whitewashed building, trying to regain her balance, only to jump back as she cried out in pain. She had forgotten how hot the metal exterior would be, and she winced, inspecting the light burn that reddened her hands.

	The one benefit to the low oxygen saturation was that Alex’s cries halted almost instantly, his eyes growing wide with panic for a moment as he tried to breathe. She watched him struggle, feeling sorry for him, but that was life. 

	Her mother seemed unfazed.

	“Let’s go stand over there,” Mica said, pointing. The massive building cast a huge shadow on the ground, and nearly every inch of shade was occupied by people trying to stay out of the baking sun. A few of them had managed to fall asleep on the ground, and as the shadow moved with the sun, they hadn’t noticed. This left a tiny space for Amber and her family to squeeze into. 

	She shielded her eyes, looking up at the sky from underneath the makeshift hat she had made for herself out of scraps of plastic. It was around four o’clock, and in a few hours, the heat would be replaced with a near-freezing night. There was no in-between, not in this hellhole. The days were unbearably hot and the nights unbearably cold, and there was no escape from either save for the twice-yearly rationing. 

	Heatstroke was the concern during the day, but hypothermia could easily set in at night. The only clothing items provided to them were thin shirts and pants; jackets were considered unnecessary as there were few reasons to be caught outside after dark. 

	Even sleep offered no reprieve from the elements. The resource center issued one blanket per bed in each household, made from the same recycled plastic threads as their clothing, and they did little to stave off the cold. Additional blankets could be bought with salt, but they were too poor for that, which was yet another reason to be grateful for the rationing. For the past two weeks, Amber had slept in her parents’ tiny bed with them and Alex. Tomorrow night, she would finally be able to return to her own room.

	She sank down to the ground, drawing her knees up to her chin as she felt her scalp bead with sweat. Her short, sunbleached brown hair was soaked through within minutes, sending a slow, salty trickle running down the side of her face. She reached up to wipe it away, smearing the sweat into the dust that caked her skin as she tried to ignore how tired she felt. They would be walking all night to get back home, which meant no sleep until the next night since resting in the heat of the day was near impossible. Alex would be miserable, and she was not looking forward to his exhausted, cranky screams. 

	Amber leaned back, staring up at the building’s façade. There was an entire community housed within its steel and concrete walls, a community she wanted to join one day. She had turned eighteen this year, which meant that she was finally eligible for consideration, and all of her applications had activated a little over a month ago. She had submitted almost a dozen of them, but so far, she hadn’t heard anything back. There were rumors that a few applicants might be chosen for the next cycle, but nothing was for sure yet.

	 More than half of the country’s surviving population lived at the resource centers, with almost four thousand people housed within each one. That hadn’t always been the case; the populations of the settlements used to outnumber those at the resource centers by nearly twice as many, but the death toll wrought by starvation and dehydration had changed that. 

	While Amber wasn’t quite sure what the people there did, she knew that they weren’t part of the workforce like those who lived at the settlements were, and just the thought of escaping from the never-ending tedium of her current life was enough to prompt her to put in the applications. Even better, being lucky enough to become a resident of the resource center would practically guarantee that she would never starve, and her family would receive double rations for ten years as compensation for her leaving. It was unlikely that she would be chosen, but at the very least, clinging to that tiny hope gave her something to look forward to.

	“There’s your father,” Mica said, snapping Amber out of her thoughts. “He’s waving, he probably needs help getting the supplements. Take Alex, I’ll be right back.”

	Amber nodded, holding her arms out. Alex wriggled unhappily, fussing as he struggled to follow in the direction Mica had disappeared. 

	“Stop, Alex!”

	“I want mommy!” he wailed, throwing himself forward. 

	“She’s coming right back, just stop!”

	“Nooooo! Mommy!” 

	Amber tightened her grip.

	“I’m going to pinch you!” she threatened, giving him a severe look. He stopped fighting and glared at her.

	“I’ll tell mommy on you!”

	“So? It’ll be too late by then.”

	He crossed his arms and huffed, his lower lip sticking out in a pout. She smiled to herself. At least he wasn’t fighting anymore.

	He shifted in her arms, and she flinched as a sharp pain shot through her side. She reached into the folds of her tattered clothing, searching for the flask of water that was now digging into her skin. 

	“I want some!” Alex demanded, holding his hands out the moment he saw it. 

	“This is mine. You can’t have any.”

	“But I’m thirsty!”

	“I won’t have enough if I give you a drink.”

	“Pleeeeese! Sissy, I’m thirsty!”

	The small flask held all the water she would have for the entire day, and giving him even a sip would drastically reduce what she would have for herself. Besides that, sharing was strictly forbidden, and being caught would result in having her allotment reduced by nearly half for a whole week. Many didn’t survive the cut, and she wasn’t willing to risk it even for his sake. There were too many people around.

	“I can’t, Alex,” she said, quickly putting the flask away. “Mom has yours, she’ll be right back.”

	“But I’ll forget to ask her!”

	“No, I’ll ask her for you, I promise.”

	He began to cry, and Amber sighed heavily, muttering under her breath. Maybe he wouldn’t be so damn thirsty if he didn’t waste all his hydration on his constant tears. 

	As frustrating as it was, though, she understood the purpose of the rule. Water was the most important resource, even more important than food, and the amount everyone was given had been calculated down to almost the exact drop. Because of this, death by dehydration had been practically eliminated save for when someone was penalized for disobeying the rule itself, and any such deaths were thoroughly investigated. 

	From what Amber understood, it was to prevent people from stealing their children’s water allotments or trying to trade them, which used to be a common occurrence. The rule had been put into effect years ago after the weekly death toll for the region had climbed into the thousands, and now, just the suspicion of sharing water was enough to warrant the half-allotment penalty.

	Alex’s tears began to slow, and Amber wiped his face. 

	Hurry up, mom.

	As if on cue, her father appeared. She stood up.

	“Where’s mom? Alex wants a drink.”

	“She’s right over there,” Richard answered, jerking his head to the left. “Stand up and take these, the strap broke on a couple of them.”

	His arms were filled with opaque plastic sacks, each one overflowing with small bags of brown pills. Two more were slung across his back, and she quickly obeyed, grabbing the two with broken straps. They were heavy, much heavier than she expected. He had always carried half of them on the walk back home, saying that she and her mother didn’t need to worry about it, and now she couldn’t help feeling a bit sorry for never insisting on helping him.

	“Can you fix the strap?” Mica asked, walking up to them with more bags. Richard knelt down, inspecting the broken plastic.

	“I think I can tie the ends together,” he said. “At least I hope I can, otherwise I’m going to have to use my shirt to hold them. They’re too heavy to just carry in my arms.”

	“You can’t do that, it’s going to be too cold,” Mica answered. “It can just carry these, too.”

	“That’s too much,” Richard told her, shaking his head as he tried to tie a knot. It seemed to work but the straps were much shorter than before, too short to fit across his chest.

	“I’ll carry them,” Amber said quickly. 

	“Your calories weren’t adjusted for that, though,” Richard said. “I was given an extra half day’s allotment, and you know I can’t share with you.”

	“It’s just two bags,” she answered, taking the first one from him and lifting it over her head. The weight settled on her shoulders; she instantly regretted the decision, but it was too late to admit it now.

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yes, dad, I’m sure.”

	“Number 485!” a voice called out.

	“Here!” Richard answered, turning and waving. A woman approached, a small electronic tablet in one hand and the end of a rope in another.

	“Number 485, Ordell?” she asked brusquely. He nodded, holding out his arm. A light flashed on the tablet as she moved it closer, scanning the number tattooed on his skin.

	“Here’s your ration,” she said, handing him the end of the rope. “Do I need to go over the care requirements?”

	“Nothing has changed since last time, has it?”

	“No, it’s all the same.”

	“Then we’re fine. I know what to do, I’ve done this enough times. How much food for this strain?”

	She paused, tapping the screen of her tablet. The device was old, like all technology that had survived throughout the years, and the once-clear screen looked hazy from all the scratches that covered it.

	“Six per day,” the woman announced. “The certified order is in with your supplements, just give it to your council and they’ll update the allotment. Any other questions?”

	“No, I think that covers it.”

	“We’ll see you back in six months then. Have a safe trip home.”

	“Thanks,” Richard said, nodding. The woman stepped aside, turning to walk away, and Amber caught her first glimpse of the ration.

	This one looked much different than the last one, and her mouth dropped open in surprise. It was big, the largest she had ever seen this early in the cycle, and her short, lean frame was dwarfed by its towering height and massive build. It was male, like all of the rations were, and she studied its form, starting at its thickly muscled legs and moving up to the wavy, dark curls that framed the strong features of its thinly-bearded face. It met her gaze, its bright green eyes staring at her for a moment before looking away.

	“Step aside, Amber,” Richard said, interrupting her focus as he handed two of the bags of pills over. The ration reached out to take them, its strong arms flexing as it lifted them up onto its broad, muscular back.

	“It has something on its arm,” Amber said, pointing, and her father nodded.

	“That’s its strain number, 27680.”

	“None of the others have ever had a tattoo like that.”

	“It’s because this one is the first of its particular kind and they always mark the first. That would explain why it’s older than usual, it was probably held back to create more.”

	“It’s late enough, we need to get going,” Mica announced after a quick glance at the sun. “We have a long walk ahead of us.” 

	“Alex wants a drink,” Amber said, turning her attention back to her family. “I promised him I would tell you.”

	Mica nodded, pulling out the plastic flask that was marked with Alex’s name. She filled the small lid to the top, lifting it to his lips as he sucked it down.

	“Let’s get going,” Richard called, taking a deep breath as he shifted the weight on his back. “We should make it home by morning if we hurry, I don’t want to get caught outside when the sun comes up tomorrow.”

	He handed the rope to Amber.

	“This is your job this time, my dear,” he said, nodding at her. She smiled, giving the rope a slight tug. They began walking south, the ration following behind. 

	 

	†‡†



	




	 

	CHAPTER TWO

	 

	 

	The light slowly faded from the sky as the sun vanished, and with it went the warmth of the day. Amber shivered as the night set in, her skin burning with goosebumps from the cold. She was falling behind; the weight of the sacks of supplements was wearing on her.

	Mica carried Alex in a plastic sling across her chest, and Richard set the pace at the head of the line. The rope wasn’t necessary once they left the resource center behind, and Amber had removed it, letting the ration fall into line on its own as she had seen her father do so many times in the past. It was just in front of her, keeping its head down as the group slowly made its way south to the settlement Amber and her family called home.

	The dry, cracked ground was flat and bare, and the journey would have been relatively easy if not for the cold. It was one of the few benefits to the dead earth, along with the clear, unobscured night sky. The clouds had long since vanished with the disappearance of grass and trees, revealing a sky filled to overflowing with billions of sparkling stars that provided enough light to make travelling at night possible.

	Amber sighed, pausing as she shifted the sacks. They still had a long way to go, and she was already beyond exhausted. The work she endured back home had made her accustomed to carrying a lot of weight, but that was for short distances. The sacks of supplements, though lighter than she was used to, seemed to grow heavier as the minutes passed, and she stared down at her feet as she walked, struggling to breathe as she counted each step.

	She glanced forward, seeing that her family was even farther ahead of her now. She began to jog, trying to catch up, when she felt a tug at the weight on her back. 

	It was the ration, it was trying to take one of the sacks from her. Her mouth dropped open with surprise; the rations never approached their keepers. It lifted the sack of capsules from her back, adding it to the ones it was already carrying, and she quickly decided that she was too relieved to care. She winced as she stretched her sore muscles before continuing.

	It walked beside her now, keeping pace with her easily despite the load it was carrying, and she watched it out of the corner of her eye. Its face resembled that of a full-grown man, and it was obviously older and much further along in its growth cycle than the others her family had gotten in the past. Her father had said it was slightly past its prime, but she had never seen one that appeared older than she was now. She hadn’t known it was even possible for a ration to live that long.

	It was gazing up at the sky as it walked as if it had never seen the stars before. Perhaps it hadn’t; after all, the facility was indoors, and she doubted that the rations ever went outside prior to being distributed. 

	The longer she watched it, the more uncomfortable part of her seemed to become, and she almost felt like she was supposed to say something to it. She rolled her eyes at herself for even considering it. Everyone knew the rations couldn’t understand, they were primitive, barely-conscious animals capable of nothing more than simple tasks. 

	As the minutes passed, though, she found that she couldn’t hold herself back any longer. 

	“They’re called stars,” Amber finally whispered, pointing at the sky. The ration didn’t react, just as expected, and she hesitated for a moment before going on.

	“Stars. They look tiny, but they’re as big as the whole world and very far away. The books say that people tried to go visit the stars a long time ago, but they never made it that far.”

	She pointed at the moon.

	“They did make it there, and one other planet called Mars. Mars is red, that’s why it’s called the red planet, but you can’t see it right now.”

	“What are you doing, Amber?” Mica’s voice called. 

	“Just…just looking at the sky.”

	“Are you talking to it?”

	Amber felt her face grow hot with sudden embarrassment.

	“No…I’m just…talking to myself.”

	“Better save your breath. We still have quite a distance ahead.”

	Amber fell silent, shivering. The ration’s face was still tilted up towards the sky, and she picked up her pace, trying to ignore the cold wind that blew across the dirt desert that surrounded them. Only a few more hours to go.

	The sun was coming up when they reached their settlement, and just like that, the cold was gone, pushed aside by the wave of heat that billowed across the vast dryland to sear her face. Amber sighed with relief, pausing at the top of the last hill and looking down at the settlement below. Finally.

	At only a little over twenty years old, Settlement 109 was one of the newest settlements established by the government. Its official designation was Mining Settlement 109-Salis-3, founded to replace the two now-defunct salt mines in the area, but nearly everyone had foregone the formal reference over the years. It wasn’t needed; according to what Amber had been told, their settlement was the only remaining location that had the potential to produce any salt. 

	Before Amber was born, her parents had belonged to a salvage settlement, and their task had been collecting plastic for recycling. They had spent their days digging through old landfills, and sorting through the layers of garbage had been difficult. Despite having no mining experience, her parents had jumped at the chance to move. 

	They had considered themselves lucky to be counted among those who were granted residence when the new settlement first opened, hopeful that access to fresh ground would make it easier for them to meet the production requirements imposed on each settlement by the resource centers. They had needed to salvage four times their usual quota of plastic just to apply for the move, but thus far, it seemed to have been for nothing. Mining had fared them no better than salvaging plastic had.

	Attempting to access the mine’s resources required a large workforce, so Settlement 109 was nearly twice the size of most of the neighboring settlements. Close to a thousand people called it home, and almost three hundred clay houses rose up out of the ground, harsh silhouettes that seemed out of place in the flatness of the surrounding earth. If not for the shadows they cast, the whole settlement would have blended right in with the brown landscape. There was no color here, not anymore. Everything looked the same: dry and dirty and lifeless.

	Like all the others, their settlement was built in a circle, with rows of small homes coiling tightly around its center. Inner homes were highly coveted, as the surrounding outer homes offered a bit of shade during the day and a windbreak at night. They had one of the outer homes, located on the outside edge of the circle and possessing little protection from the elements. 

	That was the lot they had been given, unfortunately, and there wasn’t much they could do about it. Each person in each region had to take what was assigned to them, and without anything to barter with, there was no way of moving to a better location. Unless their family’s grid suddenly became more productive, they were stuck.

	Outside the settlement was the mine that the people worked throughout the day, each grid assignment marked out with lines and numbers cut into the dirt. The ration’s presence would make things a little easier; it would be able to help move waste material for the next several months until its cycle was up.

	Amber broke into a slow jog as she descended the hill, hoping to arrive at the settlement before the sun rose even higher. She needed to fill her water and food allotments for the day. The ration imitated her, staying by her side as she crossed the last of the dry ground that separated her from the meager shelter home would provide. She was tired, but there would be no sleep, not yet. The day was too hot for sleep.

	Her throat burned from thirst, and she couldn’t help thinking that the ration probably felt the same. It would get slightly less water than she would, but that’s what it was designed for. Its food, on the other hand, was completely different.

	The rations survived on waste, much like the pigs books told of. The settlement’s waste was processed in solar-powered stations that rendered it into bitter, dark cakes of matter. When she was a child, she had once tasted one. It wasn’t as horrible as she would have expected, but it certainly wasn’t good, either. Not like the sweet saltiness of the dried staple everyone else ate.

	Only forty families at a time from Settlement 109 were assigned to each month’s ration cycle. There were dozens of groups across the region, each one with subgroups on a different six-month rotation. This was to prevent even more overcrowding at the resource centers and no one was ever allowed to get their ration early, which meant that Amber’s family would have to make sure their supplies lasted the full cycle. Running out early would mean certain death. 

	For the next five and a half months, it would be Amber’s responsibility to fill both her own and the ration’s water allotments every day, a task she would be completing for the first time now that she was finally old enough. She dropped the sack of supplements on the floor in the main room of the house, motioning for the ration to do the same, then she retrieved the spare flask from where it had been stored after the last ration’s harvest. 

	Two weeks’ worth of dust had accumulated on the plastic surface, and she used the edge of her shirt to wipe it as clean as she could. It was red, like all the rations’ flasks, and Amber ran her fingernail through the letters carved into its edge to get the dirt out. ORDELL, 485—her father’s number, since he was the head of the household.

	The ration walked beside her as she made her way to the water line, waiting for the call that would announce the opening of the taps. Her father and mother were a few steps ahead of her, but not far enough to keep her from hearing Alex’s tired, miserable cries. She was grateful for one thing: the benefit from returning from the resource center was being pushed to the front of the line for water. 

	She could feel the stares of the other people as she stood in line waiting. From the looks on their faces, they were just as surprised as she was to see a new ration at such an advanced stage. 

	“Good morning, Amber,” a voice called, and she turned to see her friend, John Haft, approaching. “Glad you made it back safe.”

	John’s tanned face was bright as he stepped closer to her, his sunbleached hair shining golden blonde in the morning light. 

	“Now I just have to make it through today,” she answered, grimacing with dread. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this tired.”

	He was handsome, and Amber knew that he liked her. She liked him, too, at least to a degree. His sky-blue eyes looked like they were always smiling, and his square, stubbled jawline made him appear older than he actually was, especially coupled with his lean, muscular build. He was the closest to her age of all the boys in the settlement despite being two months younger than her, and while they weren’t yet officially a couple, the lack of other relationship options seemed to make the future possibility inevitable.

	He laughed, his eyes sparkling as he nudged her playfully.

	“You say that every cycle.”

	“I mean it this time.”

	“TAPS ARE OPEN!” the call rang out. 

	“Finally!” Amber breathed. They stepped forward as the line began to move. She saw John glance at the ration, looking it up and down. He raised a brow.

	“Well, this is…different. I’ve never seen a ration like this before.”

	She shrugged.

	“Me neither. It was the last of the strain the Peterson’s had last cycle, my father talked the ration officer into giving it to us because the new strains aren’t guaranteed yet.”

	“Interesting. Looks like it’s no good, though, it looks too old.”

	It was her turn, and Amber leaned down, carefully filling her flask before filling the ration’s. She rolled her eyes at the haughty judgment in John’s tone; he was just jealous that he wasn’t yet old enough to serve as keeper for his own family’s ration. 

	“Well, my dad says it’s good, and he’s always been right. It’s guaranteed, so I guess that’s all that matters.”

	John filled his own flask, taking a quick sip before putting the cap back on. She shot him a warning glance; they weren’t supposed to drink in line to ensure that no one tried filling back up.

	“Relax, no one saw,” he said, dismissing her concern. “Besides, I know you want to do it, too, you’re probably dying of thirst after that walk.”

	Amber didn’t answer, stepping off to the side to open her flask. She filled the small lid, forcing herself to sip slowly as she savored each drop of the muddy water. It was hot; the underground storage cistern did nothing to keep it cool. Instead, it acted almost like an oven, maintaining the water at near-boiling temperatures at all times. That was part of the reason for the strict water rations, there was too much evaporative loss since the cistern wasn’t deep enough underground. 

	They had tried to dig a deeper one several years ago, but the ground was too brittle. Each attempt had caved in on itself without structural support to shore it up, so instead, the cistern remained a shallow pit covered with a few layers of thick plastic and dirt. It was better than nothing, though, and the heat mixed with the natural alkalinity and minerals in the earth helped keep bacteria from growing in the water supply.

	Amber finished the small drink, immediately filling the lid for another, when she noticed the ration watching her. 

	“Sorry,” she said, quickly handing it its flask.

	John’s eyes instantly grew wide with disbelief.

	“Sorry?” he echoed. “Did you really just apologize to a ration?”

	She shot him a glance, feeling her face turn red.

	“What? No, of course not!”

	“I heard you!” he crowed, pointing at her as he burst into laughter.

	“I told you I’m tired!” she snapped. 

	“I can’t wait to tell Sydney! You apologized to a ration, I can’t believe it!”

	Sydney was his eight-year-old cousin, and Amber rolled her eyes.

	“Sometimes you’re a real ass, you know that?”

	“At least I’m not losing my mind!” John hooted, doubling over as he cackled.

	“Whatever. I need to go get my food allotment, I’ll see you around.”

	She spun on her heel, the ration’s footsteps following behind her. The sound of John’s laughter burned in her ears, and she muttered under her breath, navigating through the dirt alleys between the houses as she made her way back home. 

	Amber’s mother had her food allotment waiting for her when she arrived, and Amber quickly removed one of the three strips of dried meat from the plastic packet. It was covered in salt crystals, and she instantly regretted the second drink of water she had taken. She should have saved it for after she had eaten like she usually did to wash the saltiness down.

	She could feel the ration watching her, and she moved to the dirt shelves in the corner of her room, lifting the plastic curtain to reveal a stack of cakes. Without a word, she handed it six of them—two for each meal—and she did her best to ignore the sound of it chewing as she finished her own food. 

	The cakes would be allotted depending on the strain of each family’s ration; some strains required more and some required less. They had been allotted sixteen cakes the day before leaving for the resource center to get them through the approval process upon their return, as it could take up to two days for the council to admit the certified ration allotment order the center had sent back with them. Once that happened, Amber would collect the ration’s food allotment each day when she went to get water.

	Mica was in the other room, portioning out the six-month supply of supplements they had been given at the resource center.

	“Do you have mine?” Amber asked as she walked in. Mica’s face was flushed red, and her cropped, blonde hair was stained dark from the sweat that dripped down her forehead.

	“One week,” she answered, handing over two small bags. “And a week’s worth for the ration. I’ll give you the rest when I’m done.”

	“Thanks.”

	Amber went into her room, sitting down on the edge of the bed as she opened the first bag. She wasn’t allowed to help her mother divide them up, as only one person in the household was permitted to sort through their supply. This was to prevent blaming others if a mistake was made, which meant that her mother would spend the next several hours putting together dozens of bags for each person in the family and the ration. The only exception to the rule was that now it was her responsibility to give the ration its daily dose. If she made a mistake, it would fall on her shoulders, not her mother’s.

	She removed fourteen of the brown capsules, bracing herself as she stared down at them. This was the worst part of the day, especially since there wasn’t enough water to help swallow them. She would have to choke them down dry.

	Each capsule contained synthetic nutritional supplements and a metabolic inhibitor, and like everyone, she had to take them twice a day. This helped people survive on less food and water while staving off illnesses caused by vitamin deficiencies. Without them, everyone would starve or die of disease.

	She finished swallowing the last one and opened the ration’s bag. It would have to take nearly twice as many as she had. The capsules were slightly different than hers; they were longer, and they contained different compounds designed to promote fast muscle growth. It would also enable the ration to survive the harsh working conditions it would soon experience without compromising its final yield. 

	Amber carefully counted out twenty-five of them, setting them on the floor in front of her.

	“You have to take them,” she said, gesturing to the small pile. The ration immediately obeyed, sitting down and gingerly picking up the first one.

	As she watched it begin to swallow them, she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of curiosity. Aside from simple commands, the rations were too dumb to comprehend spoken language, and any necessary communication for work or other daily chores was usually done through physical means and gestures. 

	This time, it felt almost instinctual for her to speak to it, and she couldn’t understand why. She furrowed her brow for a moment, then shrugged. It was likely just the result of knowing that she alone was responsible for its survival and growth this time, nothing more.

	“Amber! Hurry up and bring the ration to the grid, your father will be waiting!”

	“Coming!”

	She beckoned to the ration, using the same hand motions she had used with the ones before, but she couldn’t stop herself from adding a quiet whisper.

	“Let’s go,” she told it, reaching for her hat. The ration leaped to its feet, grabbing the last few of its capsules and swallowing them all at once. It paused at the door, waiting for her, and she sighed as she led it out of the house and towards the grid. 
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	CHAPTER THREE

	 

	 

	Amber slowly crossed the expanse of bare earth that lay between the settlement and the mine grid, the ration following close behind. When she was a child, she used to run, but as she got older she had learned that it wasn’t worth it. While running definitely cut down on the time it took to get there, it also made her feel even more dehydrated and tired by the time she arrived, draining the energy she needed to conserve for the work she would have to do. 

	The mine pits were cut deep into the ground. Tarps of opaque plastic were stretched over them, supported on ropes tethered near the edges and offering the workers a little shade. Amber moved past the dozens of other grids that belonged to her neighbors, stopping when she reached the one marked with a large ‘485’ carved into the dirt. She could hear sounds of digging coming from inside, and puffs of dust escaped from the edge of the tarp as each shovelful of dirt was moved by her father.

	“I’m here, dad,” she called out, kneeling down and peering into the hole. 

	Her father glanced up at her. The gray streaks in his coarse, black hair were hidden beneath a layer of dust just like every inch of the rest of his body, seeming to paint all of his features the same color. His exhausted, blue eyes were the only things that stood out—even his teeth were stained with brown earth. Like her mother, he was relatively young, but the scorching sun had etched deep creases into his skin. When they were smoothed out with dirt, like now, Amber could almost imagine what he had looked like as a young man.

	“We won’t get much done today,” Richard sighed, wiping his cheeks and mixing the dirt in with his sweat. There was no such thing as clean anymore, and the mask of clay that formed from the sweat and dust actually helped prevent sunburn.

	“Is there anything left in the last vein?” Amber asked, sliding her body between the tarp and the ground and dropping onto the makeshift dirt steps that led down into the pit. They had hit what appeared to be a thin vein of salt rock a few months ago, but her father had been concerned that it wouldn’t last long. The look on his face confirmed it.

	“That’s the last of it,” he said, gesturing at a small pile of pale rock he had stacked off to the side. “I’m hoping we’ll find another vein, but we won’t get very far today.”

	She could see where he had begun digging into the side of the pit, starting another course around its perimeter that would slowly close in on itself until it reached the center. Her heart sank. They only had a few more months to find enough salt to both preserve the harvest and meet their quota. If they didn’t, they would get a smaller ration next cycle.

	“I’ll get these packed up,” Amber said, moving towards the chunks of salt. “Do you want me to walk back with the ration to put them in storage, or wait here with you?”

	“Show it how to load the tailings before you do anything,” Richard answered. “We need to get a few hours of work in.”

	She nodded, beckoning to the ration as she crossed to the other side of the pit. It was a large area, nearly 150 feet long and almost 200 feet wide, and they would spent the rest of their lives digging there unless they managed to find enough of the valuable salt to buy a second grid and try their luck elsewhere. Finding enough to do so was based solely on the yield of their current grid, and so far, it didn’t look hopeful. Her parents had started digging there before she was born, and they had never been able to find more than the bare minimum necessary for preservation and quota requirements per cycle.

	Each family had one hammer and one chisel per worker to chip out pieces of salt rock, tools that were expected to last a lifetime. The shovels they used were fashioned from thick, hardened plastic, just like everything else they used in life. Dirt and plastic, that’s all that was left. Everything organic had rotted away, and any metal scraps from the time before the drought had long since been scavenged by the administration to build and maintain the resource centers. 

	Aside from small solar lights, technology had died for everyday people. Instead, the resource centers hoarded it, using it to create rations and supplements to care for the population. It was a terrible price to pay, but no one had much of a choice. This was the world humanity had created all those years ago, and now they had to live with the consequences.

	“Like this,” Amber murmured under her breath, showing the ration how to load old dirt from the discard pile onto large circles of plastic. It watched her, then copied her movements, quickly filling one of the circles. She passed a thick piece of twisted, plastic rope through the loops that had been tied around the circle’s perimeter then cinched it tight, creating a sack. Tomorrow, the ration would start carrying sack after sack to the dumping ground nearly a quarter of a mile outside of the settlement, helping her family slowly excavate their grid while they sifted through the fresh dirt they dug for anything valuable.

	This was her life, a mundane existence that revolved around salt. Her only hope for escape was the applications she had put in at the resource center. Unless she was selected, she would spend the rest of her life working for eight hours a day in the grid, followed by a couple hours in the evening reading from the few books their settlement had been assigned. Education beyond that had died with the earth, but it was better than nothing. 

	“Fill the rest,” Amber whispered to the ration, pointing at the stack of plastic circles that remained. “You’ll carry them out tomorrow.”

	She watched it for a moment as it began to work, making sure that it understood what she wanted it to do, then she turned away as she began to dig.

	The hours passed slowly, and her mind went blank as she fell into the repetition of her task. She would dig out a scoop, then kneel down and sort through it with her fingers for any sign of salt. If there wasn’t any, she would move over a couple feet and repeat the process, leaving a line of small piles of sorted dirt that the ration would pick up as she worked around the perimeter of the grid. On a good day, she would make it halfway down one whole wall before it was time to leave, increasing the depth of their grid shovelful by shovelful. 

	Amber sighed, thinking back to the first day she had come to help her father. She had been young, only seven years old. The resource center considered that age old enough to contribute, so their quota had been increased to provide for the additional worker her family had. She had cried her eyes out, refusing to work when she had realized how miserable it was, and her father had let her be, ignoring her as he did both his own work and hers. 

	She remembered watching him tear into the dirt, moving as fast as he could, and she remembered him nearly fainting from the additional exertion as he tried to compensate for her unwillingness to help. Her mother was the caretaker for several of the neighbor’s children, a job that provided more salt as payment than working in the grid would, but it still wouldn’t be enough to meet the new quota. 

	Amber remembered her parents’ hushed, concerned whispers that night as they had discussed what would happen if they didn’t find enough salt, and she had decided right then that she would do everything she could to help. She had learned her lesson that day, and that was the first and last time she had ever cried from the work.

	Since that day, she had helped dig down almost thirty feet on top of the eight her parents had done when the area was first assigned to them, making their grid the deepest out of the entire settlement. The depth made no difference, however, since it had produced very little of the precious resource they were searching for. Work meant nothing if no salt came of it.

	According to what she had been told, the area had been a salt mine hundreds of years before, filled in at one point to level the ground in hopes of growing genetically-modified crops that could withstand the high salt content of the soil. The venture had failed, though, and the land was deemed useless. It had lain forgotten until the other two salt mines in the region were emptied, and after realizing that hauling salt from the oceans on foot would be impossible, a desperate search of old records had led to the mine’s rediscovery.

	The resource center claimed that the area should hold rich salt deposits, but the promises seemed empty. Only a few grids contained salt rock in excess of quota, and theirs definitely wasn’t one of them. So far, they had found nothing beyond scant mining scraps mixed in with the fill dirt that had been used to level the ground, and fresh salt rock would likely be much farther below. 

	The resource centers stressed the need for salt, saying that it was necessary for maintaining the energy demands required for growing enough rations to feed the population. This was part of the reason why the rations spent almost six months with the families they were assigned to: not only was there not enough room to house them at the resource centers for longer than the time it took to grow them, but having a dedicated laborer capable of hauling heavier loads was essential to making progress at the grids. 

	The other settlements performed different work; most salvaged plastic for recycling, like Amber’s parents did before she was born, but there were a few mineral and heavy metal mines in the region as well. The people of each settlement did what they could to contribute to the resource centers, and prior to harvest, the rations joined in on that task.

	The rations were livestock, similar to the beasts of burden used long ago before animal life went extinct, and Amber was grateful that they now had another one. Instead of doing most of the hauling herself as she had for the two weeks since harvesting their last ration, this new ration would take over that part of the daily tasks for the next five and a half months.

	Amber set her shovel down, reaching for her flask of water. She filled the lid, feeling the water turn the dirt that layered the back of her throat into mud as she swallowed. The ration took her cue, pausing in its work as it did the same. She met its gaze; its eyes were bright and eager as it stared at her, and she felt an unexpected flash of awkwardness as she looked away. 

	“I think that’s all we can do today, Amber.”

	She glanced at her father as he sank down onto the ground, leaning back against the dirt wall and yawning.

	“I’m too tired to keep going, we all need sleep. The sun will be down in a few hours, I think it’s best if we head back.”

	Amber nodded.

	“I’ll show the ration where to dump the dirt. There’s enough time to take a load or two.”

	“I’d appreciate it,” Richard sighed, struggling to his feet. “That would give us a head start in the morning. If you’re not too tired, you might help carry a few bags. I don’t want to wear the ration out any more than necessary, it hasn’t gotten any rest, either.”

	“I will,” she said, walking over to her father and picking up his shovel. She set it and hers against the wall near the dirt steps, ready for the morning when they would return. “I’ll make sure the hauling sacks get stacked up when we’re done, too.”

	“Thank you, my dear.”

	Her father leaned down, giving her a quick kiss on her cheek. She smiled, then moved to grab one of the small sacks used for carrying salt. The few chunks of rock were disappointingly light, and she sighed as she placed them in the center of the plastic and cinched the top. Richard took the bag from her outstretched hand, carrying it gently as he climbed the steps out of the pit.

	Amber turned to the ration, pointing at the sacks of dirt it had gathered. She hesitated for a moment as she glanced up to make sure her father was gone, then she quietly spoke.

	“Pick them up. We’ll have to make a couple trips.”

	She heaved two of the bags onto her back, the rope that held them closed digging into her neck and shoulder as she carefully balanced herself to lift one more. Each weighed more than fifty pounds; the ration could carry twice as many, and between them, they should be done in three trips.

	She felt gravity increase on the load as she climbed up the steps, and she paused at the top, trying to catch her breath. She lifted her hand, shielding her eyes as she glanced to the east where the dumping ground was. The ration appeared at her side a moment later, and she grunted as she jerked her head in the direction they needed to go.

	Amber whispered a curse as she began to walk. No matter how many times she made this trip, she would never get used to it. The sun felt even more brutal than usual, and shimmering waves of light hovered over the ground in front of them, an illusion created by the sunlight mingling with the heat that rose off the earth. 

	When she was younger, she used to stare at the mirages, trying to imagine the life the books described before everything died. Sometimes she still did it, but now it felt more depressing than exciting. The books told of a world that was foreign to her, a world that had been lost in the wake of humanity’s destruction, and her heart ached at the knowledge that it would never be seen again. 

	It was hard to believe that such a world ever existed, but the stories she had been told as a child erased any doubt. Her grandmother, the last and oldest elder in Settlement 109, had regaled five-year-old Amber with tales of her childhood. 

	Almost everything had already died even back then, but for a short while, the resource center had managed to keep a few things alive within its sanctum. They had eventually died, too, but her grandmother had been lucky enough to see the last of them before that happened. She would spend hours recounting the vivid memories, and Amber would sit at her feet, hanging onto every word. 

	The idea of feathers had captured Amber’s imagination above everything else—soft, magical bundles of fine hair that made it possible for birds to fly. Although she would never admit it, she had sometimes cried herself to sleep at night as a child, secretly overwhelmed with sorrow at the knowledge that she would never actually see birds or feathers herself. 

	The stories had made her feel as though a tiny piece of the old world was still there, but that feeling had died with her grandmother’s last breath. No one remained who had personally witnessed any plant or animal life, and now, the settlement’s books were her only connection to what had been lost. The end of the workday meant she would finally have time to read, and she picked up her pace, shifting the weight on her back as she tried to hurry.

	They reached the dumping ground, and Amber tilted her head, gazing up at the mountain of dirt. It towered over her, and she clenched her teeth, trying to prepare herself for the climb. 

	This was the first of four different dumps outside the settlement, each one reaching up into the sky. There had been talk of closing this one to start another farther back, which would increase the distance from their grid to over half a mile. That meant they would need to travel even farther to discard the tailings from their grid, and she hoped and prayed that she would be chosen for the resource center before that happened. In the meantime, people were required to dump loads at the top instead of around the perimeter in hopes of slowing the mound’s expanding girth and delaying its closing.

	She began scaling the pile of dirt, her feet stamping craters in the loose, unstable surface as she tried to keep from falling over. She leaned forward, angling her body almost parallel with the mound as she used her hands to steady herself. Almost there. 

	Her leg suddenly disappeared, sinking through the dirt up to her knee, and a hot flash of panic surged through her veins as the ground broke away beneath her. The weight of the load of dirt pulled her over, threatening to send her flying backwards, and her stomach leaped into her throat as her arms began to flail. Her eyes locked onto the surface of the ground far below, her heart cringing with dread as she braced herself for the fall.

	Then, a moment later, she was pinned to the side of the mound. Amber blinked in terrified confusion; the ration was on top of her, its body holding her in place. She gasped in surprise, her heart racing as the fear slowly faded. The dull look in its green eyes seemed to disappear for a moment as it gazed at her, then it slowly stood back up as if nothing had happened, a blank expression on its face as it continued climbing.

	She pulled her leg free, staring in open-mouthed shock as the ration ascended the mound ahead of her. She had never seen a ration do something like that before, and a tingle of nervous worry washed over her skin. Maybe there was something wrong with it, maybe it was defective. She shook her head, forcing herself to focus as she began climbing again. Her family couldn’t afford a problem like that.

	They reached the top without further incident, and Amber dropped the sacks and began opening them one by one. The ration did the same, emptying the dirt out, and she showed it how to fold the sacks for the walk back. 

	“Two more loads,” she muttered, turning to retrace their steps back down the side of the mound. At least now they had trampled a path to follow when they returned. It would be gone by morning, though, blown away and covered up by the freezing night winds. 

	They trudged back to the grid. Amber replayed her near-fall in her mind as they prepared to take another load, her brow furrowed in thought. Something definitely wasn’t right, and she tried her best to ignore the feeling that she should tell her parents about it.

	They finished the last trip, returning to the grid one final time to leave the hauling sacks for morning before heading in the direction of home. The sun was low in the sky, but if she was lucky, she would have just enough time to read before night fell. 
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	CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	 

	Each settlement was on a yearly rotation for books, and Amber had made it through nearly half of this year’s small collection. Every resident was encouraged to read, and since there were no schools or teachers in the settlements, this was the only source of education for those that didn’t live at the resource centers. In March, a courier would pass through with the next rotation of books, and she hoped she would have a chance to finish the rest of this collection before that time came.

	She sat down on the stoop outside of her house, opening the book as she chewed absently on the second of her three pieces of meat for the day. It was an astronomy volume, and she quickly flipped through the pages to find her place. She was glad this rotation had included it. The subject was a welcome reprieve from the other books that, like her grandmother’s stories, told of a life she would never know. The stars were the only things that remained unchanged from times past, the only things she could actually see after reading about them. 

	“Hey, Amber,” John greeted her, smiling as he approached. “Did you find anything at your grid today?”

	She looked up, frowning as he sat down next to her.

	“Nothing. What about you?”

	He shrugged.

	“The same. I don’t think there’s really any salt left anymore.”

	“Or maybe we just need to dig forever to find it,” she sighed, making a face. “That’s the only good thing about having to visit the resource center every cycle—it’s a break from digging every day.”

	“I suppose,” John mused, absently dragging his fingers through the fine dirt on the ground. He eyed her. “Speaking of which, where’s your ration?”

	“Inside, like it’s supposed to be,” she answered, returning to her book. “I don’t see why my parents made such a big deal out of being a keeper, it doesn’t seem that hard.”

	One glance at John’s face told her she had struck a nerve, and she gave him a reassuring smile, reaching out and putting her hand on his knee.

	“It’s okay, John, you’ll be a keeper next cycle.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said quickly, his face instantly relaxing. “I’m fine. Why don’t you put that away and talk to me?”

	He moved closer to her, his body heat adding to the already unbearable warmth of the day, and she shrank back.

	“You don’t want to talk!” Amber laughed, rolling her eyes, and he grinned as he put his arm around her shoulders.

	“So what if I don’t?”

	“Stop, John, I want to finish this.”

	He gave her a frustrated look.

	“That’s the same book you’ve been reading for the last month, I know you’ve already finished it by now.”

	“Once, but there’s a lot to learn.”

	“It’s not like it’s important,” he told her, yawning with boredom. “It’s just old stuff, things no one cares about anymore.”

	“Well, I care,” she huffed, glaring at him. “It doesn’t matter what you think.”

	He sighed heavily, dragging himself to his feet.

	“I’m going to go find something else to do, then,” he told her. “Maybe I’ll see what Leah’s up to.”

	She could feel him watching her for a reaction, but she knew better. He didn’t care for Leah.

	“Go ahead,” she answered, waving at him. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	Amber chuckled to herself as she watched him leave. She had known him for as long as she could remember, and he was the only person in the settlement she considered a friend. That definition, however, was used loosely; there was no such thing as a deep relationship in the settlements, not when life consisted of so much misery. She and John spoke to each other in passing in the mornings and sometimes they spent the afternoons together after work, but beyond that, she didn’t go out of her way to see him. Things were simpler when people kept to themselves, and that applied even to him.

	Her fingers smeared the pages with dirt, and she wiped them off as she turned to the next one. It wouldn’t harm the book; long ago, books had been made from trees, or so she had been told, and they were fragile things that were easily damaged. The resource center had confiscated all the paper books, though, keeping them in an archive and using them to make plastic prints for distribution among the population. These new books would last forever just like every other piece of plastic in the world, impervious to decay. 

	Amber crossed her legs, bracing her elbows on her knees as she read. The text recounted the history of the heavens, describing vast oceans and the huge ships that crossed them while telling of how their captains navigated using the stars. It told of a time of war, and how the stars had provided a map for those escaping their captors in the south. The North Star, whose position never changed, had offered salvation to so many hopeless and lost people in their search for freedom.

	What truly left her awestruck were the constellations. Animals lived in the skies, the only place where they could still be found, and she traced the star patterns pictured in the book with her finger as she tried to memorize each one. 

	She had been born in August, under the lion of Leo. She had seen it the night they walked back from the resource center, but usually she had to wait for winter. During the fall months, it didn’t come out until early morning, when it was too cold to go outside to see, but she knew it was always up there watching. 

	Sometimes, just as night fell and right before going to bed, she would stare up at the sky, talking to it as if it could hear her. If she held her breath and closed her eyes, she could almost feel it listening. Maybe it could hear her; after all, the stars were as old as time, and no one had ever discovered what secrets they held. 

	She found herself lost in the words as she turned the pages, imagining herself as a star observing the world from high above. She often wondered if the stars had mourned the death of the plants and animals, if they had felt sorrow at the destruction people had caused. They would have seen it all, silent observers to the birth of each blade of grass that had ever grown here, and they would have watched the last seed wither into dust. Part of her was glad she hadn’t witnessed it like they had, it would have been a painful thing to see.

	The light began to fade from the sky as the sun disappeared from the horizon, and Amber snapped the book shut, shivering as the cold swept it. She was tired. She stood up, tucking the book under her arm and stretching her aching muscles before stepping through the plastic curtain to go inside.

	The ration was sitting in the corner of the main room, quietly staring down at its hands. It glanced up when she entered, and the look in its eyes told her that she had forgotten something important. Guilt flooded Amber’s heart, and she quickly beckoned to it, leading it back outside and towards a row of small dirt huts that had been built on the outskirts of the settlement. Beside the huts were deep, open pits dug into the ground, and she pointed.

	“That’s where the rations go,” Amber said, turning to step into one of the huts. She paused for a moment. Her father had always handled this part, and now she wondered if the ration would know what to do when it was done. She cringed, going inside. She certainly hoped so.

	The rations’ daily supplements rendered their waste unusable, so it would be deposited into the pits to decay. Hers, like everyone else’s, would be collected in processing stations located underneath each of the huts. Liquid would be separated out, distilled and channeled through underground pipes to the water cistern, while solids would be heat treated under special lights, mixed with fine dirt and a metabolic chemical, and flash-sterilized to create the cakes of food that the rations survived on. 

	Amber pushed the curtain aside and stepped out of the hut, seeing the ration waiting for her. She knelt down and rubbed her hands with dirt before placing them underneath a small, solar-powered UV bulb that was fitted into the wall of the hut. The light killed bacteria, helping to prevent people from getting sick despite the lack of water for hygiene. 

	The ration watched her, then copied her movements. She eyed it up and down. It looked like it had managed well enough.

	Her teeth chattered as she ran back to her house, her arms tightly wrapped around her chest as she paused to pick up her light from the ground outside.

	“How did your first day looking after it go?” her mother asked as Amber walked through the door. Mica was holding her own light, preparing to go to bed, and Alex was asleep in her arms, his tiny cheeks fading from red to pale white as the air cooled his skin.

	Amber shrugged.

	“Good, I guess.”

	“Good? That’s it? All we’ve heard these past weeks is how nervous you were about the responsibility, and now that’s all you can say?”

	Amber reached into her pocket, taking the last piece of meat from her daily allotment and swallowing it down quickly.

	“I don’t know what else to say. It’s not as bad as I thought it would be, I think I remembered everything.”

	Mica cocked her head, the dim light casting shadows on the fine, sun-weathered wrinkles scattered across her otherwise youthful skin.

	“You gave it its supplements?”

	“Yes, of course. Right after you gave me mine, and I gave it the second dose when I got home from the grid.”

	“And its food?”

	Amber rolled her eyes.

	“Yes, mom.”

	Mica sighed, standing to her feet and shifting Alex onto her shoulder.

	“It’s a big responsibility, but like I said before, I think you’ll manage just fine. It’s time for bed, go get some rest.”

	She held her arm out, and Amber stepped forward, giving her mother a quick hug before turning and beckoning to the ration. 

	It followed her to her room, and she clicked the light on, setting it inside a small alcove carved out of the dirt wall beside the doorway. The battery didn’t hold much of a charge, but it would be enough to get changed. It would die on its own in a few minutes, turning itself off by the time she got into bed.

	Amber moved towards the shelves and knelt down, reaching underneath the bottom shelf to retrieve her sleep clothing. They were nearly identical to her day clothing, made from the woven plastic fabric created by the resource center, only without the dirt carried back from working. She wished she could wear both sets to bed to help stay warm, but sleeping in dirty clothing caused rashes. She had learned that the hard way many years ago.

	She prepared to undress, then she hesitated, eyeing the ration. It was watching her intently, and she felt suddenly uncomfortable under its gaze. It looked like a man, and even though she knew it lacked awareness, she couldn’t force her mind to get around the awkwardness of undressing in its presence. 

	She swallowed hard, trying to think of what to do, then, to her surprise, it turned its back to her. Goosebumps raced over her skin as she quickly changed, then she tapped the ration’s shoulder.

	“Yours,” she said, holding out another set of clothing. It took them from her, setting them on the floor as it lifted its shirt over its head, and Amber’s face flushed with heat when it moved to take off its pants. She spun around, cringing to herself.

	“It hasn’t even been a whole day and you’re going crazy,” she muttered under her breath, drinking the last of her day’s water allotment before placing the bottle on the shelf. She pulled the blanket back on her bed, climbing in and stealing a peek at the ration. Her father had been right, this one would definitely have a high yield at the end of the cycle. 

	Ropes of thick muscle rolled beneath the skin that covered its broad shoulders as it lifted its arms to put its sleep shirt on. Its skin shone pale in the meager light, reminding her that she would have to show it how to mix dirt with its sweat to prevent it from burning in the sun tomorrow when they began working. The rations’ pigmentation darkened quickly after only a few days of direct sunlight, but until that happened, it could be severely burned. For a moment, she imagined her hands on its back, smearing damp clay over its skin, and she cringed with embarrassment. 

	What the hell is wrong with you? 

	She closed her eyes, grimacing as she reminded herself once again that she knew better than this foolishness. Like everyone, she had learned how things were as a small child. The rations were a means to an end, nothing more: warmth in the night and labor during the day, then food when the cycle was over. It wasn’t human, it was just food that happened to look human. 

	When Amber opened her eyes, the ration had turned to face her again. Her heart skipped a beat; she had been looking forward to this since the last ration’s cycle had ended, grateful that she would finally be able to return to her own bed, but she couldn’t help feeling a wave of nervousness wash over her. The creature would have been handsome if it were human, more so than any actual person she had ever seen, and the thought of being so close to it was unnerving. She gulped, wishing for the millionth time in her life that her family could afford more blankets. That way, she wouldn’t need this thing to keep herself from freezing to death in the night.

	She cleared her throat and set her jaw.

	“Here,” she managed to say, patting the other side of her bed. The ration stared at her, its eyes glittering in the dark. The light began to dim, signaling that the battery was preparing to die, and she patted the bed again.

	“Hurry up.”

	The ration slowly crossed the floor and sat down on the edge of her bed. The light disappeared, plunging the room into darkness, and she felt the ration shift as it lay down beside her. She pulled the blanket up, leaning over as she tucked the edge in. Her hands brushed against its arm as she moved; she felt its body tense beneath her touch, and she could hear its heart pounding, matching hers beat-for-beat. 

	“Go to sleep,” Amber whispered, rolling over and wrapping herself in her arms as the space under the blanket filled with heat. 

	The ration didn’t move, seeming frozen in place as she closed her eyes. 

	Even with the additional warmth, the night was still uncomfortably cold. The blanket did little to hold in their body heat, and Amber tossed and turned as she tried to fall asleep. She sighed, staring up at the ceiling with frustration.

	Faint moonlight seeped through the layer of plastic that covered the small skylight that had been built into the roof, giving the dark room a blue cast, and she glanced at the motionless form beside her. She almost missed last cycle’s ration; its body had given off more heat than this one’s did.

	Part of it was because she had grown used to sleeping in her parents’ bed in the two weeks since the last ration’s harvest. Their bed was cramped but warm, although she knew it was only because she and Alex slept in the middle away from the edges where the draft leaked in. It would take time to get used to being in her own bed again, much less being beside it.

	She let her jaw go slack, hoping to silence the sound of her chattering teeth as she shivered. The ration stirred, rolling over beside her. She felt it move closer to her, pressing up against her side, and her tired body instantly relaxed as a wave of warmth radiated from its skin. 

	It’s like it knows, she thought to herself, then quickly dismissed the idea. It was an animal; it was acting on instinct, nothing more. Every creature, no matter how dumb, knew enough to keep itself warm.

	“It’s just a ration,” she whispered, trying to force her shyness from her mind. She scooted herself closer until her face was pressed against its chest. Its heartbeat began to lull her to sleep, and she closed her eyes, sighing as she felt herself drift off. 
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	CHAPTER FIVE

	 

	 

	The morning came too soon, and Amber yawned as she rolled over. The ration was already awake and changed, sitting on the floor in the corner of the room as it waited for her. It stood up when it saw her stir, holding her work clothes out for her.

	“I know, I know,” she groaned, rolling out of bed. It immediately turned its back after handing her the clothes, and she frowned in confusion as she changed. It was an odd creature, that much was certain.

	“Where’s your flask?” she asked quietly, taking hers off the shelf and pointing. It dug into its pocket, showing her the small red bottle, and she grunted in acknowledgment. 

	She removed the bags of supplements from the shelves and quickly counted out two piles. The ration reached forward, preparing to take the pile she had made for it, but she shook her head.

	“Water first,” she told it. “Otherwise you’ll choke.”

	Amber grabbed her light, taking it outside and setting it on the ground to recharge in the sun. After a visit to the huts, she led the ration into the center of the settlement, getting in line for water. There were dozens of people ahead of them; unlike yesterday, they would have to wait their turn instead of skipping to the front of the line.

	John was waiting for her, his cousin, Sydney, in tow. 

	“Did you finish your book?” he asked, moving to her side. 

	“Not yet,” Amber answered, rolling her eyes. “It’ll probably take me a couple weeks.”

	“Who’s that?” Sydney asked, her little eyes wide as she stared up at the ration. “He looks funny!”

	“It’s not a he, Sydney, it’s an it. It’s Amber’s new ration.”

	The ration stared down at the little girl; for a moment, Amber could have sworn she saw the corners of its lips twitch in a smile.

	“But why does he look like that? He’s old like you!”

	“Because IT does, that’s why,” John answered, making a face and glancing at Amber. “You don’t have to take it everywhere with you, you know. It can stay behind while you get its water and food.”

	“Well, when you have your own ration to keep, you can do whatever you want with it,” Amber retorted, shuffling forward as the line moved. She was too tired for his attitude.

	“Thanks for rubbing it in.”

	“I don’t understand what the big deal is, John. It’s just a job, you don’t really do anything different except get its allotments and give it its supplements. Everything else is the same as always.”

	“Whatever.”

	John moved ahead of her, cutting her in line before she could protest and leaning down to fill his flask. She clenched her teeth in annoyance; this wasn’t the first time he had cut ahead of her, and he knew by now that she wouldn’t turn him in for something that petty. 

	Amber filled her flask before moving to fill the ration’s. As she handed the bottle to it, a scream of panic rang out through the settlement, and she straightened, her heart leaping into her throat as she scanned the crowd.

	“What’s that?” Sydney asked, her voice tinged with fear. “What’s wrong?”

	John shot her a worried glance.

	“Come on, let’s get you home!”

	He spun on his heel and disappeared, dragging Sydney behind him, and Amber frowned as she turned her attention back to the crowd. Her eyes grew wide as her stomach turned. It was Justine Lorel, a young woman only a few years older than she was, and Amber beckoned to the ration as she edged closer to the commotion.

	“It’s not true!” Justine screamed. “Dale, tell them it’s not true!”

	The council had her surrounded, and her wrists were bound with rope. They were leading her to the holding room inside the mud building that served as their meeting place; there was a deep hole in the floor that was used as a makeshift jail cell for anyone who was deemed a threat. Dale, Justine’s husband of three months, was following close behind.

	“Please, Dale, tell them!”

	Amber studied his face as Justine was pulled into the holding room. He didn’t seem upset, and her heart sank with realization when one of the council stepped forward and handed him a heavy, plastic sack. It was salt—his reward for reporting his wife—and Amber cringed as she turned away. No one could be trusted, not even family.

	She sighed, clenching her teeth. It was Justine’s own fault; everyone in the settlement had been whispering about how miserable she had been acting since her mother’s death a month ago, and it was just a matter of time before someone took notice and seized the opportunity to turn her in. Ultimately, Amber was more surprised by how long it had taken than she was about who had finally reported the woman.

	Justine’s cries abruptly ceased as she was thrown into the holding pit, and Amber shook her head as she put it out of her mind. She had more important things to focus on, and wasting her thoughts on Justine’s foolishness would serve no purpose. 

	She hurried to get in line for the food allotment. The ration still had enough cakes for today, but she needed to make sure the certified order sent from the resource center would be ready for tomorrow.

	This line moved much faster than the line for water, and she was soon next. Amber greeted the woman standing beside a clay podium, plastic sheets of ration allotment orders clutched in her hand and sacks of cakes sitting on the ground behind her.

	The woman’s eyes narrowed as she studied Amber’s ration.

	“So you’re the family that got the bad one,” she remarked, her voice filled with disdain.

	“It’s the same strain as the Peterson’s had,” Amber replied defensively. “There’s nothing wrong with it, and it’s guaranteed.”

	“Well, it doesn’t look right. But I suppose it makes no difference to me, I’m not the one eating it. Name and number?” 

	Amber held out her arm so the woman could scan the code tattooed there. As the light passed over her skin, she couldn’t help feeling a surge of excitement. It was the first time she had ever been scanned without her parents present, and her heart swelled with a sudden sense of importance. The medical and allotment scanners were the most advanced technology in the settlements, and once a month, the data they held would be taken to the resource center to be recorded. Now, part of that record would include irrefutable evidence that she was now capable of taking care of her family’s ration.

	“Well?” the woman prompted, startling Amber from her thoughts.

	“What?”

	“Name and number, I have to match your information.”

	“Sorry. Ordell, Amber. 487.”

	The woman began flipping through the allotment orders, searching for the right one.

	Amber pursed her lips as she watched. She used to wonder why they asked for name and number along with the scan, and she had mentioned it to her mother once. Apparently, a long time ago, people had been sneaking into other settlements and cutting codes off of others to get extra allotments. This way, any would-be thieves would have to know the identity of whoever’s skin they were trying to steal. This made thieves less likely to go into strange settlements filled with people they didn’t know, but Amber didn’t understand how the idea had worked in the first place. It made no sense to her how they could attach someone else’s skin to their own arms.

	The woman stopped, pulling a single sheet out of the stack of pages.

	“Here it is. You still have ten cakes left, correct?”

	Amber nodded, and the woman reached behind her to grab two cakes from the sack.

	“I’ll go ahead and give you these now to complete the ration’s allotment for tomorrow. Don’t lose them, they won’t be replaced.”

	“My parents already explained it to me.”

	“Good, so you understand. You’ll be on the normal daily schedule the day after tomorrow, so I’ll see you then.”

	“Thank you,” Amber said, taking the cakes from the woman and putting them in her pocket. She stepped out of line and headed back home, trying to ignore the dirty looks she got from passing people. 

	She glanced at the ration, comparing it to the others she saw along the way. They were all smaller, almost resembling young teenagers. Even the ones close to harvest weight didn’t appear as large as hers, but it shouldn’t matter. While the final yield varied depending on strain, each was designed to provide just enough meat to last six months per family regardless of starting size. 

	Maybe the people were jealous that their rations weren’t as big, or maybe they thought her father had managed to bribe the ration officer into giving them more than they were entitled to. She made a face. Bribing officials was impossible, and the amount of salt it would take to even think about trying was probably more than she had ever seen in her whole lifetime. 

	“I have your allotment,” Mica called as Amber and the ration walked inside. “Did you give it its supplements?”

	“Not yet, mom, we just got our water,” she answered, trying to hide the annoyance in her voice. She hoped her mother wasn’t planning on reminding her every single day. She took the food from Mica’s outstretched hand and disappeared into her room.

	Amber filled the lid of her flask, drinking half of it before eating the first of her three pieces of meat for the day. The ration did the same, quickly downing two cakes, then it reached for the supplements. It paused, glancing up at her as if asking for permission, and she eyed it curiously as she nodded.

	Richard had already started digging by the time they arrived, and Amber quickly joined him. The ration began loading up the piles of dirt after she finished sorting through each one, making the trip back and forth between their grid and the dumping ground over and over again as the hours passed. 

	She paused in her work to take a sip of water, catching sight of the ration. She hadn’t paid much attention to it since arriving at the grid, but now her heart sank. She had forgotten about its pale skin, and its face was red from the sun.

	Amber cursed under her breath, quickly beckoning to it. The ration bent down, dropping the sacks of dirt it was preparing to carry out of the pit and walking towards her. She reached up and felt its skin with the back of her hand, then breathed a sigh of relief. It was a little warm, but not quite bad enough to be burned. She hoped she had caught it in time; her mother would never forgive her if she let the ration get sunsick.

	It stared at her as she began smearing at its face, blending the dirt and sweat together to create a thin layer of natural sunblock. Her heart fluttered beneath its gaze; she just wanted it to stop looking at her, and she did her best to avoid meeting its eyes as she stood on her tiptoes to reach its neck. 

	Her mind flashed back to what she had thought of the night before, and her cheeks instantly flushed with embarrassment. She shot a glance in her father’s direction. Thankfully, he was facing away from her; no amount of dirt could hide the color of her skin, and she was sure he would be able to read her mind just from the deep shade of crimson she had turned.

	“Go on, then,” she whispered, dismissing the ration when she was through. It went back to the sacks of dirt it had dropped, lifting them up and disappearing from sight as it climbed out of the grid.

	Amber grimaced as she watched it go, wishing it was already time for harvest. If things kept going like this, the next five and a half months were going to be excruciating. She sighed, kneeling down to continue digging.

	Her mind wandered, trying to make sense of why she was so uncomfortable, but she already knew the answer. It made her sick to admit it, even just to herself, and she began muttering under her breath, trying to force her mind to remember that the ration’s appearance was the only human characteristic it had. It shouldn’t be this difficult; she had never once encountered this problem with the others. Then again, the others hadn’t looked quite the same as this one.

	She made a face, disgusted at herself yet again. It was an animal, barely living—a soulless sack of meat whose sole purpose for existence was to grow quickly enough to be harvested before the end of each cycle. They weren’t even born like people, they were engineered in a lab. 

	They had nothing in common with what it meant to be human aside from appearance. According to the resource center, rations that were left on their own would starve to death even with food right in front of them, incapable of something as simple as realizing when to eat. Even the animals from before knew enough to do that.

	It’s not human, you know this, she told herself for the hundredth time. It’s just food that looks human.

	Amber glanced up as the ration came back, watching as it climbed down the steps and began picking up more sacks of dirt. It met her gaze as it turned to make another trip, and she forced herself to look away.

	“You’re an idiot,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. 

	“I think it’s time to call it a day,” Richard sighed, and Amber couldn’t ever remember feeling more grateful to hear those words. She threw her shovel down and darted up the steps without a word, leaving her father standing there in open-mouthed shock.

	“Amber!”

	She cringed, pausing mid-stride.

	“Yes?”

	“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

	She turned around. Her father was standing at the bottom of the steps, his arms crossed and an impatient look on his face.

	“What?”

	“You’re not exactly making me feel very confident in your ability to handle responsibility right now.”

	She sighed.

	“I’m sorry, I’m still tired from the trip. What did I forget?”

	He didn’t answer, cocking his head as he began tapping his foot. Realization dawned on her: the ration. It was her job to walk it back after work every day. 

	She chuckled nervously, slapping her forehead.

	“Oh, right. I knew that.”

	He gave her a long look.

	“I’m sure. See that the hauling sacks get put away when it gets back, I’m going home.”

	Amber sighed with frustration, sinking down onto the steps and tapping her fingers on her knee. She just wanted the day to be over, although that would bring its own complications. After all, she had to share a bed with the thing; there would be no escape, not until harvest. She cursed under her breath, counting the minutes as she waited for the ration to return. 

	When it arrived, she snatched the empty sacks from its hands, rushing to put them away.

	“Come on,” she said, walking ahead of it as she set out for home. It jogged to her side, catching up and keeping pace with her, and she stopped.

	“Behind me!” she snapped, pointing angrily. The ration froze, its eyes wide, and she instantly regretted her tone. It didn’t know any better. She let out a heavy breath, beckoning to it as she began walking again. 

	This time, it stayed a few steps behind her. Amber didn’t notice, too focused on getting home. 
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	CHAPTER SIX

	 

	 

	“It’s been four weeks,” Richard said as he prepared to head home after another long day at the grid. “You need to take the ration in for its weight check today.”

	Amber rolled her eyes.

	“I know, dad, I didn’t forget.”

	“I’m just making sure, my dear,” her father told her, turning to leave. “You’re doing a good job.”

	She watched him go, annoyed that her reading time was going to be interfered with. It felt like it had been much longer than just a month, and the discomfort brought on by the ration’s presence hadn’t faded. In her heart, she was counting down the days until it would be harvested. One month down, four and a half to go.

	Amber made her way to the center of the settlement after work and took her place in line. There were forty families on the same cycle as hers, all there for weight checks, and even after so many weeks, she could still feel them glaring at her as she waited beside the ration. 

	She made mental note of the weights of the other rations as they were announced, trying to compare them to what she expected hers to weigh. So far, most of them seemed a little low for the one-month check.

	Jeff Thompson was recording the weights, and he beckoned to her when it was her turn. 

	“Got the last guaranteed strain, I heard,” he said, eyeing her ration. “You’re lucky, all the newer ones aren’t doing that well so far.”

	Amber smiled proudly; he was the first person to offer anything other than jealous criticism.

	“My father knows what to look for, even if it is older than most.”

	Jeff grunted in acknowledgment as he reached out to scan the tattoo on her arm, then Amber led the ration to the makeshift scales, guiding it up onto the plastic platform and lifting sacks of dirt onto the other side until the rod that spanned the device leveled out. He furrowed his brow, making a note before announcing the results.

	“Ordell, Amber. 487. Strain 27680, weight 246 pounds.”

	Her eyes grew wide. 

	“Are you sure?”

	He nodded, and excitement filled her heart. It was more than she had expected, and it meant that the ration was already much further along on its way to the yield her father had hoped for. She did the math in her head; if it kept increasing the way it should, it would exceed its projected harvest by almost thirty pounds even after accounting for bone waste. 

	“With its current weight I’m going to put you at…six weeks for the next check instead of four,” Jeff told her, tapping on the scratched, worn screen of his tablet. She nodded, unloading the bags of dirt and lowering the ration back to the ground. Her father would be thrilled with the news.

	A cry rang out on the other side of the settlement’s center, and Amber glanced over her shoulder. She thought it was another report at first, but the sight of dozens of people running out of their houses quickly put that idea out of her mind. Whatever was happening, it was much more serious than a report. 

	“Thief!” a woman shouted. “She was stealing water!”

	Amber grabbed the ration’s arm. The people screamed and jeered, surrounding a young girl that was being dragged along the ground. She was bleeding, gasping for breath, and Amber inhaled sharply. It was thirteen-year-old Sara Parks, and the woman that stood accusing her was her mother, Sandra.

	The crowd took up a chant, calling for the council. Several of the council members appeared and the crowd fell silent, parting in the middle to let them through.

	“What’s going on?” one of the council asked, glaring down at the girl. 

	“She took the rest of my water!” Sandra screamed, holding her flask up. “It’s empty, I had four capfuls left!”

	Amber’s heart sank at the loathing on the woman’s face, but she was not foolish enough to think that her own parents would react any differently. Stealing from a parent was the ultimate form of betrayal, and family meant nothing when water and food were on the line. As much as she knew her own parents cared for her, she had no doubt as to what her fate would be if she ever did the same.

	“Please, mommy, don’t do this to me!” Sara moaned, crawling forward and reaching up towards her mother. Her face was streaked with tears, and blood from the cuts on her head stained her blond hair bright red.

	“This is how you repay me? All the years I’ve worked, all the effort I put in trying to reach our quota, and this is what you do?”

	Sandra spat on her daughter, lunging to stomp on her face, but one of the council stopped her.

	“Enough,” the man said. “We will deal with this.”

	He nodded at another man standing off to the side, and he approached the girl with a small medical scanner in his hand. 

	“No!” Sara screamed, fighting to break free as he grabbed her arm. He pinned her down, trapping her flailing arm between his knees and holding the device against the tattooed code on her skin. A drop of blood appeared on her wrist when he released her, and the crowd held in a collective breath, waiting.

	“Sample confirmed, Sara Elaine Parks, female, thirteen years old,” the man announced, glaring down at the girl. “Calculated daily hydration level of 38 points, current level 39.27 points.” 

	The crowd murmured in disapproval, and the man raised his hands for silence as he continued.

	“Calculated daily protein level of 143, current level 156.”

	“You’ve been stealing food, too?” Sandra screamed, her eyes wild, and the crowd roared with fury.

	“Please, mommy, I’m sorry!”

	Amber scanned the angry faces, catching sight of Sara’s younger brother. The boy’s face fell and he turned away, quickly leaving the crowd behind. He likely did not want to witness the swift justice that would come next.

	The council members surrounded Sara, dragging her to the harvest station on the north side of the settlement’s center. Almost two dozen plastic tables formed a circle, troughs for collecting blood during harvest beside each one. They deposited the girl on the first table they came to, kicking the trough aside. It wouldn’t be needed; people weren’t harvested, only rations.

	Sara dissolved into sobs of despair as someone tied her arms and legs down before beckoning to her mother. Amber’s stomach turned. The offended party was required to deliver the penalty, but she felt like there should be an exception in the case of family.

	Sandra stepped to her daughter’s side, reaching for the knife that hung from a string tied to the table’s edge.

	“You brought this on yourself,” she said, raising the knife. “You knew what would come of it, this is your own doing.”

	“I’m sorry! Please don’t, I’m sorry!”

	Sara’s pleas for mercy dissolved into panicked, unintelligible screeches, and Amber grimaced, turning away. 

	“Let’s go,” she whispered, grabbing the ration’s arm as the sound of gurgling filled the air. 

	Her heart was heavy as she made her way back home. She hated executions, but it was the girl’s own fault. Everyone in the settlement over the age of six was held to the same consequence when it came to stealing food and water allotments, and this girl had been more than old enough to know better. Her body would be placed in the graveyard outside the settlement on the eastern side, left to rot in the sun like all of the dead until the dust blown in by the night winds covered her up. Sandra would receive her dead child’s water allotment the next day as compensation.

	While there were many rules that governed the settlements, only offenses related to food and water were punishable by death. Stealing was the least of them, which is why the girl’s death had been quick, but other offenses, like harming a ration, would result in much more painful executions. 

	The consequences for breaking lesser rules usually involved losing part of one’s daily allotment, like willingly sharing water or damaging property issued by the resource centers. Though harsh, the system was effective; people were too afraid to do anything that might result in any kind of punishment, and executions were extremely rare.

	Being reported, on the other hand, occurred a bit more often, and unlike executions, seeing one barely fazed Amber. The process was designed to handle anyone with mental, emotional, or physical ailments that rendered them incapable of being productive, and if a report was made, the resource center would remove the afflicted person from the settlement. No one was entirely sure what became of them, but to her knowledge, they never returned.

	Mica was sitting on the floor with Alex, watching him play in the dirt when Amber walked in.

	“Hi, mom.”

	“Amber.”

	Her mother glanced up, giving her a slight smile before quickly looking away. Amber froze, immediately noticing that Mica didn’t meet her gaze, and guilt instantly stabbed through her heart. She knew full well what that meant. Her mother must have already heard about the execution.

	Amber quickly put her head down as shame flooded her veins, almost tripping over herself as she rushed back outside and sat down in the shaded space between her house and the neighbor’s. Homes were built in blocks of four, and their door faced the one across from it. The neighbor’s roof had started to collapse several months ago, and no one had gotten around to fixing it which meant that it was vacant. It was a stroke of luck for the family that had lived there; they were permitted to move into one of the inner homes in the meantime, and they certainly weren’t in a hurry to do the repair. Amber was grateful, too: it meant she had a place to sit that was quiet and uninterrupted, which is exactly what she needed right now.

	She closed her eyes, leaning her head back against the wall. It was like this any time a young girl died in the settlement, but she knew her mother’s heart was triggered twice this time. Amber’s little sister would have turned thirteen this year, just like Sara.

	“I saw you at the weight check,” John said, appearing at her side. She barely acknowledged him, but he didn’t seem to notice.

	“Stupid Sara, huh?” he went on, sitting down next to her. “She never was very bright, everyone knows better than to steal.”

	Amber drew a ragged breath.

	“I don’t want to talk about it.”

	He shrugged.

	“Okay. What do you want to talk about?”

	“Nothing, John,” she answered, gazing down at her hands. “I want to be alone.”

	He moved closer, putting his arm around her shoulders.

	“What’s going on?”

	“It’s nothing, you already know that. It’s always nothing, I’m fine.”

	John eyed her for a moment, then drew a deep breath.

	“You and I both know that’s not true,” he said slowly, his blue eyes soft as he gave her a meaningful look, and Amber’s heart instantly filled with suspicion.

	“What are you trying to say?” she demanded, her eyes meeting his in defiance, and he raised his hands defensively.

	“Nothing, nothing at all. Just…I mean, you can trust me, Amber. You can talk to me if you need to.”

	“Why would I need to?”

	“I…I don’t know,” John stammered. “No reason, I just thought―”

	“Thought what, that I’m as gullible as Justine? I heard all about it, Dale told her the same thing before he reported her for feeling depressed. Or did you think I’d forgotten?”

	“I’m not Dale,” John told her quietly. “I would never do that to you. I…I care about you, Amber.” 

	She pulled out of his grasp, edging away from him.

	“It doesn’t matter. There’s nothing to talk about, John. I’m fine, I just want to be alone.”

	“Okay, I guess,” he sighed, standing to his feet. “I just…I just hope you know that I’m here. If you ever do decide you have something to talk about.”

	Amber didn’t answer, watching him leave, then she returned to staring at her hands. As tempted as she was to drop her guard, she was not about to make the same mistake Justine had made, regardless of how sincere John seemed. 

	The sun went down, and she moved around the corner to the ground on the outward-facing side of her house, crossing her legs underneath her as she stared up at the sky. She didn’t want to talk to John about her sister’s death, but she did sometimes wish that she could talk to her mother about it. It wouldn’t do any good even if she could, though. While she was almost certain that her mother’s occasional silence was a sign of the same sorrow she herself felt, confirming it wouldn’t bring her any closer to being able to make amends for it. 

	Amber sighed, drawing her knees up to her chin and resting her face on her folded arms. Mourning, like any other show of emotional attachment beyond meaningless terms of endearment or a simple hug or kiss, was seen as a weakness. Weakness was frailty, and frailty was a step towards being reported. 

	Even John’s claim to care about her was toeing the line, which made her even more suspicious of his intentions. Emotions were trivial things that interfered with survival, and it was understood that they must be kept secret. As a result, people were careful to hide any signs of sorrow behind cold, stoic façades, and life went on as if nothing had ever happened. As if the dead had never existed.

	When her sister had died, Amber had known even at thirteen years old that crying would be a violation of the unwritten rules. There were no tears to be shed over something as commonplace as death, not when preventing one’s own death was of such higher importance. Attachment, even to family members, was unacceptable.

	She believed that she loved her parents and that her parents loved her, at least in a way, but even that revolved around survival. People loved the ones they needed, nothing more. The loss of a family member was always seen as the loss of a worker rather than anything else, and losing a child was losing years of investment in potential work. That was part of why she felt so alone in her sorrow over her sister’s death: her sadness was because her sister was gone, not because of the nine years of allotments that would never be recouped.

	No one had even so much as uttered her sister’s name since that night, a fact that bothered her nearly as much as the guilt she felt for what had happened. Sometimes, it seemed as though her memories were the only evidence that her sister had ever drawn breath in this life, but even those were fading as the years passed. 

	Four years, almost five. The anniversary was drawing close, marking the ever-increasing distance between the short time she and her sister had shared and the present. Soon, the scales would tip, and those few precious years would represent less and less of her life. If she lived that long, anyway.

	Amber shivered as the wind cut through her thin clothes. She could hear her parents readying for bed; she knew she should go inside, but she felt like she didn’t have the energy to move. She took a deep breath, forcing her muscles to relax. It wasn’t cold enough yet, but in a few weeks, the night temperatures would drop and it wouldn’t take long for someone to slip away. Sometimes, she wondered what it would feel like. Her throat closed as tears welled up in her eyes, and she leaned forward, burying her face in her hands. 

	Then, a moment later, she felt the weight of her blanket appear on her shoulders, and her tears instantly died as she froze. It had to be her father given the mood her mother was in. Amber cringed with embarrassment and fear, quickly wiping her face. Hopefully, he hadn’t noticed her tears. 

	The blanket settled down over her as she forced a smile, trying to prepare herself for the disapproving look she expected her father to have. She took a deep breath, glancing back just in time to see a figure disappear around the corner of the house, and her mouth dropped open with shock.

	It was the ration, not her father. The ration had brought her the blanket.

	She turned back around, confusion filling her mind. It was a stretch of the imagination to think that either one of her parents would show such a gesture of tenderness in the first place, but the idea that the ration would do so seemed even more impossible. She grabbed the edges of the blanket, almost as if trying to prove to herself that she wasn’t seeing things. It was really there, and she shook her head in bewilderment. She needed sleep—she was losing her mind.

	Amber gazed up at the stars one more time as she stood to her feet. 

	“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she whispered up at them, grabbing her light as she turned to go inside.

	She clicked the light on as she entered her room. The ration was sitting on the edge of her bed, shivering as it held her sleep clothes in its hands. Remorse stabbed through her heart at the sight of it; it stood the moment she walked in, holding the clothes out to her, and she quickly took them from its outstretched hands. It turned its back as she began to undress.

	The ration stepped to the edge of the bed as she climbed in, waiting as it always did. She sighed.

	“Come on, then,” Amber whispered, beckoning to it, and it immediately obeyed.

	A different kind of awkwardness washed over her as it settled in beside her. She felt a twinge of gratitude towards it, but thanking it seemed foolish. It’s not like it would understand, anyway, the words would be wasted. Then again, it obviously understood enough to recognize that she would be cold sitting outside in the night. 

	She shivered, and the ration nudged closer to her. As she closed her eyes, she realized that she didn’t mind its presence quite as much as before.
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	CHAPTER SEVEN

	 

	 

	The next several days passed in much the same manner, with Amber’s mood darkening more and more every time she saw her mother’s averted gaze. She dreaded having to get her food allotment in the mornings before work, the one time of day she couldn’t avoid interacting with her mother, and in the afternoons, she hid away in her shaded spot outside. John seemed to realize that she wanted him to stay away, and so her evenings were spent alone, waiting for her parents to go to bed before she would even consider going inside.

	Every night, without fail, the ration brought her the blanket, and by the seventh night, she had come to expect it. The gesture comforted her in a way, making her feel less isolated, and she found herself almost looking forward to it. She began to wonder if it could sense that something was wrong somehow, and for the first time since she could remember, she felt as if she wasn’t entirely isolated in her sorrow.

	Amber wrapped her arms around herself as she listened to her parents go to bed. Sure enough, a few moments later, the ration appeared, and she glanced up as it placed the blanket over her shoulders. It turned around, preparing to go back inside, and she felt a twinge of compassion tug at her heart. For the past week, it had sat alone in the dark of her cold room, patiently waiting for her to bring the blanket back so it could go to sleep.

	Without thinking, Amber grabbed its hand.

	“Stop.”

	The ration paused, and she gestured at the ground beside her.

	“Stay with me. It’s too cold in there.”

	It obediently moved to her side, and she wrapped half of the blanket around it as it sat down.

	She sighed, staring up at the stars, and when she looked over, she saw that the ration was doing the same. Her heart skipped a beat. It had been years since she had seen another face beside her like this, gazing up at the sky, and she felt her thoughts trying to force themselves down onto her tongue. She ignored the feeling, swallowing the words back, but the silence seemed to scream at her as the moments passed, almost as if begging her to speak. It was suffocating, like she was holding her breath, and finally, she couldn’t bear it any longer.

	“That’s called the Big Dipper,” Amber whispered, pointing at the stars.

	Those few, simple words were familiar; they flowed easily, the same as they had the first time she had spoken them all those years ago. She took a deep breath.

	“A long time ago, when there was water everywhere, people used to scoop it up with something called a cup that had a handle on it. It looked like those stars. They could drink whenever they wanted to. I can’t imagine what that would be like, to never be thirsty.”

	She moved her hand, pointing at another group of stars.

	“That’s the Little Dipper. As long as you can find either one the dippers, you can find the North Star. Polaris. That’s how people used to travel a long time ago.”

	She moved her hand again.

	“That’s Sagittarius, my mom’s birth sign. And over there is Aquarius. My dad and Alex both have that one.”

	Amber looked at the ration. What she was thinking sounded unbelievably foolish in her mind, but her heart felt too raw to care.

	“I wonder if you have a birth sign,” she said quietly. “I guess it would probably be the day they started growing you.”

	She fell silent for a moment, thinking as she studied the shadows of moonlight that highlighted the curves and angles of the ration’s face. It looked to be around twenty years old, but the rations grew faster than humans. Estimating its age based on its appearance was impossible despite its formidable size, but judging by when the Peterson’s got theirs and the three-cycle trial period before the center would offer a guarantee, she knew it had to be a least a couple years old. Even so, there was no way of knowing for sure, much less guessing the month.

	“Maybe it should just be the day they issued you to us,” she decided. “September 18th. That would make you a Virgo, but you can’t see that constellation right now.”

	Her voice wavered, and she swallowed hard.

	“My sister was Taurus, the bull, which is that one over there. Orion is next to it, you can almost see all of him. She used to make up stories about Orion fighting Taurus, it was really funny.”

	She shivered, gesturing at the horizon.

	“Somewhere over there is Leo, the lion. I saw it the night we walked back from center. It’s my birth sign, since I was born in August. It’s still too early to see it right now, but when winter comes, I should be able to see it right after the sun goes down. I’m excited, but I’m not looking forward to how much colder it will be. The days will be a little less hot, but more people die from the cold than the heat. That’s how…that’s how my little sister died.”

	The ration moved closer to her, pressing its body against hers. Amber sighed, puffs of vapor from her breath filling the air. That was enough for tonight.

	“We should go in, it’s getting late.”

	She yawned, standing to her feet and gathering up the blanket. The ration followed her inside, moving ahead of her when they reached her room and pulling the clothing out from under the shelf. It handed hers to her, dutifully turning its back as she began to undress.

	Amber got into bed, watching it as it quickly changed. Something stirred in her heart as it lay down beside her, an excitement she didn’t recognize. She actually liked its company for some reason, and being with it reminded her of the pets she had read that people used to keep back when there were animals.

	The ration turned to face her, nudging closer to her, and she nestled up against it. As she drifted off to sleep, she couldn’t help wondering what it was like inside its mind. It had shown that it was capable of at least some form of thought, and despite how foolish it seemed, a tiny part of her hoped that some of those thoughts were of her. 

	*  *  *

	Amber’s mood felt a little brighter the next day. She was actually looking forward to the evening, and she found herself moving a little faster as she sorted through the piles of dirt. The ration seemed to be working faster, too, and she smiled every time it came back from a trip to the dumping ground. With each load, the end of the day was drawing closer and closer.

	Finally, it was time to head back. She waited for the ration to return from its last trip, beckoning for it to follow her home. It fell into step a few feet behind her, and she winced, remembering when she had yelled at it.

	“It’s okay,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at it. “You can walk next to me.” 

	The blank look the ration gave her was a disappointing reminder of its limitations, and she sighed, motioning for it to come closer. This time it reacted, moving to her side and matching her stride as they walked.

	Amber ducked through the doorway, trying not to focus on her mother’s downcast eyes as she went to her room to get her book. She hadn’t felt like reading in the week since the execution, but today was different. 

	She sat down in her usual spot, opening her book and finding her place. As she began to read, she heard footsteps approach, and she glanced up to see the ration step into view. It stood outside the shaded space, staring at her with dull eyes, and Amber shook her head.

	“You’re supposed to be inside,” she said, waving it away as she returned to her book. “The rations stay in after work until it’s time for bed.”

	It turned, slowly beginning to walk back inside, and for a split second, she almost felt sorry for it. She couldn’t imagine how boring it would be to sit in a corner during the hours between finishing work and bed.

	“Wait.”

	The ration looked at her, and she beckoned to it.

	“I suppose it’s up to me,” Amber said. “You can stay. I don’t mind.”

	It moved to her side, sitting down next to her, and she almost immediately regretted the decision. Its presence was distracting, and she couldn’t stop watching it out of the corner of her eye. Every so often, she could see its eyes glance over at the page. If it were a person, it would probably be wondering why she just kept staring at the same one. 

	Amber pursed her lips, giving a quick look around as a thought occurred to her. She stared at the ration for a long moment, contemplating.

	You talk to the sky, Amber, come on. That’s just as weird as talking to a ration.

	She took a deep breath, hoping neither of her parents would come outside.

	“It’s about stars,” she said quietly, pointing to the page. “And these little squiggly lines are words.”

	The more she talked, the easier it became. The ration sat perfectly still as she rambled on, and after a few minutes, she flipped back to the beginning of the book. This was her second time reading it, but she wouldn’t mind starting over again.

	“I’m not very good at reading out loud,” she warned. “But I guess I could use the practice.” 

	That would be her excuse, anyway, if someone saw her.

	“Chapter One: The Night Sky. Since the dawn of time, mankind has been fascinated by the stars. It is a love story as old as the universe itself, a deep fascination and curiosity stirred to life from the very first moment man gazed up at the sky and wondered about the lights that live there…”

	The words began to fade from the page as the sun set, and Amber shivered, glancing up in surprise. She had lost track of time.

	“That’s all for right now,” she said, closing the book. She beckoned to the ration as she stood up, moving to sit on the ground in front of her house. It followed suit, sitting down beside her as she tilted her head back. 

	The stars twinkled brightly as the moon rose higher in the sky, and the sounds from inside the house grew quiet as her parents went to sleep. The ration stood up and went inside, reappearing a few moments later with her blanket.

	“Thanks,” Amber said, forgetting herself as it returned to its place beside her and wrapped itself in the other half of the blanket. She shot it a sideways glance, remembering the last time she had read aloud before watching the stars come out. It had been forever, but somehow, with the ration beside her, it didn’t seem quite so long ago.

	She swallowed hard against the lump of sorrow that had appeared in her throat, her voice cracking as she began to speak.

	“My little sister used to sit out here with me every night to watch the stars come out. This is the first time I haven’t been alone to watch them since she died.”

	Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the ration turn to look at her, its green eyes sparkling in the dark as she continued.

	“Her name…her name was Jude.”

	She gasped a quick breath, a wave of goosebumps washing over her skin the moment she said the name, and she realized just how much her heart had longed to hear it again. Until now, she had never even dared to whisper it to herself.

	“She was eight when she died, I was thirteen. I think my parents blame me, even though they don’t always act like it. That’s why Alex sleeps with them instead of me, and that’s why my mom gets sad sometimes. I can always tell when she’s thinking about Jude because she can’t look at me.”

	She shivered, but this time, it wasn’t just from the cold. 

	“The anniversary is coming up, January 26th. It was really cold out that night, colder than it’s ever been. She rolled out of bed, and I found her the next morning on the floor. I didn’t even realize she was gone at first, it just looked like she was sleeping.”

	Her voice broke. The memory had been locked away for so long, but despite how painful it was to recount, the words refused to be stopped.

	“If it had just been few weeks later, it would have been after the harvest…I definitely would’ve noticed then, but the ration kept me warm enough and I just didn’t feel her move. At least, that’s what I’ve tried telling myself all these years, but I know it’s not an excuse.”

	Amber drew a shuddering breath. 

	“Everyone said that she should have been old enough to wake up on her own, that something else must have been wrong with her, but I know it’s my fault. I should have noticed. That’s why it bothers me so much when I can tell my mom’s thinking about her, it reminds me that my mistake is what killed her. I feel so guilty about it, especially because I only begged for her to sleep in my bed so we could stay out late without my parents finding out. She loved it so much, and I loved having someone to tell stories to.”

	She chuckled to herself.

	“And Jude adored the stories, especially the ones about the Greek gods. One of them says that the sun is pulled across the sky every day by a chariot driven by a god named Helios. At night, he puts the sun away and watches the moon come out with his family. We would pretend to be his daughters, imagining that he was sitting here with us every night. She used to get so excited when the sun disappeared, she said she could actually see the horses that pulled the chariot.”

	Amber’s eyes blurred with tears as she gazed up at the stars. 

	“Sometimes I dream about her,” she whispered. “I dream that she’s up there in heaven, that she’s playing with the animals that live in the stars and waiting for me. I used to talk to her when she first died, but I can’t anymore. I think it just hurts too much, so instead I talk to the stars and hope that maybe, if she’s up there, they’ll tell her what I said. I miss her, but I hope she’s happy. I hope she’s in a better place. Sometimes I feel stupid for imagining it, but it’s nice to think about, even if it is just pretend.”

	A wave of sadness washed over her. That’s all it was, pretend. Just like the conversation she was having with the ration, none of it was real. Her sister was gone forever, the same as the animals and plants and a world without hunger and thirst. She sighed.

	“Well, we should go in. I’m freezing.”

	Amber stood to her feet and walked inside, the ration close behind. As she readied herself for bed, she couldn’t help noticing that her heart felt a tiny bit lighter. She had never spoken aloud of her feelings for her sister, much less admitted the things she imagined about the stars, and she realized that until now, she hadn’t ever felt like it was okay to do so. Something about the ration’s quiet attentiveness made her comfortable in a way she hadn’t experienced before, and as she fell asleep, she was almost tempted to tell it how she felt. 

	 

	†‡†



	




	 

	CHAPTER EIGHT

	 

	 

	The next morning, Amber was awakened by the sound of Alex’s screams. She sighed with annoyance as she rolled out of bed; he was usually like this when he woke up, but today seemed even worse. The ration was staring at the doorway, its head cocked almost as if listening, and she gave it a knowing look.

	“He never shuts up,” she whispered, gesturing for it to turn around so she could change. “Mom’s been saying he’ll grow out of it, but it seems like it won’t ever end.”

	She grabbed the bags of supplements, crossing her legs underneath her as she prepared to portion them out for the day, when she heard her mother call to her. 

	“Coming!” she answered, standing to her feet and going out into the main room. Mica glanced up, and this time, she seemed to have no problem making eye contact. Amber sighed with relief; usually the sullen mood didn’t last more than a week or so, but every time it happened, she couldn’t help worrying that it wouldn’t ever end. She smiled.

	“Yes?”

	Mica’s face was dark.

	“I need you to stay here with Alex for a few minutes, just until I can get our water allotments.”

	Amber’s heart skipped a beat; she glanced down at her little brother, fear racing up her spine. He was collapsed on the floor, his miserable, exhausted little face streaked with tears as he shuddered with each wail. Her annoyance vanished, replaced with nervous concern.

	“What wrong with him?”

	Mica shrugged.

	“Nothing, it’s just the supplements. His dose was increased from last cycle since he’s older, last night’s dose is probably upsetting his stomach a bit. I don’t want to take him with me screaming like this. Sit with him for a few minutes, I’ll be quick.”

	Amber nodded, and Mica grabbed the flasks as she disappeared through the doorway.

	“It’s okay, Alex,” Amber soothed, sitting down beside him. She reached for him, but he screamed even harder and shrank away. She sighed. Better to just leave him alone. 

	The ration had followed her out, and she gestured for it to sit.

	“Wait here, I’m going to go finish with the supplements.”

	She stood to her feet and walked back to her room, pulling the curtain aside and tying it back so she could still watch her brother. She dumped out a handful of capsules, making a pile for herself and moving on to the ration’s, when she realized that the screams had gone quiet. She glanced up mid-count.

	The ration had moved a little closer to Alex, its back to her. Alex was sitting up, staring at the ground in fascination, and Amber cocked her head as she watched. He smiled and clapped his hands, and she quickly finished counting, standing up and walking back out into the main room. She froze, catching sight of a little face that had been drawn in the dirt. It looked exactly like Alex.

	The ration glanced up as she approached, preparing to stand. Its leg swiped over the lines on the ground as it moved, completely erasing them, and Alex let out a shriek of dismay. He sniffled hard and leaned over, dragging his finger through the dirt to make more lines, and Amber stared at the ration with wide eyes. It gazed back at her, a blank expression on its face.

	“You got him to stop crying,” Mica said, appearing in the doorway and startling Amber from her shock.

	“Oh…yeah, he’s just…playing now.”

	“Come here, little one, I have your water,” Mica sang, sitting down and pouring a capful of water for Alex. He drank it quickly, reaching for more, and instantly began to cry again when Mica shook her head. 

	“You can go get your allotment now, Amber, thank you.”

	“You’re welcome,” Amber managed to reply, turning to go back to her room. She grabbed her flask and headed out, the ration at her side.

	She shot it a look as they walked to the taps, her mind racing. Maybe she should tell someone. She shook her head, dismissing the idea. No one would believe her, and even she was having trouble convincing herself of what she had seen. 

	Amber thought back, trying to picture the drawing, but it faded from memory as her mind kept whispering that she had to be wrong. She had only caught a tiny glimpse, after all, maybe she had just imagined it. Besides, there was no proof either way, which meant anyone she told would probably just think she was crazy and report her.

	Even if someone did actually entertain the possibility that she was right, they would just process the ration for early harvest. Her family didn’t have enough salt yet to preserve an early harvest, and the ration wouldn’t reach full yield. The strain guarantee would be voided, which meant that the result would be bad for her family either way. No, it was better to keep her mouth shut. She had probably just imagined it.

	There was a pungent, acrid smell in the air as she and the ration reached the center of the settlement, and she glanced over at the harvest station. The ration followed her gaze, and she watched its eyes settle on the source of the smell.

	The harvest tables were filled with dead rations, and families were gathered around them to process the meat. Ration harvests occurred roughly every four weeks according to each family group’s cycle, and today was day one of this group’s harvest. Out of the forty families, twenty at a time would butcher their rations over a two-day period. 

	The rations were dispatched right before the sun went down the night before, allowing the blood to drain and the carcasses to cool overnight until the next morning, then the meat would be stripped, salted, and hung out to dry before nightfall when the next twenty would be killed. It was still early, and the rations that occupied the tables were only halfway through being stripped down.

	Normally, Amber found harvests exciting, but this time a wave of discomfort washed over her at the sight of the bones and meat piled up on the tables. She grabbed the ration’s arm to pull it away. Somehow, it didn’t seem right for it to see.

	“Come on,” she whispered. “We need to get our allotments.”

	The ration seemed unfazed as it continued along with her to line up for the taps. She moved as fast as she could, grateful that John wasn’t waiting for her like he usually did every morning, then she hurried home after getting the ration’s food allotment for the day.

	Amber spent the workday in silence, trying to shake the strange sense of regret that filled her stomach every time she thought of the ration. She felt bad that it had seen the harvest, but she didn’t understand why. She had never thought twice about it before, and their family’s previous rations had often gone along with her father to help carry meat during other harvest cycles in the past. Something was different this time, though, this ration seemed more…aware, somehow. She sighed, making mental note to leave it behind when it was time for the next harvest.

	She felt a little better by the time the day ended, and when she got back home, she was grateful to find that Alex wasn’t screaming anymore. She retrieved her book and went outside, sitting down in the shade and beckoning to the ration to join her. Reading would take her mind off of things, and she flipped to where she had left off the night before as she took a breath.

	“Chapter Two: Deities in the Heavens. Early man sought to explain the existence of the celestial bodies, and many cultures attributed god-like characteristics to both the stars and the earth…”

	She loved this chapter; almost every page was filled with pictures, and she paused in her reading to explain each one.

	“There were so many different stories about the stars,” Amber said, pointing at a picture of an oddly-shaped woman carrying the sky on her back.

	“This one is from a place called Egypt. They believed that the sun and moon were born every day from a woman, and this one…” She turned the page. “This one believed that the earth was carried on the back of a turtle.”

	She chuckled, rolling her eyes at how ridiculous the words sounded.

	“It’s not real, though. Well, at least the part about it carrying the world. There really were turtles, but they were nowhere near big enough to carry a whole planet. Some of the stories are a little crazy, but they were just the way people used to try to explain how the stars came to be before anyone really knew anything about them. They used to believe the world was flat, too. If you think about how old the earth is, that wasn’t even very long ago. Sailors used to think that you could fall right off the edge of the earth if you sailed too far in the ocean.” 

	She skipped ahead a couple of pages, pointing at a picture of a thickly-muscled man standing beside a horse with wings growing out of its back.

	“This is Hercules, the stories about him are my favorites. They were Jude’s favorites, too.”

	Amber eyed the ration thoughtfully.

	“She would have been fascinated by you. You look a little like Hercules, at the least the way the books show. Except he’s supposed to have lighter hair and his nose is different in the pictures. There was a whole book about Greek gods about six years ago, and a lot of the constellations are named after things that happened in the myths. I’ll show you some of them when the stars come out.”

	Amber went back to last page she had read, running her finger along each line of text as she continued.

	It began to get dark, and she sighed as she stared down at the last picture in the chapter. It was of a creature with snakes on its head, and she smiled.

	“This is Medusa, and that’s Perseus, the god that slayed her. I remember the first time my sister saw her in the book about Greek gods, she had nightmares for almost a week and I was afraid she was going to tell someone about it. She was old enough to be reported for something like that, people would have thought she was crazy.”

	Amber looked up at the sky as the picture faded in the dark, watching as the stars appeared in the wake of the dying sunlight. After a while, she felt the ration move as it got up to retrieve the blanket, and she furrowed her brow in thought as she waited for it to return. It always seemed to know when her parents went to bed, almost like it knew better than to go inside alone when they were awake. They would think it strange that the ration was doing something like that, it wouldn’t be good for them to find out. She made a face. It was strange, but she didn’t care, not anymore.

	The ration came back, and she moved closer to it as it sat down beside her. She pointed up at the sky.

	“That’s Perseus. The nightmares stopped after I told Jude that he was always up there even when we couldn’t see him, protecting her from Medusa. That was the only thing that worked, not even telling her that all the snakes on earth were dead was enough. She was afraid of pictures after that, at least for a while. Then we got a book that was just pictures, a photography book filled with portraits of people who lived hundreds of years ago. She liked that one, but it made her sad that her picture wasn’t in there.”

	Amber sighed, her heart sinking.

	“I wish I had a picture of her. I don’t even remember what she looked like anymore. I mean, sometimes it’s like I can feel what she looked like, but it’s not a picture in my head, it’s more of how I used to feel when she was around. My parents said she looked like me, but I’ve never seen myself. I found a shiny piece of rock one time when I was digging at the grid, but all I could see was the reflection of my eye. It was too small to see anything else. I know she had the same hair as me, light brown, and her eyes were hazel like mine. But when I try to imagine her, the picture gets all jumbled up in my head.” 

	The wind was sharp against her skin, biting at her as if it had teeth, but she ignored it, lost in her thoughts.

	“I don’t remember my grandma’s face at all, except that it was covered in wrinkles like a picture of a cat I saw in a book once. I remember her voice, though, from when she used to tell me stories. She died right after Jude was born, she was really, really old. She was a little girl when the very last bird died, but she said she could never forget what it looked like. It was in a big cage inside one of the resource centers, and there was a bright purple flower growing in a pot next to it. The bird was dying, and its feathers were floating through the air and landing on the flower’s petals. Then one of the petals fell, just like the bird’s feathers, and she said she knew that the flower was dying, too.” 

	Amber ran her hands over the cover of the book, her voice growing husky as tears filled her eyes.

	“I wish I knew what purple looked like. Some of the books talk about purple sunsets, but that was back when there were clouds. I remember asking my grandma what purple was and she said it was like warm blue, like the areas around the galaxies in the sky at night but brighter, or like the color of day-old bruises from working at the grid only not as muddy and gray. She found a piece of plastic once that she said was close, but it just looked like brown to me.”

	She drew a slow breath.

	“I try to imagine it but I don’t know if it’s right, though, just like when I look at the pictures in the books. Old books from before used to have color pictures in them, but the resource centers don’t print in anything other than black and white. I try to color the pictures in my head, especially of the animals, but it just doesn’t seem right. The pictures are just so…empty. They look like something out of a faded dream, like they couldn’t possibly ever have existed. Sometimes I feel like they never did, like it’s all just a lie meant to give us something to read about as a distraction from dirt and being miserable. I wish I could see just a tiny little piece of something from before, just to prove to myself that it was all real. I wish….”

	Her voice trailed off as her tears finally spilled over, tracing cold streaks down her face. She felt longing appear deep within her chest, a sense of mourning over the loss of something that would always be unknown to her, and she laughed at herself as she reached up to press her fingers against her eyelids.

	“It’s silly, I know. I don’t know why it bothers me, it’s not like I even know what I’m wishing for.”

	She could feel the ration staring at her, and she shot it a quick glance.

	“You probably think I’m an idiot. Or you would, if you could think.”

	It tilted its head back to look at the stars, and she patted its knee, beckoning to it as she stood to go inside.

	Amber changed quickly and climbed into bed, holding the blanket up as she waited for the ration to join her, then she closed her eyes, relaxing as its warmth filled the space under the blanket. Her throat still ached, and she drew a ragged breath, trying to control herself. The world of the books was gone, there was no sense in being upset about it.

	She felt a light touch on her arm, and her eyes snapped open to see the ration watching her. Her heart skipped a beat. It moved a little closer, its hand resting on her shoulder almost as if it was trying to comfort her. She froze, staring into its eyes in confusion for a moment before shrinking away from its touch. 

	She rolled over, her tears instantly forgotten amid the hot rush of sudden panic that surged through her heart. The drawing in the dirt flashed through her mind, and she held her breath, trying to force herself to stop thinking. She was being foolish to imagine that this thing was capable of anything outside of basic instinct, she knew she was taking comfort in the presence of something that couldn’t even understand what she was saying. 

	Or could it? 

	She didn’t like the thoughts that were spinning through her head or the strange type of fear that was growing in the pit of her stomach, and she shuddered. Talking to the ration had been a mistake. 
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	CHAPTER NINE

	 

	 

	Amber ignored the ration as she readied for work the next day, resolving in her heart to stop interacting with it the way she had been over the past days. That night, and the following nights, she didn’t read to the ration, instead sending it back inside after returning home from the grid in the afternoons. She didn’t stay out to watch the stars, either; it felt wrong somehow after spending those few evenings with the ration, and the thought of going back to being alone made her heart ache. 

	Each night, as she finished reading, it took everything in her power to refrain from calling it out to join her, until she found herself doubting her reasons for deciding to abandon it in the first place. The feeling was made even worse by the fact that it seemed to know that something was different. At work, she could feel it staring at her every time it came back to retrieve another load of dirt to bring to the dumping ground, and a sense of shame soon began growing in her heart when she realized that she couldn’t bring herself to look at it. It reminded her of how her mother behaved when thinking about Jude, and she couldn’t ignore how unfair her treatment of the ration felt. It had done nothing to deserve her reaction, but it seemed too late to change her mind. 

	John had avoided her in the days since their last conversation, but as the week drew to an end, he finally seemed to gather the courage to pay her another visit. Amber was sitting outside with her book like always, reading as the sun sank lower and lower in the sky, when she heard the sound of his approaching footsteps. Her heart leaped into her throat at first, only to instantly sink into her stomach when she realized who it was. Part of her had almost expected it to be the ration coming out to join her, and for a moment, she felt foolishly disappointed.

	John smiled warmly, giving her a slight wave as he moved to her side.

	“Hi.”

	She didn’t look up, pretending to be focused on her book.

	“Hi, John.”

	“I haven’t seen you for a while.”

	Amber closed her eyes, swallowing back her annoyance, then she glanced up at him.

	“I know. Any closer to meeting your quota?”

	John sighed heavily, sitting down on the ground.

	“We found a few pounds of salt yesterday, but today was horrible.”

	“More so than usual?”

	“Yes.”

	“I find that hard to believe,” Amber scoffed. “Every day is the same.”

	“Not for me, at least not this week. My dad decided to change things up, he’s had our ration digging along with us instead of hauling. We’ve done three courses in just a few days.” 

	“That doesn’t sound like a good idea. The discard will pile up and make it impossible to keep going.”

	“Exactly, which is why today was so horrible,” John told her, wincing as he rubbed his neck. “We all had to haul loads to the dumping ground just to get caught up. The worst part is that my dad thinks it was worth it since we actually found some salt, and he plans to do it again next week.”

	He paused for a moment, eyeing her.

	“Just so you know, he was talking to your father about it in the settlement a little while ago.”

	Amber frowned.

	“I hope my dad doesn’t decide to do the same thing.”

	“Me too, for your sake. I don’t think my arms have ever hurt this much.”

	She could feel him staring at her, and she closed her book, quickly gesturing at the darkening sky.

	“It’s getting late, John. You should probably start heading back home.”

	His face filled with disappointment.

	“But I just got here,” he said. “You don’t want to look at the stars for a while? I know you like doing that, and I’d like to sit with you if you want.”

	She shot him a glance, her mouth dropping open in surprise. 

	“How do you know about that?”

	He shrugged.

	“Your dad has mentioned it a few times. He says you’ve been sitting out here almost every night.”

	“I…well, not every night. Just sometimes.”

	“What about tonight?”

	She sighed, thinking for a moment. 

	“It gets really cold out here.”

	“I don’t mind,” he told her, his eyes lighting up. “I can deal with it for a little while.”

	“Your parents won’t wonder where you are?”

	He shook his head.

	“No, of course not. They’re in bed the moment it starts cooling off enough to sleep.”

	She wracked her mind, trying to think of another excuse.

	“And what about your family’s ration? It sleeps in your bed, it will be cold if you’re not there.”

	“It’ll be fine for a little while.” 

	Amber pursed her lips. She did miss having company, and maybe him being there would help distract her from thinking about the ration.

	“I suppose,” she finally agreed. “For a little while, at least.”

	She got up and moved to the outer wall of the house, John following behind. He sat down beside her, shivering as he put his arm around her shoulders. For a moment, she stiffened; his touch was unfamiliar after spending so many nights with the ration at her side, and her instinct was to pull away. His presence almost seemed to set her teeth on edge, and she immediately knew that having him with her wouldn’t help anything. It was the ration she missed.

	“Are you okay?” John asked, looking down at her, and she nodded, forcing herself to relax. 

	“I’m fine, just a bit cold,” she answered. He tightened his grip, pulling her closer to warm her up and resting his face on the top of her head.

	“Tell me about them,” he said, gesturing at the stars. “You’ve read that book enough times, you probably know all there is to know by now.”

	A fresh wave of discomfort filled Amber’s stomach, and she swallowed hard.

	“I don’t really know that much. It’s a big book, and it’s hard to remember it all.”

	“You have the best memory of anyone I’ve ever met. Come on, what about that one right there?”

	He pointed up at a group of stars, and Amber rolled her eyes.

	“That’s the Big Dipper, but you already know that.”

	John’s chest shook as he laughed quietly.

	“That’s the only one I know,” he told her. “Tell me another one.”

	The thought of sharing this with him made her feel awkwardly exposed, and she gulped.

	“I…I’m too tired to think. Let’s just look at them, okay?”

	He shrugged.

	“That’s fine with me, whatever you want.”

	They fell silent for a long moment, then John spoke.

	“I’m sorry if I upset you last time we talked, I didn’t mean anything by it.”

	“I know you didn’t,” Amber said. 

	He sighed heavily.

	“I just know that sometimes I wish I had someone to talk to, so I figured you might feel the same.”

	“What do you mean?”

	John shifted uncomfortably, and she could feel a sudden nervousness begin radiating from him.

	“I mean, it’s just hard not having anyone to trust. Everyone’s so afraid of getting reported.”

	“For good reason. People are always looking for a chance to get the reward.”

	“Yes, but you’d think people would care about each other more. It’s hard to be alone, especially when life is…difficult.”

	Amber didn’t like what he was getting at; it felt like he was trying to worm his way into her head.

	“I like being alone,” she told him, forcing an even tone. “Having people around makes me feel suffocated.”

	His body tensed.

	“Do I make you feel suffocated?”

	“Sometimes.”

	“I…I didn’t know that.”

	To her surprise, she thought she could hear hurt in his voice.

	“It’s not good to get caught up in feelings, John,” she told him lightly. “And it’s not something we should be talking about.”

	“I don’t understand why,” he answered. “What’s the point of life if no one ever knows you?”

	“I know you.”

	“No, you don’t. You only know what you see, and it’s the same for me with you.”

	“That’s enough, though. We don’t need any more than that.”

	Even as she spoke the words, she knew they weren’t true. That’s what loneliness was born of, and she hated it.

	“It’s not enough, not for me,” John said quietly. He drew a deep breath. “You know what I want more than anything?”

	Amber sighed.

	“What?”

	“Someone I can be honest with.”

	Honest.

	The word almost sounded foreign to her. There was no such thing as honesty, not in a world that put survival above everything else. For a moment, she imagined what it would be like to open up to him, to tell him how empty and lonely and hopeless she felt, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. It wasn’t just out of fear of being reported, either, it was him. The ration was different, knowing that it couldn’t understand her made it easy to allow herself to be vulnerable, but not with John. She could never do the same with John.

	Amber could feel him holding his breath, waiting, and she swallowed hard. She couldn’t give him the answer he wanted.

	“I hope you can find someone like that, John,” she finally managed to say. “Maybe someday.”

	He let out a heavy breath, then quickly moved to stand.

	“I should go home,” he said. “You’re right, our ration is probably cold.”

	He turned to leave, and guilt stung her heart at how crestfallen he looked. 

	“You can come by tomorrow if you want,” Amber called after him, and he glanced back at her.

	“You said you’d prefer being alone,” John replied, his voice tinged with bitterness. “I wouldn’t want to suffocate you.”

	“Good night, then,” she said, walking towards the door of her house, but he didn’t answer. She watched him disappear down the darkened alleys that led into the settlement, cursing under her breath as she picked up her light and went inside. Thinking that he would help her feel better had been foolish. Instead, now she felt even worse.

	The ration had already changed, and it was sitting on the edge of her bed, waiting for her. It stood up the moment it saw her, its teeth chattering between its blue-tinged lips as it held her sleep clothes out to her, and she rolled her eyes in frustration. She reached out, shoving the ration down on the bed before snatching hold of the blanket and throwing it over its shivering form.

	Her clothes had fallen to the floor, and she bent down to grab them just as the ration leaned forward to do the same. Her fingers brushed against its hand, and she looked up, its face mere inches away from hers. She jerked her hand back.

	“Lie down!” Amber hissed, gesturing angrily. 

	The ration did was it was told, rolling over to face away from her while she changed, and she slipped in beside it a few moments later. She could feel it shivering as it lay next to her, and her anger faded in an instant, the guilt she had been feeling all week coming back with a renewed vengeance. Despite her frustration over her feelings, her behavior had been uncalled for. The ration didn’t know any better, and being cruel to it served no purpose.

	Amber clenched her teeth, steeling her nerves as she pressed herself closer to the ration to warm it. Its body was tense, but the moment she touched it, it seemed to relax. Her throat closed up at its reaction, a sudden thought occurring to her. It may just be food, but surely that didn’t necessarily mean it was completely devoid of feelings. Even the animals the books spoke of had feelings, after all, at least of some kind. Perhaps this creature was no different.

	She could see the ration’s eyes gazing at her, and she cringed, quickly rolling over.

	“Stop, Amber,” she whispered to herself, trying to force her mind to be quiet. 
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	CHAPTER TEN

	 

	 

	At dawn, Amber was awakened by loud voices coming from the main room of the house. She blinked in the early-morning light, straining her ears as she listened. It sounded like the council from the commanding tone she could hear, and she jumped out of bed, pushing the ration out of the way as she ran to her bedroom door. 

	Her parents were standing in the middle of the room, grave looks on their faces, and sure enough, two council members were there.

	“What’s going on?” Amber asked, fear racing up her spine. The council never visited anyone without a reason, and from what she had seen, those reasons were never good.

	“Is that all?” Richard asked, ignoring her question as he glanced at the council. The two women nodded, and Mica sighed.

	“I just need to get my son ready,” she said, turning towards her room. “We’ll be there immediately.”

	The council walked out without another word, and Richard glanced at Amber.

	“We all need to gather in the settlement,” he said, his voice hushed. “Something happened last night.”

	“Are we in trouble?” Amber gasped, her eyes wide, and her father shook his head.

	“Marius Dickson’s wife died yesterday afternoon. She was taken to the graveyard at dusk, and the council just told me…”

	He paused, swallowing hard as if he felt sick.

	“Marius sneaked out in the night and harvested part of her body.”

	Amber clasped her hands to her mouth, her stomach turning. Her throat began to burn, and her mouth watered as the sour taste of bile rose up on her tongue. 

	“He…he ate her?”

	Richard nodded, glancing up as Mica walked out of their room. She was cradling Alex in her arms, and her face looked pale despite the dark tan that colored her skin.

	“The council will deal with this very harshly,” she gulped. “This hasn’t happened in years, certainly not in your lifetime, and they’ll want to prove a point.”

	“You mean it’s happened before?”

	Mica frowned as she stepped towards the door.

	“It’s been a very long time, Amber, almost thirty years. I was still a child, barely eleven years old, and it wasn’t at this settlement. As far as I know, it’s never happened here.”

	“Until now,” Richard breathed, shaking his head in disgust. “We need to go, there’s no time to change. Get the ration.”

	Amber managed a nod, quickly darting into her room. The ration was sitting on the edge of her bed; it held her work clothes out to her, but she knocked them from its hands and grabbed its arm.

	“Let’s go,” she whispered, pulling it to its feet.

	Her mind reeled as she followed her parents into the settlement, joining the crowd of shocked, tired faces that were already gathered there. She let out a quiet cry as they approached the harvest station; Grace Dickson’s naked body lay sprawled out on one of the tables, her arms and legs stripped clean of flesh, and it was all Amber could do to keep from vomiting at the sight. 

	She had seen ration bones so many times in the past, but never the bones of a person. They looked yellow in the light of the rising sun, stained from the bits of meat that still clung to them, and she forced herself to look away as the council called for silence.

	“A horrific crime has been committed in our settlement,” Council Murphy began. “In my lifetime, I have only ever seen this level of inhumanity occur one other time.”

	His voice boomed out over the hushed crowd, echoing in the stillness as if the severity of the situation was somehow amplifying its volume.

	“The thought that anyone could desecrate the body of a loved one is more than many of us could ever imagine, but Marius Dickson has committed that very violation. Not only did he cut his wife’s body apart, but he was found in his home just two short hours ago consuming her remains.”

	Council Murphy pointed at one of the other tables, and now Amber noticed the pieces of meat strewn across its surface.

	He paused, his eyes narrowing as he studied each face that stared up at him.

	“This is the flesh of his wife, the woman he lived with for ten years. This was a person, the human being that bore him two children, and he took a knife to her while the settlement slept. He was not starving, his children weren’t starving. Marius Dickson has a pantry that is still full from his last ration’s harvest.”

	“Our ration is underweight!” Marius cried out, his eyes filled with panic. “It’s not guaranteed, I didn’t have a choice! We weren’t going to have enough food next cycle, I had to do something!”

	One of the other council members hit him in the stomach, and he doubled over, throwing up. The people closest to him gasped in horror before turning and doing the same, dry heaving at the sight of the bright red bits of chewed flesh that he had vomited.

	“She was dead!” Marius choked out, moaning in pain. “She would have wanted me to, it’s no different than the rations!”

	He was struck again, and this time, he collapsed to his knees. A cloth was tied over his mouth, and Council Murphy shook his head.

	“The rations are cattle,” he said, his lip curling in disgust. “There is no comparison between the body of a human and the body of an animal. The death of our natural resources was the worst possible tragedy the world has ever seen, but humanity managed to remain civilized throughout all of it. We survived without sacrificing our values, yet one amongst us has chosen to defy nature and turn to the most reprehensible act that exists under heaven. For that, he will be punished.”

	He reached behind him, gently guiding Marius’ son out from where he had been hiding. The boy was only nine years old, and he was cradling his two-year-old brother in his arms. Amber could tell that the boy’s teeth were tightly clenched, but other than that, he had perfected the stoic, uncaring look that was expected of everyone over the age of eight.

	“Stephen Dunlap!” Council Murphy called, and a man stepped out of the crowd. “You and your wife’s request for permission to have a child has been approved as of this morning. You have been assigned Marius’ children, and you will receive his ration in compensation. For the next two cycles, you will be given double rations from the resource center and your quota will be waived.”

	Richard inhaled sharply, his eyes instantly burning with jealousy at the sight of the excitement that filled Stephen Dunlap’s face.

	“Lucky bastard!” he breathed, shaking his head as Council Murphy went on.

	“Marius Dickson will be placed in holding, where he will be deprived of food and water until he is dead. Council, if this is, indeed, your decision, raise your hands.”

	Every one of them raised their hands in unison, and he turned, gesturing to the crowd.

	“You will all bear witness to this. There will be no work until the sentence is complete, all will remain within the confines of the settlement. Ignoring this order will result in the same punishment he is receiving. You are dismissed.”

	Amber glanced at her father in confusion.

	“Why do we have to stay here?”

	Richard frowned, cursing under his breath.

	“It’s going to take at least three days for him to die,” he muttered. “That’s three days of lost work because of that bastard.”

	“But why do we have to stay? Why can’t we work?”

	“This is the same punishment I saw as a child,” Mica answered, her voice filled with dread. “The process is painful, and the council wants everyone to see it. Or rather, hear it.”

	“Hear it?”

	Richard cursed again, ignoring Amber’s bewilderment.

	“If I thought I could get away with it, I’d kill him myself just to finish him off faster.”

	“Hush, Richard!” Mica hissed, her eyes flashing, and he scoffed.

	“I know for a fact that I’m not the only one thinking it. I need to get my allotment and talk to a few people, I’ll be back later.”

	He stepped towards the taps, his shoulders sagging as he walked away, and Amber sighed. She glanced at the ration; it was holding its flask in its hand, and she reached into her pocket to retrieve her own as she slowly moved to follow her father.

	The line for the taps was completely silent as people filled their flasks, and Amber could feel the tension that hung over the entire settlement. The dead, mangled body was left on the harvest table, and when John stepped to her side, she gave him a pained look.

	“Why don’t they move her?” Amber whispered. “They shouldn’t just leave her there!”

	“I asked my father the same question,” John replied, leaning close. “He said they probably won’t take her back to the graveyard until after Marius is dead, they want to make sure everyone here has to look at her.”

	“Why?”

	He shrugged, clenching his teeth.

	“Because they don’t want anyone doing the same thing he did.”

	Amber shuddered, quickly filling the flasks and stepping out of line. John joined her a moment later, sighing as he leaned against the wall of the building they were standing next to.

	“Hard to believe someone could do something like this,” he said. “Her body doesn’t even look like a person’s anymore.”

	“I’ve never seen anything that horrible,” Amber breathed, and John frowned.

	“I have, once.”

	Her eyes widened, and he took a breath, glancing around cautiously before continuing.

	“I had to help carry my grandfather to the graveyard, and someone else had died the day before. The dust hadn’t covered him up yet, and by the time I got there, the body had split open from the heat. I had nightmares for weeks.”

	She inhaled sharply, but not because of what he had recounted.

	“Shhhhh!” she warned. “You know better than to talk about that! People will think you were traumatized or something!”

	John met her gaze, his eyes boring holes into hers.

	“You’re the only person I’ve ever told.”

	“Keep it that way,” she hissed, shaking her head. “And don’t tell me any more, you know better!”

	“I trust you,” he said. “I know you won’t―”

	“You don’t know!” Amber interrupted. “You’re acting like an idiot, John, what the hell is wrong with you all of the sudden?”

	His face fell, and he glanced away.

	“I…I was just thinking―”

	“No, you’re not thinking,” she snapped, spinning on her heel. “You’re being foolish, and I don’t want to see you make a mistake you can’t take back.”

	Amber grabbed the ration’s arm and moved to the food allotment line, doing her best to ignore the dead woman’s body as she waited. When she was done, she hurried back home, finding her mother playing with Alex in the dirt. 

	“Don’t forget your supplements,” Mica called as she ducked into her room. Amber made a face, refusing to answer as she quickly portioned out the daily doses. She grabbed her book and sent the ration to the corner of the main room. 

	The hours dragged by, but before long, it was finally dark. Amber stood up and stretched, making her way inside. She had just finished changing when a desperate scream echoed out in the night, and fear raced up her spine as she bolted to her parents’ room.

	“Mom!”

	“Go to bed, Amber.”

	“Did you hear it? What was that?”

	There was a long pause, then she heard her mother sigh.

	“That was Marius, Amber. That’s what I meant when I explained why we have to stay inside the settlement. You need to try to ignore it and get some sleep, good night.”

	Goosebumps scattered over Amber’s skin as the scream rang out again, and she cringed as she walked back into her room. She climbed into bed, her hair standing on end with each cry she heard. Despite how far their house was from the center of the settlement, the wind seemed to carry the sound right to her ears, and she covered her head with the blanket as she begged herself to fall asleep. He sounded like he was in agony.

	She focused on her heartbeat, hoping it would drown out the man’s wails, but nothing seemed to help. Tears stung her eyes, and she held her breath, clenching her teeth as she trembled. She had never heard anything like it before in her life, and it seemed to grate at every nerve in her body. 

	“Stop, stop, stop,” she breathed, rocking herself back and forth as she clutched her head in her hands.

	The ration stirred beside her, its breathing deep from slumber, and it tossed its arm across her face as it rolled over. She reached up, preparing to move it away, when her eyes grew wide. Its arm lay on the side of her head, right on top of her ear, and relief filled her heart. Unlike her small hands, the weight of its flesh blocked out the noise. 

	She swallowed hard as she closed her eyes. She could hear the ration’s blood pulsing through its skin, and she focused on the sound as it lulled her to sleep. 
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	CHAPTER ELEVEN

	 

	 

	Marius died two days later, and it seemed like the entire settlement breathed a collective sigh of relief. His body was thrown into the waste pits, unworthy of burial like normal members of the settlement, while his wife’s sun-blackened remains were finally carried back to the graveyard. Amber was just glad the whole thing was finally over, and she did her best to put it out of her mind. It wasn’t difficult to do now that everyone was permitted to go back to work, and as she focused on sorting yet another pile of dirt, she cursed under her breath. 

	Nothing. 

	They hadn’t found any new salt in weeks, and she knew it had started weighing on her father. At this rate, they wouldn’t even have enough to preserve the harvest when the time came, much less fill their quota.

	“Richard!” a voice called, and Amber looked up to see their neighbor, Brent, jump down into the pit. “We need your help, the well’s plugged again.”

	The well was located a short distance away from the cistern, its water pumped up with a solar-powered pump every day and deposited into the makeshift holding tank. Plastic pipes carried the water to the cistern, pipes that clogged with rocks and thick sediment every once in a while. 

	The bottom and sides of the well and cistern were made of several feet of thick mud that acted like quicksand, and the hot temperatures of the water would cause heatstroke and burns if it took too long to fix the problem. Her father was smaller than most of the other men and skilled enough to quickly clear the blockage to restore water flow, so he was always called upon when this happened. He was lucky; the job was dangerous, but it would earn him almost five pounds of salt from the council as payment for the risk. 

	“Keep going, Amber,” her father said as he stood up and prepared to leave. “I’ll be back soon.”

	“Be careful,” she called after him, watching him go. She hoped it wouldn’t take long.

	The ration paused in its work, taking a sip of water as it pulled out one of its cakes. Its eyes bored holes into hers, and Amber felt herself growing flustered under its gaze. She turned away, trying to pretend that she couldn’t feel it staring at her, until she finally lost her patience. She glanced over her shoulder, glaring daggers at it.

	“Hurry up!” she snapped. “I don’t want to work late because you’re wasting time!”

	It didn’t move, its eyes still locked onto hers as it chewed. It almost seemed amused, and she looked away, her face turning red. She didn’t understand how it could still embarrass her the way it did. 

	The hours wore on but her father didn’t return, and Amber shielded her eyes as she looked up at the sun. It was getting late, it was time to call it a day. She tried to ignore the worry that burned in her stomach as she piled the shovels in a corner of the grid, beckoning to the ration when it returned from its final trip.

	“Let’s go,” she said, darting up the steps and hurrying home.

	Brent met her halfway, and panic seized her heart at the look on his face.

	“Where’s my father?”

	Brent’s voice was strained.

	“He’s in the cistern, Amber. He sank in the mud, we’ve been trying to get him out but―”

	Amber didn’t wait to hear the rest. Her feet flew as she raced towards the center of the settlement, leaving the ration behind. Losing the head of their household would destroy her family; filling their quota would be impossible without him.

	She could hear her father’s cries echoing out of the cistern as she approached, relief instantly washing over her. If he was still making noise, he was still alive. She pushed through the crowd that had gathered around the open pit, the plastic that usually covered it sitting off to the side. She fell to her knees next to the edge and her heart stopped. 

	The side of the wall that had the water inlet pipe had collapsed to create an overhang, and her father was underneath it. Tossing a rope would be impossible, the only solution would be for someone to bring it to him. Even if they managed to get a rope to him, though, it was clear that the angle was going to make it difficult to pull him free.

	His face was barely above the surface of the water, his eyes wild as he tried to call out instructions for how to free him. Amber could instantly see another problem: if anyone went down to help, the water would displace even more and the level would rise to cover his face. He was frozen in place, his arms outstretched, and she could tell that he was trying to avoid sinking any deeper in the mud. 

	“Dad! Tell me what to do!”

	Richard’s eyes locked onto hers.

	“Amber! You’re small enough, I need you to get―”

	His words were choked off as he sucked in a mouthful of water, and she fought the urge to scream as she watched him struggle.

	“Amber, get the rope. You have to pass the loop over my head―”

	Richard sputtered again, gagging as his face disappeared below the surface for a moment, and Amber realized that he must have already unblocked the water inlet. The cistern was slowing filling as water was pumped in from the well, and she leaped into action. She grabbed the rope from one of the men standing near the cistern, quickly tying it around her waist, then she motioned for a second rope. 

	“Lower me down!”

	The people obeyed, and she placed her feet on the top edge of the cistern, leaning back as she let her weight settle against the rope that held her. She would have to walk down the overhang and lean in to drop the rope over him, a risk she knew no one else would take. If the rope snapped or she got stuck herself, their efforts to rescue her would be minimal just as they were for her father. It was easier to retrieve a dead body than to save a living one.

	The plastic strained and she whispered a prayer, begging it to hold her as they slowly let her down. Her feet sank into the wall as she descended, and she turned her body, trying to brace herself enough to toss the rope over her father’s head. She missed.

	“It’s okay, just try again!” Richard called, and Amber held her breath as she tossed it a second time. 

	A cheer rang out as the rope hit its mark, and she called out for them to raise her up. Now came the more difficult task of trying to pull him out against the angle.

	Amber grabbed hold of the rope, leaning back against it.

	“Help me!” she shouted at the crowd that had gathered, pulling with all her strength. No one moved, and she cried out in pain, quickly realizing why. She glanced down at her now-bleeding hands, her heart sinking. The rope she had given her father was older than the one that had been used to lower her down, and the twisted plastic that formed it was shedding thick, brittle splinters. No one wanted to risk damaging their hands; medical treatment was expensive, and a hand injury would make working impossible.

	Amber cursed, her mind racing. She needed to get a different rope to him, but as her father’s gurgling gasp for breath rang out again, she knew she didn’t have time to find one. 

	“Tie it to your waist and set your feet!” Richard yelled. “I have a good grip, I might be able to free myself from the mud if you can hold my weight!”

	“It’s too short!” Amber cried, turning to the crowd. “Please, someone help me!”

	No one moved, and she frantically looked for John. He would help her, she was sure of it, but she didn’t see him or his father anywhere. They must still be working at their grid.

	Amber opened her mouth, preparing to plead for help again, when she felt another set of hands move into place beside hers. She looked up, her eyes growing wide when she realized that it was the ration. It had followed her back from the grid, and she searched its face, silently begging it to do what she couldn’t. She let go of the rope, making room for its wide fists.

	The ration set its feet, wrapping the rope around its hands. Its arms flexed, and thick bands of muscle rippled under its skin as it pulled.

	“It’s working!” her father’s voice cried, and she glanced down to see him slowly inching forward as the mud released him. He was free. 

	The ration kept pulling, and her father appeared above the edge of the cistern. He was covered in a layer of brown mud and his suntanned face had turned a sickly white, but he was smiling as he collapsed onto the ground.

	“I knew you could do it,” he beamed, gasping for breath as he rolled onto his back. “I told Brent to get you, I knew you’d do it.”

	“Nicely done!” Brent congratulated her, slapping her on the back.

	Amber looked up. The ration had moved off to the side of the crowd that surrounded her father, and it stood there, watching her. She met its gaze, giving it a slight smile before turning her attention back to her father.

	“Let’s get home,” she said, reaching down to grab his hands. She helped him to his feet, and he pulled her into a muddy hug.

	“Thank you, my dear,” he said as he walked home at her side. “None of them would have done what you did, not even Brent. They were all just waiting for me to drown.”

	She frowned, knowing full well that he was right. Brent, like everyone else, would have let her father die before putting himself at risk. 

	Mica was waiting outside when they arrived, and Amber could see the relief on her face despite the angry glare she greeted them with.

	“You’re a fool, Richard Ordell!” she hissed, her eyes flashing. “Where would we be if something happened to you? How many times have I told you to let someone else take care of that damn well?”

	“Glad to see you, too,” Richard smiled, then he turned his attention to Amber. He took her hands in his, the concern on his face disappearing as he inspected the few thick shards of plastic that were embedded in her bleeding palms.

	“You’re lucky,” he said. “I only see four, and the cuts aren’t deep. I don’t think you’ll have to miss any work, but we may need to have them removed.”

	“I can do it myself. I’ll be fine, I wasn’t pulling for very long.”

	He nodded, giving her a quick hug before turning to go inside, and Amber looked at the ration. Her heart swelled with gratitude; if not for its efforts, things could have gone much differently. Without thinking, she threw her arms around it.

	“Thank you,” she whispered, squeezing it tight.

	The ration froze, stiffening in her embrace, and her mouth dropped open when she realized what she had done. She let go and backed away, averting her eyes in embarrassment. She gave a quick glance around, hoping no one had seen, then she reached for the ration’s hands. To her surprise, they appeared almost completely uninjured; its grip must have been strong enough to keep the rope from slipping and cutting its palms.

	“There are a few little pieces,” she said, using her fingernails to grasp the thin bits of plastic. “The cuts will heal in a couple days.”

	It didn’t take long to remove them, and the ration turned away when she was done, preparing to go inside as usual. Her heart wavered, and she grabbed its arm, stopping it.

	“I’m going to read for a bit. You…you can sit with me.”

	Amber ran inside to get her book and her mother’s needle. The ration followed her to the shade, sitting down beside her as she began to remove the plastic splinters from her hands. She opened her book when she was finished, and a wave of happiness instantly washed over her as she started to read. 

	The sun set, and Amber shivered against the cold wind that blew in with the night. She heard her parents go to bed, and just like always, the ration stood to get her blanket. Regret stabbed through her heart. This creature was the closest thing to a friend she had ever had no matter how much she tried to deny it, a companion she didn’t need to hide herself from like she did with John, and she was more grateful than ever for its presence. 

	She stared up at the stars in silence, lost in her thoughts. She had already spent so much of her life feeling alone, and the ration would be harvested in a few months, anyway. No one would ever know. 

	She sighed, her heart finally giving in. She put her hand on the ration’s shoulder, and it glanced down at her.

	“I’ll read to you tomorrow night, too,” Amber promised. An odd sense of excitement washed over her the moment she spoke the words, and she smiled to herself as she leaned against its arm. 
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	CHAPTER TWELVE

	 

	 

	For the next two days, Amber and the ration worked alone at the grid while her father recovered. There was an unexpected bounce to her step as she filled the allotments each morning, and as they worked, she found that for the first time, she almost didn’t mind the labor. Instead, she was looking forward to the evening when she would be able to read to the ration again.

	On the third morning, her father felt well enough to return to work. He was gone before Amber awoke, and after doling out the supplements and filling the flasks, she and the ration set out for the grid to join him.

	Richard’s face was grave when they arrived.

	“We’re too far behind,” he said, shaking his head in despair. “We haven’t found anything new in months. I thought our luck had changed with that last vein, but I think I have to admit that I was wrong.”

	The salt quota schedule was staggered one month behind their ration cycle to give time for the resource center to record it and approve them for a normal-sized ration. If they didn’t make the deadline, even if they brought the rest later, they would still be penalized with a smaller ration next cycle. She could see the worry in his eyes; they needed to find at least 55 more pounds of salt, and they only had a little more than three months before it was due. 

	“It’s okay, dad,” Amber said, trying to reassure him. “We’ll find it, we still have time.”

	“That’s the kind of thinking we have to avoid, my dear.”

	He reached down, picking up another shovel.

	“We need to dig as much as we can as quickly as we can. The ration needs to help instead of hauling today.”

	Her heart sank with dismay as she took the shovel from him. This is exactly what John had predicted.

	“Okay, but that will put us pretty far behind on removing the dirt.”

	They were always behind on dirt removal, and her father’s plan would make things even worse. Just one day’s worth of normal digging produced too much discard to move in the same amount of time, especially because of how far away the dumping ground was, but her father didn’t seem put off by the extra work.

	“That’s a sacrifice we’re going to have to make, my dear. The ration can stay behind this afternoon and get some of it done, it can do something that simple on its own. We’ll have to do the rest at the end of the week.”

	Amber frowned; she knew she should be worried about their quota, but all she could think about was how much less reading time she would have at the end of the day. 

	“It’ll get sick, dad, it can’t do that much in one day.”

	Richard pursed his lips.

	“A few extra hours should be fine, at least until it starts getting colder. Its weight is high enough, I think it’ll be okay.”

	“Then I’ll stay, too,” she said, beckoning to the ration. “I’ll help it haul.”

	Amber moved quickly, working around the perimeter of the wall with the ration one measure behind her. Between them, they were able to dig a double-wide trench almost six inches deep, with the piles of dirt accumulating in the center of the grid.

	“Keep going while I sort,” she quietly told the ration, setting her shovel down and crawling over to the fresh dirt. She strained through the piles with her fingers, hoping to find something, but one by one, they each came up empty. 

	The ration finished its course and backtracked to where she had left off on hers. She watched it out of the corner of her eye as she worked; it was strong, each of its movements confident and precise. She couldn’t help being impressed, and she wished all of their previous rations had been this competent. Their grid would be much deeper, perhaps even deep enough to break through the backfill and reach the fresh salt far below. She rolled her eyes. If there even was any fresh salt.

	Before long, the ration had finished Amber’s course as well, and it moved to her side, watching what she was doing.

	“We’re looking for rocks,” she whispered. “Not like these, though.” She held up a dark colored stone, then tossed it aside. “White rocks.”

	The ration began helping her, its hands joining hers as they sifted through the pile.

	The hours passed, until finally Richard set his shovel down.

	“Let’s call it a day, Amber,” he said, walking over to her. “We don’t have enough calories to do any more.”

	The center of the grid was littered with piles of discard, and Amber sighed. It would take forever to carry it all out.

	“Are you sure you want to help the ration haul?” her father asked. “You can just supervise, you don’t have to keep working. I don’t want you overdoing it.”

	“If I help, we’ll have less to do tomorrow,” she said, standing to her feet and dusting herself off. 

	“Just don’t push yourself too far. I know you want to do everything you can, but you can’t risk making yourself sick. Two hours, okay?”

	“Okay, dad.”

	“Good girl,” he said, smiling as he turned to leave. She watched him climb the steps and disappear, and she glanced at the ration.

	“If we hurry, I’ll still have time to read,” Amber told it, pointing at the hauling sacks. It retrieved a few of them, laying the first one flat and picking up its shovel.

	There was only a little over an hour of daylight left by the time they got home, and Amber sighed with frustration as she sat down in the shade. She opened the book, flipping to where she had left off the night before and clearing her throat.

	“Chapter Seven: Guiding Light. The stars were the earliest maps ever used by man…”

	*  *  *

	In the weeks that followed, Amber’s whole purpose for existence seemed to shift, revolving around the hours after the workday ended. For the first time since her sister had died, she actually had something to look forward to, something to break up the depressing, empty repetition of simple survival she had experienced all her life up until now. She was content—happy, even.

	The nights grew even colder as winter arrived. The sun began to set earlier and earlier, relinquishing its reign over the earth a little sooner each day as if it were growing increasingly weary of its never-ending battle to stave off the freezing night winds. Before long, it became too unbearably cold to sit outside for more than a few minutes after the sun went down, but Amber would wait until the last possible moment, refusing to go inside until her chattering teeth made talking to the ration impossible.

	She had finished the book about the stars and was now halfway through a new book. This one was about a young girl’s search for family and friendship, and as she rushed to finish the chapter she was on before the light disappeared, Amber couldn’t help wondering if the feeling she had when she was with the ration was anything like what the character in the book felt. She had certainly never felt anything like it before, and the more she read, the more she realized that she didn’t know what true friendship actually meant. 

	Interactions with people within the settlement were limited, and everyone regarded each other with a certain element of mistrust. People did whatever they could to obtain extra salt or supplies, and the most common way of accomplishing that was through making reports. This was the reason for her wariness around John—no matter how heartfelt he seemed, she couldn’t ever allow herself to ignore the possibility that he was just looking out for himself. 

	People kept to themselves outside of daily life, relying on each other only for help with basic survival like how her father would be called upon when the well was blocked or how her mother would care for a few of the smaller children. Beyond that, personal interactions didn’t exist. It was nothing like the story described, the book made companionship sound almost magical in a way.

	Amber sighed as she closed the book. Like all the others, it described yet another aspect of existence that was foreign to her, but something felt different about it this time. This time, some of what it told of was not entirely out of reach; the earth was dead, but emotion would exist as long as there were people to experience it. It was simply hidden somewhere in the shadow of the tragedy brought on by the world they lived in, it was not actually gone.

	She stole a glance at the ration. It was staring up at the sky as it always did when she finished reading, and she felt a twinge of sorrow in her heart. It would be harvested soon, in only a few short months, and she realized that she was going to miss it. She huddled up beside it, leaning against it as she looked up at the sky. 

	A flash of light streaked across the horizon.

	“Did you see that?” she gasped, tracing its path with her finger. “That was a shooting star! You’re supposed to make a wish when you see one, and if you’re lucky, your wish will come true!”

	Amber closed her eyes for a moment, whispering in her heart. What she wanted was impossible, but it wouldn’t hurt anything to dream.

	The ration’s body shuddered as it drew a breath, and she straightened.

	“It’s too cold, we need to go inside. We’ll read the next chapter tomorrow.”

	The ration seemed to move a bit slower than usual as it followed her inside. She glanced back as she stepped through the doorway; it was still gazing up at the stars, and she reached out, placing her hand on its shoulder.

	“Come on,” she said, giving it a slight smile as she bent down to pick up the light. “Don’t worry, we’ll see them again tomorrow night.”

	The ration followed her into the house, but instead of retrieving her sleep clothes like it usually did every night, it began digging in its pocket the moment she turned the light on. She ignored it, stepping around it to grab her clothes then waiting for it to turn its back.

	“Well?”

	The ration didn’t move, and Amber waved her hand, gesturing for it to hurry.

	“The light’s going to die, turn around so I can…”

	Her voice trailed off as she glanced down; its arm was outstretched, like it was trying to give her something.

	“What?”

	It stood there motionless, staring at her. She sighed, holding out her hand, and the ration opened its fist.

	A small piece of flat, dark rock dropped into her palm, and she stared down at it in confusion.

	“This is the wrong kind of rock, salt rocks are light colored.”

	Amber tilted her hand, letting it slide off onto the floor, but the ration bent down and quickly picked it back up. It stepped closer to the light and held out its hand again. She opened her mouth, preparing to dismiss it, but something made her hesitate.

	“Okay, fine, let me see.”

	She moved to its side, taking the rock from its hand and leaning down to inspect it. It was just a rock, nothing more.

	“I don’t understand,” she whispered impatiently, glancing at the ration as she turned the rock over in her hand. “It’s trash, worthless…”

	Her words died as her heart leaped into her throat, realization finally dawning on her. 

	Etched on the dark surface were the fine details of a delicate pair of wings, thin membranes whose first moment of decay had been captured and permanently stamped on the stone. Between the wings was the unmistakable shape of an insect’s segmented body, including two small strands protruding from a tiny, triangular head. It was small, much smaller than the images the pictures in the books had brought to her imagination.

	A flood of emotion surged through her veins, instantly making her skin sweat despite the cold. Her hands began to tremble, and her throat closed up as her vision went blurry from the tears that filled her eyes.

	“It’s…it’s beautiful.”

	The light began to dim, announcing its dying battery. Amber ignored it, unable to tear her eyes away until finally, with a quiet click, the light disappeared. She moved beneath the thin beam of moonlight that streamed in through the ceiling above, lifting the rock to her face as she tried to see the details one more time. It was too dark. 

	The ration reached for the rock, gently taking it from her and placing it on the shelf. Its tall silhouette was barely visible as it began to change into its sleep clothing, and she managed to break from her shock long enough to do the same. 

	Her mind raced. She had never thought to look for anything like that before, casting aside any rocks that weren’t the right color without a second glance. How many of these shadows of life had she discarded, how many had she missed?

	As Amber moved into place beside the ration’s quiet form, another thought occurred to her. It knew the rock would be important to her, it really did understand what she said to it every night. It seemed impossible, but somehow, it was true.

	Just like her dream of ever seeing any of the old world’s life outside of a book—that had been impossible, too, until tonight. Tears began to fill her eyes once more; it didn’t matter how, she didn’t care. Seeing that little creature’s form had been more than she ever could have hoped for, and she couldn’t wait for the light of morning so she could look at it again.

	Amber rested her face against the ration’s chest, listening to the rise and fall of its breathing as her heart swelled with appreciation. She moved her hand, slipping in under the ration’s arm and pulling herself closer to it as she fell asleep. 
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	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	 

	 

	Amber couldn’t stop smiling the next morning as she got ready for the day. She changed quickly, fighting off tears of happiness every time she glanced at the tiny rock sitting on her shelf. It was more amazing than she ever could have imagined, and she wished she could spend the whole day staring at it instead of going to work. 

	Part of her wanted to show her parents, but it felt too precious to share. She picked it up, her heart swelling with excitement as she stared at it. It was her secret, something that, like the reading and nightly conversations, existed only between her and the ration. 

	“Hurry up, Amber!” Mica called. “Your father is waiting for you!”

	“I know!” she responded, placing the rock back on its shelf and quickly portioning out the supplements. She beckoned to the ration, grabbing her flask on the way out, then she paused. Today was the first day of this cycle’s harvest.

	“Stay here,” Amber whispered, motioning for it to give her its flask. “Just wait, I’ll be back soon.” The ration put its head down as it stepped back into her room, and she couldn’t help feeling ashamed as she left it behind. It knew enough to bring her the rock, and she wondered if it somehow knew why she didn’t want to bring it along today.

	Her spirits fell as she made her way to the taps. Only a few more months until she would be leading the ration to the harvest station, just a handful of short weeks before it would be gone forever. Her throat began to ache the moment she caught the first whiff of fresh meat; in the past, it had always made her mouth water, but now, the smell made her stomach turn. 

	“Amber!”

	She glanced up to see John approaching. She was surprised by his greeting; he had been avoiding her since the night of their last conversation.

	“Hi, John.”

	“How have you been?”

	“Fine.”

	“Where’s your ration?”

	Amber shrugged.

	“I left it behind today.”

	He seemed like he didn’t know what else to say, and he was silent for a moment as the line moved forward.

	“How’s your dad?” he finally asked. “Any problems after the well accident?”

	“No. He took a couple days off when it first happened, but he’s been fine ever since.”

	“That’s good.”

	They were next, and John gestured for her to go ahead. She eyed him suspiciously as she moved forward to fill the flasks; he never offered to let her go first. He glanced away when he caught her looking at him.

	“Any word on your applications?” he asked as he began to fill his own flask. It took her a moment to realize what he was talking about. She hadn’t thought about the applications in weeks, her mind too preoccupied with spending time with the ration. She shook her head.

	“No, not yet.”

	“They probably won’t choose yours,” John told her, stepping out of line and filling the lid of his flask. He took a sip. “They usually pick older people, you know that.”

	Amber scowled.

	“Thanks for the encouragement.”

	“I’m not trying to be mean,” he said quickly, shooting her a look. “You know it’s true.”

	She knew full well that it was true, but it didn’t make his reminder sting any less.

	“Isn’t your dad waiting for you at your grid?” she asked, trying to change the subject.

	“Not today,” John said, his focus instantly shifting as his eyes brightened. He gestured towards the harvest station. “We’re helping my dad’s cousin with their harvest. Their ration did pretty well this cycle, you should come take a look.”

	Amber swallowed hard, a sour taste filling her mouth.

	“That’s okay, I need to get back―”

	“You can spare a minute or two, can’t you?”

	“My dad’s waiting for me,” she told him, turning her attention to the woman handing out the allotments. “Ordell, Amber. 487.”

	Amber took the cakes and moved to leave, but John grabbed her hand.

	“Come on. They actually let me strip some of the meat this time, I want to show you how I did!”

	She pulled away from him in annoyance.

	“John, I really―”

	“Amber! How’s Richard doing?”

	She spun around to see John’s father, Terry, standing behind her. She smiled impatiently.

	“He’s fine, he made a full recovery weeks ago. I’ll see you later, John, I have to―”

	“That’s good to hear. He asked a few months ago about the new strain Ray and his wife got, we just finished harvesting and we’re about to weigh. Come over here for a minute, you can pass the number along to Richard.”

	It was obvious that protesting any more would be pointless, and she clenched her teeth as she nodded.

	Amber could hear bones snapping as she approached the harvest station, following behind Terry and John as they led her to one of the tables. She tried not to look at the bare skeleton that lay there, but she couldn’t help flinching as Terry’s cousin continued breaking the joints apart. He wrapped the pieces in heavy black plastic; they would sit out in the sun on a solar heating pad provided by the resource center, the marrow steaming throughout the day so it could be removed and dried like the meat and organs. 

	The empty bones would be delivered to the centers, where they would be processed into fine powder to be used in supplements. No part of the rations went to waste, and she glanced at the plastic tent that had been draped over the blood-filled trough. The water would be distilled off, collecting in a small pouch, while the iron-rich slurry that remained was considered a treat that would be divided between the family members.

	The skin was laid out flat, and John grabbed a knife, slicing strips off and layering them in plastic to receive the same treatment as the bones would. In her mind’s eye, she imagined her ration on one of the tables, and she could feel the blood drain from her face.

	“I…I have to get back,” Amber croaked, averting her eyes. “My dad’s waiting.”

	“This will just take a minute,” Terry told her, reaching out and gathering up handfuls of meat. “Now, this is the raw weight, make sure you tell him that when you see him. And it’s for a family of two, so it’s a smaller ration.”

	She nodded, fighting against the nausea that roiled in her stomach. He placed the meat in a plastic tub, grunting as he hefted it onto the scale.

	“One hundred and sixty seven,” he announced, grinning happily. “That’s for strain 58697. I’ve been keeping an eye on yours, it seems to be filling out nicely, too.”

	“Thanks,” she said, swallowing hard. “I have to get going, I’ll be sure to tell my dad what the weight was.”

	She turned on her heel and began walking away.

	“Bye, Amber!” John called after her, and she gave a quick wave over her shoulder.

	She hurried home, avoiding the ration’s gaze as she walked in. 

	“What took so long?” Mica asked, appearing in the doorway of her room. 

	“The harvest,” Amber answered, swallowing her supplements. “Terry wanted to tell me the weight for Ray’s ration.”

	Her mother’s eyes lit up.

	“How did it do?”

	Amber choked on the capsule, reaching for her flask and quickly taking a drink. Her mother tapped her foot impatiently.

	“Well?”

	“The raw weight was 167,” Amber coughed.

	“That’s not very much,” Mica mused, turning to walk away. “Although I supposed it is for a smaller family. Don’t forget to take ours in for its weight check today after work.”

	Amber’s eyes grew wide, and she shot a glance at the ration. Had it already been six weeks? Her mind raced; the other half of this cycle’s harvest would be dispatched that evening, and she would have to hurry if she was going to avoid it. She made a face, trying to remind herself that it didn’t matter, that the ration wouldn’t know what was happening, but a tiny voice in her heart told her that she knew better.

	She stood to her feet, looking over at the rock the ration had given her as she prepared to leave for the grid. She sighed. It didn’t seem to elicit the same excitement as it had when she first woke up. Now, all she could think about was what life would be like without the creature that had found it for her.

	Jeff Thompson was waiting for her after work.

	“You’re late,” he told her gruffly, scanning the code on her arm. No one else was in line, and she could tell he was annoyed. He wasn’t allowed to go home until every scheduled ration had been weighed.

	“I had to stay a little longer at the grid,” Amber explained, nudging the ration towards the platform. She began loading the bags of dirt on the other side, glancing nervously towards the harvest station. The families were already there, their rations lined up and waiting.

	“Ordell, Amber. 487. Strain 27680, weight 253 pounds.”

	She barely heard him, quickly moving to unload the bags, and he frowned.

	“That doesn’t seem right,” Jeff said, furrowing his brow as she beckoned for the ration to get down. 

	“What doesn’t?”

	“Your ration’s growth is seven pounds behind schedule, and that’s without the extra six pounds it was ahead the last time.”

	She froze. Growth issues for new strains were recorded and sent to the resource centers at the end of each cycle, but the process was different for guaranteed strains. Issues with guaranteed strains were supposed to be reported immediately, which would result in them trading out rations mid-cycle. If Jeff decided to report the problem, he would be required to take the ration with him to the resource center the very next evening to exchange for a new one. 

	Amber flashed a nervous smile, thinking quickly.

	“It’s because we’ve been working a few extra hours each day,” she said. “We haven’t found any salt, so we’ve been staying late. That’s why I was late today.”

	“How many extra hours?” Jeff asked, eyeing her. “At this rate, it would have to be quite a few.”

	“It’s also an older strain, though. You know how they are, they level out on gains towards the middle of the cycle and pick back up at the end. This one was further along when we got it, probably already close to mid-cycle. I’ll make sure my father knows, though, we may have to cut back on work a little.”

	She held her breath, hoping she sounded confident enough to be convincing. Jeff would personally have to travel all the way to the resource center to make a growth report, and she was banking on him wanting to avoid the trip.

	Much to her relief, she was right. Jeff waved dismissively, standing up as he prepared to leave.

	“Good luck making your quota,” he said. “Our grid is the same, we’ve only found about half of ours. I hope things turn around for you. With the current number, I’m going to put your next weight check at four weeks from now, I’ll see you then. Do me a favor, Amber, don’t be late again.”

	“I won’t,” she promised, grabbing the ration’s arm and prodding it towards home. “Sorry.”

	Her father was waiting for her.

	“How’s it doing?” Richard asked when she arrived. She swallowed hard.

	“Still gaining, it’s at 253.”

	His expression darkened.

	“Are you sure?”

	Amber nodded, and he sighed heavily.

	“That’s not right. I was sure it would be further along.”

	“We’ve been working late though, dad.”

	“I know, I know. But it shouldn’t have affected it that much, it’s only a couple extra hours.”

	“It’s probably just because it’s an older strain,” she said, repeating her earlier excuse. “It’ll pick up later in the cycle.”

	Her father nodded slowly.

	“I agree. Is Jeff going to report it?”

	“No, I don’t think so. He said the next check is in four weeks.”

	“Good. I still have high hopes for this one, I don’t want them giving us one of the new strains to replace it. I’d hate to have it traded out this early.”

	Me too, Amber thought to herself as she went to her room to get her book. She was glad he had agreed with her, but she knew better. The extra hours of work weren’t enough to affect the weight this drastically.

	She settled in beside the ration, quickly reading a few pages before the light disappeared from the sky. Her heart began to ache as it stood up to get her blanket, and she couldn’t stop thinking about the impending harvest. It seemed ridiculous to admit that she had grown attached to it, but the lump of sorrow in her throat told her that whether she admitted it or not, the truth remained the same.

	The blanket settled around her shoulders, and she glanced up as the ration took its place next to her. She smiled at it, leaning her head against its arm as she moved closer. The question she had been asking herself resonated in her heart, and she knew she couldn’t deny the answer any longer. 

	This creature was her friend, and despite how strange it seemed, part of her loved it. 
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	CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	 

	 

	The anniversary of her sister’s death was drawing closer and closer, and like every year, Amber could feel a heaviness in the air as December arrived. The ration’s company made the sorrow that accompanied her anticipation of the approaching date a bit more tolerable, but she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the harvest. Knowing that her time with the ration was growing shorter by the day was heartbreaking, and she found herself trying to come up with ways to delay the harvest. She knew it was impossible, but everything in her yearned for some sort of hope despite the inevitable. 

	The next weight check was a more pressing concern, and Amber’s father had decided to cut back on the ration’s work load to ensure that it would meet its growth target. It seemed pointless to put in extra hours, anyway; despite their efforts, they had found only a few pounds of salt. Their quota was due in a little more than two months, and she could tell that her father was starting to panic. 

	After returning from the grid each afternoon, Richard would look for any tasks that would earn salt, and he had spent the past few days retrieving buckets of mud from inside the cistern to patch broken sections of a neighbor’s wall. The cistern needed to be made deeper anyway, so he would receive pay both from the settlement and from the neighbor whose home was being repaired. Amber had offered to go along on these jobs out of courtesy, but so far her father had declined, telling her that they weren’t tasks that required more than one set of hands. She was grateful, glad that her time with the ration wouldn’t be interrupted.

	Today was no different. She watched her father leave as he headed into the settlement to find work to do, then she beckoned to the ration. It sat down beside her and she opened the book, taking a breath as she began to read.

	“What are you doing, Amber?”

	Amber jumped, throwing the book as terror flooded through her veins. Her eyes darted forward, coming to rest on John’s face peering at her from around the corner of her house. She stared at him in shock, watching as he glanced back and forth between her and the ration, then his eyes narrowed as he stepped into full view.

	“What’s going on?” he asked slowly. She leaped to her feet, trying to hide her fear with anger.

	“You scared me to death, that’s what!” she snapped, glaring at him. “What the hell are you trying to do?”

	John cocked his head.

	“Are you reading to that thing?”

	“Are you stupid? Of course not!”

	“I heard you!”

	“You heard me reading, you moron!” she hissed. “Not reading to it!”

	“Right. That’s not what it looks like to me.”

	“I don’t care what it looks like to you! I read out loud, big deal!”

	“Since when?”

	“Since forever! I’ve always done it!”

	He crossed his arms.

	“I’ve never once heard you read out loud.”

	Amber scoffed.

	“What do you want?”

	John shrugged.

	“To see you. Why isn’t that thing inside like it’s supposed to be?”

	“Because I’m the one responsible for it, John,” she huffed. “I’ll be the one to blame if something happens to it, and I don’t want to let it out of my sight!”

	He raised a brow.

	“You’re worried something is going to happen to it inside your house.”

	She hesitated for a moment, then smirked.

	“You wouldn’t understand, you’re not allowed keep your family’s ration yet.”

	The look on his face instantly changed, and she knew she had him.

	“You know what, Amber? I’m done. I came over to spend time with you because I actually thought I missed you, but you treat me like I’m nothing no matter what I do.”

	“Yeah, well, I don’t want company from someone crazy enough to think I’d be reading to a ration. Better hope no one finds out that you’re losing your mind.”

	His eyes filled with fear, and she felt herself relax.

	“You would really report me?”

	The look of betrayal on his face made her feel guilty for a moment, but she lifted her chin, steeling her nerve.

	“Go away, John.”

	“Believe me, I am,” John said angrily. “I’m done trying to be nice to you, I don’t care anymore.”

	He spun on his heel and stormed off, and she rolled her eyes. The ration hadn’t moved during the entire exchange, but now it stood to its feet, picking the book up from where it had fallen and handing it to her. 

	“That was close,” Amber whispered, giving it a long look. “If anyone finds out, they’ll think I’m crazy. Everyone is scared of crazy people, like they think it’s something you can catch. We’ll have to be more careful.” 

	She gulped, knowing full well that the short encounter could have gone very badly. She was lucky it had been John and not her parents.

	It was getting dark, and Amber sat down, placing the book beside her and drawing her knees up to her chest.

	“It won’t be long now until the anniversary,” she said. “It feels like forever ago most of the time, but when the anniversary comes up, it seems like it’s happening all over again.” 

	The ration glanced at her, and she gave it a slight smile.

	“I’m glad you’re here this time. It makes it a little easier, I don’t feel so alone.”

	It moved closer, this time leaning against her, and she sighed heavily. It wouldn’t be here next year, next year she would be alone again. Her throat began to ache, and she stood up. She didn’t feel like sitting outside tonight. 

	*  *  *

	The next day, Amber’s father told her he would need her help after work.

	“Why?” she asked, looking up from digging.

	“A job. Worth three pounds of salt.”

	Her eyes grew wide.

	“Really? For who?”

	“Frank Green. He was injured yesterday, a part of his grid collapsed and he may have broken his leg. His wife was hurt, too, torn ligament in her shoulder or something like that. They’ll heal soon enough, but in the meantime, at least we have a job.”

	Amber frowned. As much as they needed the salt, she hoped the job wouldn’t take long so she could spend the evening with the ration.

	The workday ended, but when she met her father outside her house to accompany him into the settlement, he told her to wait.

	“I won’t need you until later, my dear,” Richard called as he left. “I have a few things to do for someone else first.”

	“Well, how long will it be?” 

	“I’m not sure, but I’ll come get you,” he answered, disappearing from sight. Amber sighed with annoyance, leaving the book inside as she settled back in the shade. The ration sat down beside her, and she shook her head.

	“I don’t know when he’s going to be back,” she whispered. “I don’t want to get caught reading to you again, I’ll just have to wait.”

	She stared at the wall in front of her, counting the minutes as she waited for her father to return. It was getting late, and as the sun dropped low in the sky, she finally heard footsteps approaching.

	“What took so long?” Amber cried, standing to her feet. “It’s almost night, there’s no time to do anything!”

	Her father shot her a stern look.

	“Don’t take that tone with me,” Richard replied, his voice strained. “We’re helping with Frank’s harvest, he can’t do it himself. Put the ration inside and let’s go.”

	Her stomach instantly sank, and cold sweat broke out across her forehead. 

	“But…but that’s not for two more weeks.”

	Her father’s face betrayed his annoyance with her question.

	“The families agreed to do it early this month, over half of them only have a few days’ worth of food left. We need to get started if we’re going to get there in time. Now, Amber.”

	She should have known. Harvesting was the only job that began at nightfall, but she hadn’t even considered it happening this early. 

	Amber numbly motioned for the ration to go inside and obediently fell into step behind her father, her mind racing with dread. She swallowed hard. She didn’t want to go, but she couldn’t protest. What reason would she give? It was too late to feign illness.

	Frank Green was sitting on the ground beside the harvest station when they arrived, his family’s ration standing next to him. It was a large, nearly as big as hers but appearing much younger. It was completely naked, hairless from the neck down like all the rations were, and its skin was covered in raw patches from being scrubbed clean. Its arms hung limp at its sides; it had already received its double dose of supplements in preparation for the harvest, given an hour earlier to keep the muscle relaxed and prevent stiffening as the carcass cooled overnight. The dose also rendered the ration unable to climb up on the table by itself, and it would take at least two people to lift it up. With Frank’s wife injured as well, it was obvious now why Amber’s presence was required.

	She tried to focus, forcing the thoughts of her ration out of her mind. This ration was nothing like hers, it barely even looked up when she approached. Hers was different, hers was special. This one was just meat, like all the rest. She took a breath, doing her best to relax.

	You’ve done this before, Amber, she told herself. It’s the same as it’s always been.

	The sun was beginning to set, and Richard beckoned to her.

	“Take its legs, Amber,” he instructed, moving to the head. “On the count of three.”

	She moved without thinking, bending down near the ration’s legs and taking hold of its calves. It didn’t react to her touch, and she turned her face away, refusing to look at it as she prepared to lift.

	“Ready…one, two, three.”

	She grunted as she lifted it up, standing on her tiptoes to clear the edge of the table. It lay there, perfectly still, and she glanced around at the other rations being harvested that night. They all seemed empty and hollow, as if what life they had was already gone. 

	“Tie your side,” her father prompted, beginning to secure the straps that would hold the ration’s arms and legs. She obeyed, her hands feeling distant and cold as if they belonged to someone else. Her father moved to the other side, motioning for her to help him lift the end of the table. He placed blocks underneath the table legs to incline the surface, then he picked up the knife, using his foot to pull the blood trough into place beneath the head of the table.

	The light was nearly gone from the sky, and Amber shivered as the first wave of cold air wafted in between the houses and hit her face. It was time.

	Her father leaned over, placing the knife against the ration’s throat. Her heart stopped beating, her teeth set on edge as she cringed. Then, the moment before he made the cut, she caught sight of the ration’s eyes.

	A tear trickled down its cheek as it stared up at the sky in wide-eyed terror. She clapped her hands over her mouth, unable to look away as the sound of gurgling filled the air beneath her father’s hand. The ration’s eyes darted back and forth in panic before slowly growing dim, its mouth opening and closing as it gasped for air. In her mind, she could see her own ration’s face, and her heart wrenched with sorrow. It would meet the same fate, she would witness its final breath just as she was witnessing this one’s. She couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t move, and her father turned to smile at Frank.

	“Well, that part’s done,” Richard beamed proudly, moving to the ration’s abdomen. “I’m quick at this, it’ll only take a few minutes.” 

	He began cutting through the stomach skin to remove the insides, and Amber felt bile rise up in her throat as the body quivered. It wasn’t even dead yet, not completely, and he was already ripping it apart.

	Frank watched as Richard deftly sliced through the membranes, holding out a bowl to catch the slippery organs that were spilling out of the ration’s midsection.

	“Thanks, Richard,” he said. “I’ll meet you here first thing in the morning.”

	The blood that poured from the ration’s throat looked black in the dusk, flowing down past its head to drip into the trough, and Amber couldn’t bear the sight another moment. She whirled around and began walking away.

	“Amber!”

	She stopped, trying to control her heaving stomach as she glanced back at her father.

	“Yes?”

	“I’m going to finish this harvest in the morning, you’ll go ahead to the grid and start without me.”

	“Okay,” she managed to reply. She waited until she was out of sight before breaking into a run. 

	 

	†‡†



	




	 

	CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	 

	 

	Amber ignored the cold as she ran, tears streaming down her cheeks. She didn’t stop at her house, passing it by and heading for the grid. She couldn’t face the ration, not now, not after what she had just been a part of. 

	She reached the grid, stumbling down the steps and huddling in a corner as she buried her face in her hands. The image of the dead ration’s last moments played through her mind over and over until she felt like the air itself was closing in on her. It had been afraid, it had known what was happening. Throughout all the years of her life, throughout every harvest she had helped with, she had missed it. 

	She gasped for breath between sobs. She hadn’t missed it, she had ignored it. Pretending that they were unfeeling, empty bodies had been easy, but as she imagined once again what her ration’s last breath would be like, she couldn’t pretend any longer.

	She could feel something shifting inside of her, something she had tried to ignore from the moment she had first spoken to the ration on the way back from the resource center. The feeling commanded her attention, refusing to be dismissed, until she had no choice but to look at it. In one terrible, excruciating moment, she could feel her mind reaching out to take hold of an idea that she knew would unravel every shred of her existence.

	The ration understood her, that’s why it had brought her the rock. That’s why it sat outside with her and listened to her read, that’s why it brought her the blanket every night. In her heart, she realized she had known all along. She had chosen to believe otherwise because accepting anything else would have been too difficult, but now she had no choice.

	Amber felt a light touch on her shoulder and she shrank back, covering her eyes with her hands. She already knew it wasn’t one of her parents, and she couldn’t bear it.

	“Stay away,” she choked out through her tears. “I can’t, please just leave me alone.”

	The ration ignored her, sitting down beside her and gathering her into his arms. Her tears fell even harder as the heat from his skin began to warm her, and she pressed her face against his chest. The shame that gripped her heart stole her breath away; she couldn’t speak, and he sat there with her as she quietly cried.

	Marius Dickson’s screams of agony echoed in her mind. How hypocritical her horror at his actions seemed now; she had been so sickened by the thought of what he had done to his dead wife, but it was no different than what she herself had willingly accepted her entire life. She remembered what he had said, how he had screamed out that harvesting his wife’s corpse was the same as what was done to the rations, and the accusing truth of those words was undeniable now. She was a monster, just like him. Just like everyone else in the world. 

	The night became colder with each passing minute. After a while, Amber heard the ration give a heavy sigh, then he squeezed her tighter for a moment before standing to his feet. It was too cold, she knew they needed to get back. She kept her eyes down as he beckoned to her, taking his hand as he moved towards the steps, and she shivered as she allowed him to lead her out. 

	He put his arm around her as he walked by her side, letting go when they arrived back home and disappearing through the doorway as she sank down onto the ground on the side of the house. Her parents had long since gone to bed, and she was grateful that they never checked on her at night. The ration was the only one who would have noticed her missing, and somehow, he had known exactly where to find her.

	He returned a few moments later, and she felt the blanket settle over her shoulders. He took his place beside her, reaching out to draw her close, and she swallowed hard as she tried to hold back the fresh wave of tears that threatened to spill over onto her cheeks. It was all just too much, and she still couldn’t bring herself to look at him. 

	She felt like she was the one that hadn’t been human this whole time, yet this man remained by her side despite knowing full well what fate he was meant to suffer at her hand. She didn’t know how she could have ever convinced herself that he was anything less than what she now saw him to be.

	 Drawing a ragged breath, Amber finally managed to raise her head. He turned to look at her, a slight smile on his face, and her heart stopped beating. For the first time in her life, she didn’t even notice the stars, lost in the gaze of this person whose very existence she had so ignorantly chosen to overlook until now. 

	Her mind finally acknowledged what her heart had recognized long ago, and it was no wonder her stomach had filled with butterflies from the moment she had first laid eyes on him. She felt like she was seeing him for the very first time despite all the weeks they had spent together, and she was utterly awestruck by the sight. 

	He was the most beautiful man she had ever seen.

	Her eyes drifted over his features, taking in the wayward strands of dark, curly hair that rested on his forehead. The stubble of his beard had grown out since that first day, tracing around the curves of his jaw and framing his full lips. His skin was darker now, tanned from the hours spent in the sun, and the contrast caused the green of his eyes to take on an almost ethereal light. There was a kindness in his gaze that shone through the sadness on his countenance, a certain sparkle that looked as if he held all the understanding in the world within him, and a fresh wave of sobs rose up in her throat at the realization that that kindness was for her. 

	He stood up, reaching for her hand to pull her to her feet. This time, he was the one to retrieve her light from the ground, and he led her to her room, clicking the light on and setting in in its alcove before kneeling down to get her clothes. Amber took them from his hand, and he turned his back just as he always did. 

	She got into bed, facing away as he changed, then she felt his weight settle in beside her. Sorrow tugged at her heart when she felt his hand on her shoulder, and she allowed him to pull her closer, squeezing her eyes shut as he held her in his arms. 

	≈

	The ration replayed the night’s events in his mind, trying to shake the feeling that he had made a mistake as he listened to Amber’s breathing slow. He had known that she would react badly to tonight’s harvest, that much was obvious by the fear that had been in her eyes before she left, and part of him had almost been looking forward to it. It had been a test to a degree, a sign that he could reach out to her in a deeper way than the small gestures he had shown her thus far, but he hadn’t expected to feel so much regret now that it was done. He felt exposed, and it made him uncomfortable. 

	He gazed down at her sleeping face. He had already crossed the line too many times over the weeks, and he knew that tonight he had finally gone past of the point of no return. Up until now, everything he had done could be explained away, even the rock he had given her could be cast in doubt. Not this. Going to find her at the grid was completely undeniable, not to mention his attempts to comfort her. Rations weren’t supposed to be capable of that level of comprehension. 

	He thought back to when she had first spoken to him the night they walked home from the resource center. She had surprised him, and he had foolishly dropped his guard almost immediately. Even during those first few weeks, when she had seemed annoyed by his very existence, he could see something about her that had set his heart racing. She was different than the rest, not at all like he had expected a keeper to be, and he had taken an interest in her that he never should have allowed himself to take. 

	He clenched his teeth, suddenly angry at himself. He should have never brought her the blanket that first time. But she had seemed so alone, just like he was, and he had forgotten that she was the enemy. 

	The enemy. 

	He smiled in amusement as she shifted in his arms, pulling herself closer to him, and he tightened his embrace. She had spent so many nights with her arms wrapped around him just like this without even realizing it, and it had taken everything in him not to return the gesture. Tonight, he was grateful that he could finally do so, almost as if there had been a pain in his chest from holding back that was now released. 

	The truth was that he loved being near her, and her presence comforted him much as she had often said his presence did for hers. That’s not how someone should feel about an enemy, and in his heart, like he had so many times before, he wondered once again if that was really what she was.

	He knew that he had thrown her off-balance from the start, and he had found it funny to watch her stumble over herself when he did little more than look at her. He could see the turmoil in her mind as she tried to keep her feelings at bay, and if he were truly honest, he had seized upon that perceived vulnerability. 

	He had marked his successes by the shade of red she would turn or the confusion in her eyes, and that’s what had ultimately emboldened him. He had been shocked that she hadn’t told anyone about him bringing her the blanket, and her invitation for him to sit with her in the afternoons defied all reason. Reading to him had been even more surprising, despite the fear he had felt during the week when she had stopped. And after her reaction tonight...she didn’t seem like an enemy. She seemed like a person, like she actually had a heart.

	He had watched her over the weeks, he had seen how attached she had become to him. Her mind had been changing, and now, he realized that he had wanted it to happen more than anything. He had wanted to show her more of himself, to be her friend despite the risk he was taking. He wanted to be someone to her, not just something. 

	It had taken almost a week to gather up the nerve to give her the rock he had found, but in the end, doing so had driven him even closer to the point he had reached tonight. It had prepared him for more when she didn’t show her parents; it was proof that the secret meant something to her, proof that he meant something to her.

	Amber stirred, and the ration held his breath as she began murmuring in her sleep like she always did. A quiet sob shook her body—she was still crying even in her dreams, and he leaned his head forward to rest his cheek against hers. He closed his eyes. 

	What now?

	He didn’t know the answer, he hadn’t thought past this moment. All he had hoped for was to see recognition in her eyes when she looked at him, but now that it had finally happened, he was at a loss. Should he show her the rest? 

	He pursed his lips, contemplating for a moment before deciding against it. It was obvious that she already saw him as a person, but that didn’t mean she would choose him over her family. No, it was better to hold back. 

	His thoughts shifted to tomorrow, and he felt a fresh wave of anxiety roll through his stomach. Would she treat him differently in the morning? He had once been excited at the thought of how their time together would change, but now it scared him. What if her father noticed? What if her demeanor changed so much that the secret would be seen?

	He tried to ignore the worry that raced through his heart. She would know better than to let it slip, her reaction to John’s snooping was evidence of that. At this point, she was already in too deep herself; she would be in trouble if anyone found out that she was aware of a ration’s cognizance and hadn’t told anyone. 

	Besides, she didn’t want to lose him, that much was clear. The excuse she had given in response to his low weight had proven that. He cringed, remembering the fear that had raced through his veins when the weight had been announced. He would have to be more careful, especially since the next check was in less than two weeks. 

	He sighed. He was so close to finally being done with this nightmare. The end was in sight, and that made him feel even more foolish for revealing himself now. He just had to make it through a few more weeks—provided, of course, he lived through tomorrow.

	He listened to Amber’s heartbeat, focusing on the sound. It was too late for regrets, what was done couldn’t be taken back. Tomorrow would happen no matter what, and his fear would do nothing to change the course of events that had been set into motion. He fell asleep, hoping that he hadn’t destroyed his only chance to live. 
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	CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	 

	 

	Amber pulled the blanket over her head, trying to ignore the sunlight that streamed in through the ceiling. She didn’t want to get up, she didn’t want to face the day. She relaxed her body, counting each beat of her heart in hopes of forcing herself back to sleep, but despite her efforts, she couldn’t stave off the slow advance of consciousness as her thoughts gradually awakened. 

	The events of the previous night flooded through her mind in a sudden, burning torrent, and her eyes snapped open as her stomach instantly turned. She glanced over, her gaze coming to rest on the ration. He was sitting on the ground where he always did in the mornings, waiting for her to wake with her work clothes in his hands, and embarrassment filled her heart. It seemed wrong to see him serving her like that now, and she rolled her eyes, mocking herself. How suddenly her feelings had shifted; just yesterday, she hadn’t thought anything of it.

	She got up, quickly crossing the floor to take her clothes from him. She wanted to say something, to tell him that it wasn’t necessary, but she still couldn’t manage to bring herself to speak to him. Not after last night, not after coming face-to-face with the true extent of her ignorance.

	Her cheeks flushed hot with shame as she began to change, thinking of what her father was doing at that exact moment. He would just be beginning the butchering process, and she cringed as a fresh wave of nausea rose up in her throat. 

	Amber glanced away as the ration turned to face her. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she swallowed hard, fighting them back as she sat down and began portioning out the day’s supplements. She hoped the evidence of last night’s tears had faded with sleep; she didn’t want to have swollen eyes when she went to get the allotments, especially if John was there.

	She finished counting, gathering her nerve, and she finally managed to look at the ration. He was watching her intently, and he gave her a slight smile the moment his eyes locked with hers. She took a deep breath, trying to keep herself from losing control as she prepared to speak.

	“Do I…do I look like I’ve been crying?”

	A tear trickled down from her eye the moment the words left her mouth, betraying her, and the ration reached for his folded clothing that had been tucked beneath the shelf. He withdrew his flask from his pocket, opening the lid and filling it with the last of yesterday’s water before dipping the corner of his sleep shirt in it. 

	“Don’t!” Amber gasped, her eyes growing wide. “You need it for yourself!”

	He ignored her, kneeling beside her and lifting his hand to wipe her cheeks with the damp fabric. She tried not to look at him, holding her breath until he was finished, and he leaned back a moment later to inspect her face.

	She gave him a questioning glance.

	“Better?”

	He nodded, and Amber let out a relieved sigh as she stood to her feet. 

	“I have to go get the allotments,” she whispered, grabbing her flask. “Wait here.”

	He shook his head, and her heart sank. 

	“I…I don’t want you to see. They’re harvesting right now.”

	He shook his head again, moving to stand as he put his flask in his pocket, and she could tell that he wasn’t going to listen. Part of her was grateful—she didn’t want to go alone.

	“Come on, then,” Amber muttered in defeat, standing up and beckoning to him as she walked out of her room.

	The ration followed her, his heart racing with nervous anticipation as they made their way into the settlement. He knew that he should have stayed behind, but he needed to see how she would react. 

	He moved to Amber’s side, glancing at her face as he tried to read her expression, and he frowned to himself at the sight of the despondent misery he saw in her eyes. At least she wasn’t crying, but he was still worried that she would lose control of herself, especially if she caught sight of the ongoing harvest. He sighed as he looked away, hoping that his presence would do something to help keep her from inadvertently revealing the truth.

	He could smell the empty bodies of the dead rations as he and Amber approached the taps, and like always, he forced a blank expression. It scared him, though, and he had spent many nights fighting back tears at the thought of what lay in store for him. He didn’t want to die.

	They got in line, and John arrived a moment later.

	“Good morning,” he said, flashing a smile as he stepped closer. 

	Amber opened her mouth, preparing to reply, but her voice instantly died in her throat. Her chin trembled, and she held her breath, avoiding John’s gaze as she quickly turned away from him.

	He frowned, cocking his head questioningly as he moved to stand in front of her.

	“You’re not still mad at me, are you?” 

	She could feel him staring, and she swallowed hard.

	“Mad?” 

	He nodded.

	“About the other day, remember? You got mad when I scared you.”

	It took her a moment to realize what he was talking about. She had completely forgotten.

	“It’s fine,” she mumbled. “It doesn’t matter.”

	John’s shoulders sagged with relief, but there was a forlorn look on his face. He heaved a quiet sigh.

	“It seems like I haven’t been able to do anything right with you lately, Amber. I’m sorry.”

	She shrugged.

	“It’s not your fault, John. I’ve just been tired, that’s all.”

	They fell silent, and Amber could hear the sharp snap of cracking bones ring out over the voices of the people ahead of her in line. In her mind’s eye, she could almost picture what her father’s bloodstained hands were doing; by now, he would have just finished removing the dead ration’s skin. Bile rose up in her throat, and she whispered a prayer, silently begging the line to move. 

	She began tapping her finger against the side of her flask, and she concentrated on the sound as she tried not to imagine the flayed bodies that occupied the harvest tables. She gulped, fighting to hold her tears back as she glanced at the ration.

	The ration met Amber’s gaze for a moment, his heart skipping a beat at the sight of the panic in her eyes. She wasn’t going to make it much longer. He clenched his jaw and looked away, staring down at his hands as he drew a slow breath. 

	The harvest station was only a few dozen feet away from the water taps, close enough for him hear the squelching of raw flesh as the rations’ corpses were butchered. It was unpleasant, but that part barely fazed him, and he sighed as he quickly tuned it out.

	The harvest itself wasn’t what scared him. He could get past the sickly sweet odor that rose up from inside the gaping torsos, and he wasn’t bothered by the harsh grating of knives scraped against bone or the wet thump of meat and organs being tossed into piles. It wasn’t even the thought of his own final moments that kept him awake at night, at least not entirely. 

	Every living thing in existence had to die eventually, and by the time the dismemberment began, the rations were already long gone. That fact made the harvest process seem almost trivial in a way, but when the sound of excited voices drifted towards him from the harvest station, he felt his palms break out in a cold sweat. 

	He cringed with dread. That was the part that struck fear into his heart: the happy laughter of the keepers.

	Their laughter served as a bitter reminder that his death wasn’t meant to be mourned. The end of his life would be celebrated, and his brief time in this world was designed to be forgotten. Only his final weight would be granted a place in someone’s memory; everything else that made him who he was would be erased, almost as if he hadn’t existed in the first place. He would disappear, never to be known, and no one would remember him. 

	His throat began to ache as they moved forward in line, his gaze lifting to focus on Amber. She was the only person in the world upon whom he might make a lasting impression, but in his heart, he was certain that even she would eventually forget him.

	The thought terrified him, and he stared at her hand, concentrating on the sound of her fingers drumming against the side of her flask as he tried to stop thinking. She paused mid-tap, and he glanced up. It was finally their turn.

	Amber breathed a sigh of relief as she stepped forward to fill her flask. Her hands were trembling, and she tried to force them steady. A few drops of water spilled down the side of the bottle, turning the dust-covered surface slick, and her heart leaped into her throat as it slipped from her grasp.

	John reacted instantly, snatching it midair.

	“Are you okay?” he asked, giving her a worried look.

	Amber nodded quickly, steeling her nerves as she took the flask from his outstretched hand. From what she could tell, she had only lost about a capful; it wouldn’t be replaced, and she would have been forced to go without water for the whole day had the rest of it spilled. She should have been unbelievably grateful for his quick reaction, but she could barely muster a smile.

	“Thanks,” she said, beckoning to the ration as she turned on her heel and headed for the food allotment line. “I’ll see you tomorrow, John.”

	She held her breath, hoping he wouldn’t follow, but she heard his pounding footsteps chasing after her a moment later. He jogged to her side, joining her in line and shifting his weight back and forth as he stood next to her. He seemed nervous.

	“Can I come by after work?” he finally managed to ask, his voice timid. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever.”

	Amber clenched her teeth. She just wanted to be alone, but he couldn’t seem to grasp that.

	“I’m not really in the mood, John. It’s been a long week.”

	Disappointed darkened his face.

	“You’ve been acting so different the past couple months,” he said quietly. “Did I do something wrong? We used to spend so much time together but now it seems like you can’t wait for me to go away.” 

	She shook her head.

	“No, of course not. I just…I’ve been worried about the quota, that’s all. We’ve been working a lot lately and we haven’t found much salt.”

	John scoffed.

	“And that’s why you’ve been so bothered around me? That’s why you don’t want to spend time with me anymore?” 

	“I’m too tired after work,” Amber told him, turning her attention to the woman handing out food allotments. “Ordell, Amber, 487.”

	He pursed his lips, crossing his arms over his chest.

	“You really can’t spare an hour?”

	She glanced at him as she reached for the cakes of food.

	“The days are long, you know how it is.”

	“You’re right, I do,” John replied. “I work the same hours that you do, but I still want to see you.”

	Mica passed by with a whining Alex in tow, and she waved to Amber. 

	“Hurry up, sweetheart, you need to get to the grid.”

	“I will, mom,” Amber called back, turning to leave, but John stepped in front of her, grabbing her arm to stop her. 

	“I care about you, Amber. I just want things to go back to how they were.”

	That’s impossible, she thought to herself, grimacing as the dead ration’s face flashed through her mind. She swallowed hard.

	“Everything’s fine, John. Like I said, I’ve just been tired and worried.”

	“One hour,” he pleaded, following her as she began walking in the direction of home. “Don’t you remember how much fun we used to have? You used to look forward to hiding out in the empty house with me.”

	His blue eyes began to sparkle, and Amber felt her cheeks grow hot.

	“I…I have to go,” she said. “My dad is helping Frank Green this morning, I have to start at the grid alone.”

	“Let me come by after work, please?”

	“No, John, let it go.”

	Despair filled his face, and he set his jaw as if bracing himself.

	“You don’t like me anymore, do you?” he asked, his voice barely audible. “That’s really what this is about, isn’t it?”

	Amber stopped mid-stride, whirling around to face him as the last shred of her patience dissolved. 

	“Just stop already!” she snapped. “I’m done with this, leave me alone!”

	She could see people glancing at her as they passed by; she was drawing too much attention to herself, and she cursed under her breath as she dragged John aside.

	“I want you to leave me alone!” she repeated, her voice hissing through her gritted teeth. “What part of that do you not understand?”

	“I don’t understand any of it, Amber! I thought we had something, I thought we were something!”

	“We’re just friends!” 

	John reeled back as if she had punched him, his mouth dropping open.

	“Then why did you kiss me?”

	Amber gasped, shooting a glance at the ration. She could see the surprise in his eyes despite the blank look he managed to maintain, and she cringed with embarrassment.

	“Bye, John,” she croaked, spinning on her heel and walking away as fast as she could. Her face was burning beneath the ration’s stare, and for some reason, she almost felt like she had betrayed him somehow. 

	Amber paused outside the door of her house, taking a quick breath as she tried to compose herself. Her mother looked up when she walked in.

	“Your allotment,” Mica said, handing the packet of meat to Amber. Amber froze, staring down at the dried strips as her eyes widened.

	“Don’t just stand there,” Mica prompted, shifting Alex’s weight on her hip. “You need to get to the grid, your father won’t be finished with Frank’s harvest for a few more hours.”

	Amber swallowed hard, taking the packet from her mother.

	“I know, I’ll leave once I’m done taking my supplements.”

	She went into her room and sat down, taking the first capsule and placing it on her tongue. The ration began doing the same with his, and she could feel him studying her as the piles grew smaller and smaller. She refused to look at him, quickly choking down the last capsule and filling her flask’s lid with water. 

	She took a sip, her stomach growling in her ears. She was hungry, but as she glanced at the packet of meat, all she could see was the face of last cycle’s ration. Her throat closed up; she remembered his final moments, she remembered the way he had gone limp as the blood drained from his body. It was unbearable, and despite her hunger, there was no way she could handle eating another piece. She stood to her feet.

	The ration watched Amber cross to the other side of the room, waiting for her to open the plastic that held her food allotment. Instead, though, she placed it under her sleep clothes, hiding it from sight, and he furrowed his brow in confusion. She wasn’t going to eat. 

	Part of him was awestruck by her reaction—impressed, even—but he knew she was being foolish despite her change of heart. She would make herself sick, and he frowned as he felt the cakes of his own food in his pocket. For a moment, he considered giving her one, but he knew he couldn’t. He was already shorting himself, he couldn’t spare any more.

	“Come on,” Amber whispered, beckoning to him. “It’s going to be a long day, we need to get started.”

	The ration stood up, moving to follow her. So far, the day was going nothing like he had expected. 
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	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	 

	 

	Amber ignored her father when he arrived at the grid, pretending to be focused on her work. He was in good spirits, whistling as he dug his course, and the sound grated in her ears. He didn’t speak to her at least, and for that she was grateful. Instead, she spent the day fighting back tears of remorse and the hunger pangs that stabbed through her stomach.

	The supplements that reduced the amount of food her body required could only do so much; she knew she would have to eat eventually, but just imagining the taste of dried meat made her feel even sicker that her empty stomach did. She thought of the ration’s food, wondering if he would trade her, and the very idea threatened to send her into an uncontrollable fit of laughter. It was insane to think that this is where she now was, that this is what she felt. Everything was the same, yet everything was different, as if the very essence of the world had inverted itself with the realization of a single piece of knowledge.

	She kept replaying the harvest over and over in her mind as the hours passed, her thoughts focusing on her father. She was sure that he had seen the ration’s response to the blade. She was at a distance and had seen it, but he had been up close and looking at the ration’s face. Surely he hadn’t missed it. 

	Amber frowned. It didn’t matter. She knew that expecting him or anyone else to acknowledge what was happening was too much to ask. This was the price they paid for survival, and if anyone did know, they were content to pretend otherwise. Just as she had been; now that she looked back on it, she realized that the signs had been staring her in the face all this time, but it had taken her ration and his companionship to force her to see it. It was a painful truth to bear, but despite how much it hurt, she was grateful. She wouldn’t undo it for anything.

	The day finally ended, and Amber sighed with relief when her father announced that it was time to head back.

	“I’ll see you at home,” Richard said as he prepared to leave. “Make sure the ration puts the hauling sacks away.”

	“I will,” she answered, watching him go. She was glad he was gone, being near him bothered her. 

	She glanced up as the ration came back from his final trip and descended into the grid. He returned the hauling sacks to their place, his eyes meeting hers as he beckoned to her, and she put her head down as she climbed the steps. This time, she was the one to follow behind him as they walked back to the house.

	Amber paused at the door, instinctively motioning for the ration to wait for her, then she cringed with realization as she quickly dropped her hand. He didn’t need her to tell him what to do, he never had. She spun on her heel and hurried inside, instantly feeling foolish as she thought back to everything she had ever said or done to him. 

	A new kind of guilt flooded through her heart, almost equal to the shame she felt about being a keeper in the first place. She had treated him like an idiot this whole time. He had known better all along, he had understood every condescending word and frustrated command, and that was just one of so many reasons for him to hate her. She sighed. She couldn’t blame him if he did, his hatred was the very least of what she deserved. 

	She walked into her room and picked her book up, hesitating for a moment. She didn’t even know if the ration actually wanted to listen to her read, he might just feel like he had no choice. Disappointment washed over her at the thought, and she almost considered leaving the book behind before deciding against it. The next few hours would be spent in awkward silence without something to serve as a distraction. 

	Amber stepped outside, nervously glancing towards the shaded spot where they always sat. The ration was leaning against the wall, waiting for her, and her heart fluttered at the expectant look in his eyes. She smiled in relief, her doubts of a moment ago instantly vanishing as she moved to his side. Maybe he didn’t hate her, at least not entirely.

	“John is probably mad enough to stay away for a while,” she said quietly as she opened the book. “But we’ll still need to be careful. Tap my arm if you see anyone coming.”

	She settled in beside him and found her place, clearing her throat as she began to read. She was grateful to have words to speak that weren’t hers; focusing on the thoughts of another person’s mind drowned out the sound of her own. As she read, she couldn’t help wondering once again what thoughts were going through the ration’s head.

	The ration listened to her read, losing himself in the story. It was a welcome distraction, but not strong enough to quiet the concerns that raced through his mind. The fact that they had made it through the day alleviated only a small fraction of his worry, and he furrowed his brow as his thoughts turned to the upcoming weight check. He had been seven pounds off on the last one, and he was sure he hadn’t gained any more in the two weeks that had gone by since. He would have to think of something soon.

	The light began to disappear from the sky, and he glanced up as Amber closed the book. Sitting with her in the dark was his favorite time of the evening, and he moved to the ground beside the house like they always did when the sun set, listening for the sound of her parents going to bed for the night. Her father’s breathing was the first tell; it would deepen and turn into a low rumble when he fell asleep, and her mother would stop whispering to Alex.

	The ration stood up, going to get the blanket. Before he went back outside, though, he stopped and took the packet of food from where Amber had hidden it under the sleep clothing, carrying it out with him. He placed the blanket over her shoulders, sitting down next to her and giving her a long look. 

	Amber could feel him staring at her, and she purposefully avoided meeting his gaze. He had something in his hand, and she didn’t have to look to know what it was. 

	“I don’t want it,” she sighed, looking up at the sky. He held it out to her, insisting, and she clenched her jaw. He was wasting his time; she was more stubborn that he was. Her stomach growled, and she cursed under her breath as she glanced at him

	“Why don’t you eat it?” she asked sarcastically. “I’ll trade you, three pieces of my food for one piece of yours.”

	The ration rolled his eyes. Her willingness to starve herself to death wouldn’t accomplish anything. Protesting didn’t matter anymore, not for the person whose dried flesh he now held in his hands, and it was pointless to allow the sacrifice to go to waste. He opened the plastic that held the strips of meat, fighting back the nausea that filled his stomach. 

	He saw Amber’s eyes grow wide with shock as he lifted a piece of meat to his mouth and took a bite, chewing only twice before swallowing. He started to take a second bite, but she reached out to snatch the rest from him before he could. 

	“Fine, dammit!”

	He grinned, shuddering as he took a sip from his flask. Seeing the surprise and horror on her face had almost been worth it. He watched her shove the pieces into her mouth, quickly offering her his flask when she gagged. She shook her head, digging out her own flask to wash the taste from her mouth as she glared at him. 

	“Happy now?”

	He nodded, putting his arm around her as he tilted his head back. She leaned against him, muttering under her breath, then she sighed.

	“I don’t know what to do,” she whispered. “I don’t want you to die, but I don’t know how to stop it. There isn’t anywhere to hide you, not without water and food. It’s hopeless.”

	He pursed his lips, surprised once again by what she was saying. Helping to save him from the harvest would be dooming her family to starvation, and part of him didn’t believe she could possibly be serious. 

	Amber pointed up at the sky, her demeanor instantly brightening.

	“There’s Leo, you can just barely see it!” she said excitedly. “There’s the sickle that makes up its head, and there’s its body!” 

	She smiled, resting her head on his shoulder.

	“I love it when Leo comes out, it feels like I’m seeing a long-lost friend. The story isn’t very good, though. Hercules had to kill it because it was taking women prisoner, but I like to believe that once it was put up there, its heart changed and now it’s a protector lion instead.”

	The ration eyed her in amusement as she talked. Her imagination was enthralling to him; she really managed to see life up there in the sky despite the desolate emptiness of her surroundings. She made it seem magical, and he loved listening to her stories. He could understand why her little sister had been so excited to see the stars every night; with Amber telling the tales, it almost seemed real. He himself had been taken in by that same excitement, and he couldn’t wait for the moment the sun would set each day. It was even better than listening to her read.

	“The lion couldn’t be killed by weapons,” Amber continued, turning to make herself comfortable in his arms. “Hercules had to go in and do it by hand. I read a book about lions once, they were almost ten feet long! Can you imagine how big Hercules must have been to be able to kill a lion with his bare hands? But that’s the only way the lion would die. Zeus rewarded him by casting the body into the stars.”

	She laughed.

	“It’s a bit gruesome, if you think about it. I think if I did something like that, I would want something different to commemorate it. Then again, every person who ever looks at the stars will always see it, so maybe it wasn’t that bad of a reward. And even if everyone dies and no one is left to remember, the stars will never forget what Hercules did. The universe will never forget, even if it is just a story.”

	Her eyes sparkled in the moonlight, and the ration felt his heart skip a beat. He remembered those first few weeks with her before she had started spending time with him; her eyes had been so dull and lifeless every day from the moment she woke up until the moment she went to sleep. Not at all like they were now, she seemed alive in a way that he had never seen on anyone else’s face before. Even the keepers at the resource center, with all the food and water and comforts they could ever want, didn’t seem to have this kind of appreciation for something as simple as this. 

	She made him feel important, and not just because of the time she spent with him. It was because he could tell that having his company made her happy, and it was obvious that happiness was not a common feeling in this world. Having the power to give someone happiness was no small thing, which he knew all too well. 

	Until now, it was a feeling he himself had never experienced. All that time at the resource center had been plagued with fearful anticipation; there was no room for happiness in a place like that. He had never imagined that this is where he would find it, by a keeper’s side, and a twinge of sorrow stabbed through his heart. He would miss her, despite how unbelievable it seemed to admit.

	Amber shivered, and the ration beckoned to her as he stood to his feet. Sometimes he wondered if she would stay out here all night if not for his prompting, content to freeze to death as long as she had the stars for company. He could see her doing it, and he hoped she would still find something to be happy about when he was gone. 
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	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	 

	 

	The thought of the ration’s harvest occupied Amber’s mind the next day at work, commanding all of her focus. She didn’t want to see him die, but aside from him somehow escaping, there was nothing she could do to stop it. Even if he did get away, where would he go? He was obviously a ration; he couldn’t just wander into another settlement and make himself a part of it, especially not once he was discovered missing. The resource center would put out an alert, and everyone would be on the lookout. Anyone who found a lost ration would get to keep a portion of its owner’s quota as a reward, so if there was any chance for him to survive, it would have to be far away from people.

	 There were no settlements to the west, she was fairly certain of that. The drought and the death of the plants and animals that came with it had started along the coastlines, slowly creeping towards the center of the continent and wiping out life in its wake. People had moved as each area had withered into barren ground, scavenging what they could in the process and leaving little behind as they made their way inland. 

	All of the resource centers followed the same pattern. There were dozens of them, forming an expanded circle on the map that coiled in on itself, and each was no more than a few days’ distance from the settlements located in between them. Their settlement was on the southern outskirts of the westernmost region, and from what she had been told as a child, getting lost due west would be deadly since there was no help beyond that point.

	The ration would likely be safe from other people if he went that way, but that also meant there wouldn’t be any food or water. Amber’s thoughts raced as she tried to come up with something, but one by one, every idea that occurred to her was dismissed. Sustenance, like in daily life, was the vital missing element, and there was no way to get around that.

	She sighed as she scooped out another shovelful of dirt, her stomach growling. She still hadn’t eaten her morning food, and she made a face as she remembered the ration taking a bite of one of the pieces of meat the night before. It had surprised and disgusted her, but now, as she thought about it, a new idea came to mind. 

	He was obviously willing to eat the same food she ate, and if she could hide some away for him, that would solve the problem of food. She could probably spare a third of her water allotment, too, provided she could find something to put it in. Half would be too much, which is why the settlement’s council used it as a punishment, but a third was more doable. If she succeeded, she would have one full day’s worth of food and water for every three days that passed. Where he would go was still a problem, but this was the first hurdle to overcome. 

	The work day came to an end, and the ration studied Amber’s face as they walked home. She seemed lost in thought and distracted, and he wondered if she was still being stubborn about eating. He sat down in the shade, waiting for her to get the book as usual, but when she got back, she seemed unable to focus on the words. Her voice kept trailing off and she lost her place several times, and he felt himself growing worried as he listened.

	The sun sank below the horizon, and the ration quietly slipped into the house to get the blanket, searching underneath her folded sleep clothing to see if she had hidden her food again. He was relieved to find that it wasn’t there, but that meant something else was bothering her. 

	He sat down beside her, staring at her in concern, and she flashed a smile as if reading his thoughts.

	“I think I have a plan,” Amber told him, her eyes bright with excitement. “For how you can get away.”

	He cocked his head, listening as she spoke.

	“I’ve been thinking about it all day, and I’m pretty sure it could work. The ocean is your best bet if you can get there. You’ll have food as long as there’s still algae growing in the water, and it’s easy to make a distiller so you can separate the salt out for drinking water. I’ll show you how to do it, you just need a piece of plastic, a weight, and two different-sized containers. And some string to hold the plastic, it’s easy.”

	She paused, taking a breath.

	“I don’t think there are any map books in this rotation, but I remember one from a few years ago. The closest saltwater shore is about 600 miles from here. That’s a really long way to go on foot, but I think you could do it. I don’t know how much time you would need, though, that’s the problem. The most I’ve ever heard of anyone walking in one day is thirty miles, but that was on flat ground. You’re probably a lot stronger than that guy, you’re the strongest person I’ve ever seen. As long as you don’t hit any problems along the way, I think you could make it in about two weeks.”

	The ration tried his best not to smile in amusement. She was so sure of herself, so confident, and he couldn’t help feeling a little impressed that she had come up with it on her own. Two weeks was a stretch, though; he had considered the same plan before, and he knew it would take closer to three. 

	It didn’t matter either way, the ocean wasn’t an option. He had heard enough people talking about it at the resource center to know that much; every inch of saltwater shoreline was heavily guarded to prevent desperate people from trying to harvest the algae. It had been that way for over a hundred years, but people in the settlements weren’t given those details. Distance alone served as an adequate means of isolation from the coasts, as the strict limitations on daily food and water allotments prevented anyone from amassing enough to attempt the journey.

	The same restrictions didn’t apply to the resource centers themselves, but that was an entirely different story. The rules that governed the centers weren’t the same as the ones the settlements adhered to, which was yet another fact kept from the general population. Keeping the peace depended on separation of knowledge between the two groups of people, and the resource centers took precautions to ensure that such separation was maintained. 

	A cry sounded from inside as Alex stirred in his sleep, and the ration felt Amber’s body tense. He glanced down at her, seeing a shadow of despair appear in her eyes.

	“I don’t know what my family will do if you manage to escape,” she said quietly. “Well, I do know, but it’s not good. We’ll all starve to death, unless the resource center replaces you.”

	Amber winced as the words left her mouth. Hearing herself speak about this felt unbelievable in a way—she never once would have imagined herself discussing the loss of a food source with the actual food source. It defied all reason, and if it weren’t so serious, she would probably be dissolving into uncontrollable laughter at how ridiculous the thought was. She sighed and shook her head. Ridiculous as it may be, it was no laughing matter.

	“The resource center will only replace a ration for three reasons,” she went on. “One, death by natural cause, which never happens. Two, theft, which also never happens because no one is stupid enough to steal a ration. And three, accidental loss. That one happens a couple times a year, but you have to turn in the body to get a replacement. It’s not enough for me to just admit that I lost track of you. That also means our salt quota would double next cycle, but at least we wouldn’t starve.”

	She bit her lip, shuddering. It seemed wrong to so openly talk about murdering one person to save another, but there was no escaping it. A ration would have to die no matter what, that part was unavoidable, but she wanted to do everything she could to make sure it wasn’t him.

	“That’s pretty much the only chance we would have,” Amber said, shrugging with defeat. “And I don’t think we can get around not having a body to prove…”

	Her voice trailed off as her eyes grew wide. There was a way around it, but it wouldn’t be easy.

	“The waste pits!” she breathed, sitting up straight and turning to look at him. “A few years ago, a ration fell into one of the waste pits! Those pits are almost twenty feet deep and filled with sludge, and no one would retrieve the body! A bunch of people witnessed it, though, so the resource center did the replacement!”

	He gave her an incredulous look, and she laughed.

	“Believe me, I’m not suggesting that you go anywhere near those things,” she told him. “But if we could find a way to make people think that you’ve fallen in, maybe we could convince the resource center to issue us a replacement. Like me rallying a search party for you one morning and leaving your flask by one of the pits or something. Or even floating it on the surface, that would be even better!”

	She grinned happily, resting her head against the ration’s shoulder.

	“I think it will work. It has to work.”

	She fell silent, contemplating whether or not to tell him about her plan for setting aside part of her own allotments. Given his reaction yesterday, he would likely try to interfere if he knew. She would have to keep that detail to herself, at least until she had most of it saved up. Six weeks would be enough time if she didn’t skip any days; their group’s harvest would occur in March, and December was halfway over. 

	The ration put his arm around her as he looked up at the sky. The last two days had been full of surprises, and they didn’t seem to stop coming. He couldn’t understand why she cared so much, why she would be willing to risk everything to help him. He knew she considered him a friend, but it didn’t make sense to him how she could be this dedicated after only a few short months. 

	The compassion of another person was not something he had ever experienced before, and the feeling confused him. Perhaps it was because of how lonely she had been, maybe that’s what was driving her. He appreciated it, but it still seemed strange.

	A shooting star streaked across the horizon, and he closed his eyes, whispering in his heart. For the first time ever, his wish seemed like it might actually come true.

	“Did you see it?” Amber breathed, glancing up at him. He nodded, and she smiled happily before standing up. 

	“We should go in,” she said, gathering up the blanket. The plastic that covered her food crinkled in her pocket, and she saw his eyes widen. She made a face.

	“I know, I know.”

	She dug into her pocket, fumbling as she separated out two of the three pieces. She held her breath, shoving them into her mouth and chewing quickly.

	“Come on.”

	Amber went inside, feeling the one strip of meat that remained in the plastic. She would have to figure out where to hide it from him, and as he turned his back for her to change, she quickly slipped it underneath the mattress. That would have to work for tonight; tomorrow, she would need to find a better place for it. 

	The water would be a bit more difficult to figure out, and she wasn’t sure what to save it in. There were old flasks at the plastic collection station near the huts, but most of them had been crushed. Bags would probably be better and they were easy to make, provided they would hold without leaking. 

	She settled into the ration’s arms, smiling to herself as she closed her eyes. The plan would work, she was sure of it. It had to.
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	CHAPTER NINETEEN

	 

	 

	“Don’t forget to take the ration for its weight check today, my dear,” Richard called as he climbed out of the grid.

	“I won’t,” Amber answered, trying to force an even tone. She had been dreading this day, and they wouldn’t have much time to prepare between getting home and heading to the scales. Being late would draw Jeff Thompson’s ire, and that was the last thing she wanted to do. She darted up the steps, shielding her eyes as she waited impatiently for the ration to return from hauling the last load of the day.

	The past two weeks had been difficult, but Amber had managed to stick to her plan for saving food and water for the ration. She had three and a half days’ worth so far and only four more weeks to go. She was starting to feel the effects of shorting herself, though: she was exhausted during the day and her mouth was even drier than normal, something she never would have thought possible. Still, she had survived the first leg of the process, and that’s all that mattered to her. 

	The weight check, on the other hand, had been a lot more difficult of a problem to work out. The ration looked no different now than he had at the last check, which meant he was likely close to the same size. If his weight hadn’t increased, there was no chance that it wouldn’t be reported to the resource center this time. Jeff Thompson would get in trouble if he let it slide again.

	The rations were expected to gain at least twenty pounds per month, and anything more than two pounds under the target weight for a guaranteed strain was supposed to result in notifying the resource center. By the fourth weight check, their ration should be at least 300 pounds, and by the fifth, anything over 320 pounds was considered harvest weight. Not only would they have to make up for the seven pounds he was short a month ago, but also the twenty pounds he should have gained on top of it. It would be a difficult calculation to make, and she could only hope their estimation was correct.

	The ration arrived at the grid, and Amber snatched the hauling sacks from his hand. She didn’t bother folding them, quickly tossing them in a heap at the bottom of the steps.

	“Hurry,” she breathed, grabbing his arm, and the ration couldn’t help feeling an instant wave of nervousness wash over him as they set out for home. 

	He had spent the last few days contemplating whether or not he should just leave early, but no matter how many times he did the math, he couldn’t make it work. He needed more time; otherwise, his odds of survival were even slimmer than the chances of their insane plan succeeding. His fate would be determined in the next hour, and while he did his best to hide his fear, he was terrified.

	He followed Amber into her room, checking behind him to make sure the curtain that blocked the doorway was in place. Her mother was playing with the children in the shade outside; she could come back in at any moment, which meant they needed to hurry. Trying to find an explanation for what they were about to do would be impossible if they were caught.

	“Quick, take your shirt off,” Amber whispered, lifting her mattress. On the ground beneath it was the solution she had been working on for the last week. 

	She had cut a piece of plastic into a makeshift vest, and on the inside were dozens of tiny bags filled with dirt. The ends of each bag had been laced through the vest to hold them in place, but she wasn’t sure if she had added the right number of them. 

	Overshooting the weight target by more than ten pounds would be almost as bad as being under, since excessive gains were considered a valuable trait. Instead of being taken away as defective, the ration would be taken away for research. It was a gut-wrenching guessing game, and she whispered a prayer as she bent down to retrieve the vest.

	The ration could see the worry on Amber’s face as she carefully lifted her creation from its hiding place, her arms flexing as he watched her try to gauge its weight one last time as she had a hundred times over the last week. It was impossible to tell, and he knew she would blame herself if it was off. He forced a smile, trying to reassure her as she helped him put the vest on, but his own heart mirrored the doubt on her face. 

	If this didn’t work, he would have little more than a day before being taken back to the resource center to trade for a different ration, and that time would be spent in the settlement’s in-ground holding cell. He would be weighed again without the vest upon arrival, which he knew would prompt an even bigger investigation. There would be no way to blame the scales, either; the resource center would quickly discover that his weight was the only one with a discrepancy, and they wouldn’t stop asking questions until they found out why.

	The vest settled on the ration’s shoulders, and Amber’s fingers flew as she threaded strips of plastic through the front opening to hold the whole thing in place.

	“Lift your arms,” she breathed, grabbing his shirt and carefully guiding it on over the vest. The fabric hung loosely enough to hide the odd bulges from the bundles of dirt, but only as long as he was careful how he positioned himself. She swallowed hard, glancing up to meet his gaze. She could see the fear in his eyes, and she tried to force a confident smile. 

	“It will be okay,” she whispered, her voice cracking. She cleared her throat. “It’ll work, don’t worry.”

	The ration nodded, hoping that she was right. He turned to go, but she stopped him, standing on her tiptoes as she wrapped her arms around his neck. He closed his eyes, returning the embrace, then he quickly let go when he heard the sound of Mica coming back inside with the children.

	“Here goes nothing,” Amber breathed, setting her jaw as she walked out the door. The ration followed behind her, his heartbeat pounding in his ears as they made their way into the settlement.

	Jeff Thompson eyed them as they approached.

	“Just in time,” he said, jerking his head towards the scale. Amber gulped as she beckoned to the ration, guiding him onto the platform as she began to load the bags of dirt onto the other side. She counted them in her mind, feeling faint with dread as she picked up each one. Seven of the forty-pound bags, that was the goal.

	Five.

	She cringed as she glanced up at the rod that spanned both sides of the scale. It was still tilted towards the platform, and she lifted the next one.

	Six.

	Her heart stopped as the rod balanced itself out. Six wasn’t anywhere near enough. She felt panic race through her veins, only to fade a moment later as the rod tilted off-center again. It was close, but there was still room for more. 

	She glanced at the smaller bags, each marked with increments of one, two, five, and ten. Forty more pounds. She held her breath and lifted one of the ten pound bags.

	The rod barely moved, and she whispered yet another prayer as she added two more.

	“I think that’s it,” Jeff told her. Her stomach knotted up; it was still ten pounds short. The rod held its balance for a moment, then nudged just a hair to the side.

	“There’s still a bit more to go,” Amber said, trying to keep her voice steady. She grabbed a five pound bag, quickly adding it to the scale and glancing up. The dark line that marked a perfect balance was still a little off, and she reached for the one-pound bags, her heart racing as she began gently setting them in place. 

	One.

	Two.

	“That’s it,” Jeff announced. She ignored him, quickly tossing two more bags onto the scale. She stared up at the rod’s mark, begging it to hold.

	“Strain 27680, weight 279 pounds.”

	Tears of relief welled up in Amber’s eyes, and she met the ration’s gaze for a moment as she began unloading the bags. 

	They had done it, but only just.

	“Looks like you were right about the last weight,” Jeff told her as she turned to leave. “Next check is in four weeks.”

	“See you then,” she said, grabbing the ration’s arm.

	They made their way through the alleys between the houses as they headed home, but after only a few minutes, Amber felt her knees suddenly go weak. She stumbled, losing her balance, and the ration’s hand flashed out. He caught her and quickly pulled her upright, and she shot him a warning look.

	“Let go!” she hissed, her eyes darting around fearfully. He instantly obeyed, and she leaned against a wall, her heart pounding as a cold sweat broke out across her forehead. She felt sick to her stomach, and her vision blurred as she tried to regain her balance.

	The ration stared at her, his eyes wide with concern. She was pale and her lips had gone blue, but as he watched, her color slowly returned.

	“I’m okay,” Amber breathed, beckoning to him as she began walking again. “Just relieved after too much worry.”

	Her heart was still pounding, and she tried to ignore the new kind of worry that washed over her. She was shorting her food and water too much, and she knew the effects would get worse. Her clothes were already a bit looser than before even after only a couple weeks, and it would just be a matter of time before one of her parents took notice.

	She clenched her teeth, steeling herself. It was worth it if it would help save him, that’s all that mattered. He meant too much to her for her to give up now.

	 They went inside, and Amber helped the ration take off the vest, returning it to its place beneath her mattress. She grinned up at him; they were lucky. If everything went according to her plan, he would be gone just before the next weight check. 

	For once, she was grateful that there wasn’t much light left in the sky by the time they got back. Her eyes ached, and her mind felt clouded and sluggish. She stayed outside long enough to take the weight vest apart after her parents went to bed, but when the last of the bags of dirt had been emptied and scattered, she beckoned to the ration to follow her inside.

	“I’m tired,” she whispered, turning her light on. “It was a stressful day, let’s go to sleep a little early tonight.”

	The ration nodded, turning his back as Amber began to change. Something hadn’t seemed right about her the past few days, but he couldn’t quite place what. 

	He stole a peek over his shoulder. She was facing away from him, and even in the meager light, he could see the outline of her ribs through the skin on her back. He sighed as he turned around again. She was getting thinner, but he didn’t understand why. He had been paying close attention to her ever since that first night after the last harvest, and he knew that she was eating her food allotment. It didn’t make any sense, and he found himself getting increasingly worried the more he thought about it. 

	He changed quickly and lay down beside her, his eyes searching hers in the blue-tinged moonlight that streamed in through the skylight overhead. Her face seemed haggard, as if she hadn’t slept in days, and he struggled against the choice that bore down on his mind. He just couldn’t bring himself to cross that final line, though, despite his concern. He would just have to watch her a little more closely.

	Amber smiled at him in the dark, staring into his eyes.

	“We did it,” she said. “We bought a little more time.”

	The ration returned her smile, reaching up and gently brushing his fingers against her cheek. He put his arm around her and pulled her close as he listened to her breathing slow. She was happy, and surprisingly, that’s all that seemed to matter to him right now. 

	 

	†‡†


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY

	 

	 

	The ration opened his eyes, blinking as the room slowly brightened from black to pale gray in the morning light. Alex’s voice rang out as he began to quietly cry, just as he always did in the mornings, and the ration could hear Amber’s parents stir. It was early, a bit earlier than usual, and he yawned, glancing down at Amber’s sleeping face. 

	She was shivering, curled up in his arms, and he leaned down, sighing to himself as he placed his cheek against hers. He instantly lifted his head in alarm. Her skin was on fire.

	Anxiety flooded through his heart as he touched her face, gently slapping her as he tried to rouse her. Her body was trembling, and he realized now that it wasn’t from the cold of the morning. He sat up, grabbing her and shaking her as he lifted her upright. There was no response, and when he placed his ear to her chest, her heartbeat sounded faint and erratic.

	He heard her mother and father’s footsteps as they got up. It was the same routine every morning, and he knew that they would leave for a trip to the huts in a few minutes. He slapped Amber again, a little harder this time, but her eyes remained closed. 

	His mind raced as panic began to set in; he didn’t know what to do. Alerting her parents would mean sacrificing himself, but she needed help. They were getting ready to leave, and once they walked out, it would be nearly half an hour before they returned. He had to do something.

	Thinking quickly, he picked Amber’s limp body up off the bed and moved towards the door, propping her up against the wall beside the curtain that led out to the main room. She didn’t react, seeming completely lifeless save for the violent tremors that tore through her. He heard her mother call out, telling Richard to hurry, and the ration held his breath as he pushed Amber forward.

	Her body slowly fell through the curtain, landing in a heap on the floor. 

	“Amber? What’s wrong?” her mother’s voice cried a moment later.

	It had worked. The ration darted back to the bed and sat down, forcing a blank look as he clenched his teeth and stared down at his hands. The curtain was snatched back and Mica appeared, and he glanced up as she grabbed hold of Amber’s shoulders.

	“Richard! Come quick, something’s wrong!”

	Amber’s father moved into view, his face instantly going pale.

	“What happened?”

	“I don’t know, she must have crawled out of bed! Go get Helen, hurry!”

	Alex stood in the corner of the room, his morning cries of discomfort turning into screams of fear. Richard ignored him, sprinting out of the house as fast as he could.

	The ration dropped his gaze as Mica bounded across the room, reaching out to pull him to his feet. She frantically gestured at Amber’s body.

	“Pick her up!” she cried, bending down and pointing. 

	He knew he was reacting to the instructions too quickly, but he didn’t care, lifting Amber and moving her back to the bed. Her eyes fluttered for a moment, and her lips moved as she tried to speak.

	“The…the ration…”

	“Just stay still,” Mica breathed. “You’re going to be fine!”

	Amber could barely hear her mother’s voice, and she tried to open her eyes, struggling against the weight of her eyelids. There was light streaming in through the window on the ceiling far, far above her, and she winced, squinting against the brightness. She was confused; it was daytime, but she felt a strange chill coursing through her bones.

	“It’s okay, Amber, dad’s getting Helen! He’ll be right back, just hold on!”

	The words sounded distorted and distant. Amber tried to sit up, her arms thrashing as she struggled against an invisible weight that pushed down on her chest. She managed to look around; her mother was staring down at her, a terrified look on her face.

	“Don’t move, sweetheart, just stay still! Please, just hold on!”

	“The ration…”

	Amber’s voice trailed off. She was tired, so unbearably tired. Her eyes darted back and forth, searching the room for him, but everything seemed washed out by the painfully bright light. Her head began to spin, sending a wave of nausea rolling through her body, and her stomach tensed, forcing bitter fluid up into her mouth. She rolled onto her side to vomit as the world went black.

	The ration stood in the corner of the room, trying his best to hold back the fear that burned in his chest as Amber threw up. Mica seemed oblivious to his presence, worry creasing her face as Alex clung to her leg. It was serious, he could tell by the look in her eyes, and it took everything in his power to keep his tears at bay.

	Richard burst into the room, a gray-haired woman with pale eyes following close behind him.

	“Helen!” Mica cried, getting up and moving out of the way. “Please, you have to help her!”

	“How long has she been like this?” Helen asked, kneeling down beside Amber and feeling her face.

	“I don’t know, she got out of bed just as we were leaving! I think she was trying to get help, but she didn’t make it past the doorway!”

	“Has she moved at all since?”

	“She tried sitting up a minute ago and she said a few words!”

	Mica clutched her hands to her chest as Helen took Amber’s wrist, and the old woman’s lips began to move as she silently counted the heartbeats.

	“What’s wrong with her?” Richard asked, his voice strained as he watched.

	Helen furrowed her brow, reaching into her pocket and withdrawing a small, plastic case.

	“I think it’s toxosis.”

	The ration’s heart skipped a beat. He knew what that was.

	“Is it too late?” Mica gasped, the blood draining from her face.

	Helen opened the case, producing a syringe filled with black fluid. She jabbed Amber’s arm and injected the substance, sighing as she replaced the cap on the needle.

	“I hope not,” she said, and the ration could hear the severity in her voice. “It sets in fast, and most people don’t wake up once it gets to this point. You said she crawled out of bed?”

	Mica nodded, and Helen’s face relaxed slightly.

	“That’s a good sign. It means there should still be a little time, but it comes down to minutes in situations like this.”

	Helen stood up, putting the case back in her pocket as she glanced at Richard.

	“Has she been working more than usual?”

	He shook his head.

	“Not lately, at least.”

	“What do you mean, not lately?”

	“She and the ration were staying a couple hours late for a few weeks to haul dirt to the dumping ground, but that stopped about a month ago. It’s been a normal eight-hour day since then.”

	Helen pursed her lips.

	“Hmmm. Toxosis usually begins to take effect the moment the body begins burning through muscle stores, it’s not a delayed onset. I’m sure it’s not impossible, but I’ve never heard of it happening weeks later.”

	“Could it be caused by anything else?” Mica asked. “Maybe she made a mistake and accidentally took too many supplements, could that do it?”

	“The supplements stored in muscle are the cause, not the orally-administered dose,” Helen answered, shaking her head. “You could overdose on supplements all day and not feel anything more than an upset stomach, but once your body starts burning into the compounds stored in the muscle, toxosis begins almost immediately. It’s odd that it’s taken so long for it to set in. Unless, of course, it’s not toxosis, but I’m almost completely sure it is. Very few things present with these symptoms.”

	“What about the metabolic inhibitor?” Richard suggested, crossing his arms. “What if it’s not working right? That would cause her to burn through more than her daily calorie allotment.”

	“Yes, it would, but she would have other symptoms if the inhibitor wasn’t having a strong enough effect on her. Her hair would start falling out, for one, and from what I can see, it all looks normal. What does she do after coming back from the grid?”

	“She reads,” Mica said. “She sits outside in the shade and reads for hours.”

	“That definitely wouldn’t cause it,” Helen mused. “Perhaps it’s the change in weather. I’ve seen one case that was brought on by colder temperatures—Penny Hadley, remember her?”

	Mica and Richard nodded.

	“It’s been a while, about three years,” Helen continued. “It was a pretty big deal at the time, if you recall, and the resource center ordered an autopsy because she was so young. They thought her mother was taking food from her, but the report showed that her hydration and protein levels were normal. They concluded that it was a random spike in her metabolism triggered by the cold, since shivering causes the body to burn more calories.”

	“So what do we do?” Mica asked, glancing over at Amber. “How do we find out?”

	“I don’t believe there’s a test, since it’s a random event. If she recovers, I would suggest cutting her work hours a little short for the next week or so. Not by much, thirty minutes a day should do it.”

	The ration tensed, his heart racing as he listened. 

	If. 

	If she recovers, not when.

	“There’s nothing more we can do except wait,” Helen said, turning to leave. “Medical care is limited for us, you know that. I hope it’s toxosis, because if it isn’t, I don’t have the ability to treat the alternatives.”

	Richard clenched his teeth.

	“And what would those be?”

	“Sepsis, for one. Without obvious external injuries, it would have to be from something internal, which could require surgery. I can send word to the resource center and have them send a real doctor, but that will take at least two days and it’s going to add quite a bit to your quota. If it’s sepsis, she won’t make it that long, though.”

	“What do you think?” Richard asked. “You’ve been the medic here for a long time, you’ve seen this before. Do you think it’s something else?”

	Helen shook her head firmly.

	“From what you told me, and now, after seeing her, I think it’s a classic case of toxosis. That’s why I brought the aversion dose with me, I just hope it’s soon enough to help. Like I said, it comes down to minutes with this. It’s up to you, though, do you want me to send for the doctor?”

	Richard frowned, then sighed heavily.

	“I trust your judgment,” he said after a long moment. “Real doctor or not, you’ve been taking care of people long enough to know.”

	Helen gave him a reassuring smile.

	“Try to keep her cool,” she said, moving towards the door. “There’s nothing more to do but wait, it can take anywhere from a few minutes to a few days for the aversion dose to work. I’ll come back by later this afternoon to check on her.”

	“Thank you,” Mica breathed, stepping forward and giving the woman a hug.

	“Always here to help,” Helen called over her shoulder as she left. “I hope she pulls through.”

	Amber’s parents ducked out of the room, and the ration craned his neck, listening to their conversation.

	“We need to get our allotments,” Mica said quietly. “And I think Alex had an accident while we were waiting. Take the flasks and go fill them, I’ll portion out the ration’s supplements. Don’t forget to get its food.”

	Mica stepped back into the room for a moment, quickly grabbing the ration’s flask from its place on the shelf.

	“I need to tell Gloria and Natalie that I can’t watch the kids today, and I’m going to ask Dana if she can keep an eye on Alex.”

	“That’s going to cost us,” Richard said worriedly. “Dana charges a lot for childcare.”

	“I don’t know what else to do,” Mica answered. “We can’t afford to lose her, you can’t work the grid alone. What if I have to go for help? Alex is heavy, carrying him will slow me down.”

	“What help? Helen already said there’s nothing else she can do.”

	“I don’t know, but I want to be prepared just in case.”

	“Then I can stay home today instead of going to the grid―”

	“No, Richard, you know we can’t do that! We’re still so far behind, and that dose is going to add an extra ten pounds to the quota!”

	“I know, I know,” Richard sighed, and the ration could hear the weariness in his voice. “I’m going to go get the allotments, I’ll hurry.”

	The ration stared at Amber’s face, his chest aching. He was trapped in the corner as long as her parents were near, and until she woke up, he would have to once again pretend to be mindless. It was excruciating to hold back, especially knowing that he would be going to the grid once her father returned.

	He heard Mica leave; the two families whose children she watched lived close, and he knew she wouldn’t be gone long. He moved to Amber’s side when he was sure it was safe, bending down and cradling her face in his hands. She was still shaking and her skin was tinged blue; she looked so small, so helpless. She stirred slightly beneath his touch, and he swallowed hard.

	The ration’s breath caught in his throat as he leaned forward, pressing his lips to her burning forehead and closing his eyes. 

	“Please be okay,” he whispered. 

	 

	†‡†



	




	 

	CHAPTER 

	TWENTY-ONE

	 

	 

	 The minutes felt like hours as the ration worked. It was unbearable to be at the grid rather than by Amber’s side, but he still would have been separated from her even at the house. Mica had been sitting beside the bed when he and Richard had left that morning, and the ration knew that he would have been forced to sit in the main room if he had remained behind. It would have been even more difficult to force a blank look there, anyway, and he couldn’t risk them seeing the concern he felt. 

	He tried to focus on work instead, losing himself in counting each step as he hauled the loads to the dumping ground. It did little to quiet his thoughts, though, and he couldn’t ignore the fearful worry that clouded his mind. He didn’t know what he would do if Amber died; her father seemed extremely attentive, and would likely notice very quickly that something was off. Even more concerning was the fact that Richard had watched him eat, which meant he couldn’t put anything aside. He was so close to being ready, but he wouldn’t be able to save the last of what he needed if she didn’t pull through. 

	His heart ached as he thought about it, and he did his best to force it from his mind. He didn’t want to consider her death, it hurt too much. Never before in his short life had he ever cared for another person, much less had someone who cared for him, and losing her would be unbearable. A part of him would be torn away in the process, and somehow he knew that it would result in never again feeling complete even if he did manage to avoid the harvest. The success would be lined with a bitter edge without Amber.

	The sun crawled along its path across the sky, seeming to pause and rest when it reached its peak before slowly starting its descent. Each hour that passed without a messenger coming to tell Richard that the worst had happened was a tiny breath of relief, and the ration could feel a flicker of hope awaken in his heart. He had seen toxosis a few times during the experiments at the resource center’s labs, and he knew that the odds of pulling through increased the longer a person survived after receiving the aversion dose. He would relax if she made it through the night; that was the tipping point, and from there, it would just be a matter of waiting for her to wake up.

	It was getting late, and the nervous anxiety he felt seemed to grow stronger and stronger as he waited for Richard to call it a day. Finally, after what seemed like forever, he returned from the dumping ground to see Richard setting his shovel aside. The ration followed him out of the grid, keeping a short distance behind as they made their way back to the house.

	“I’m here, Mica,” Richard called as he walked in, going straight to Amber’s room. The ration kept his head down as he followed, hoping he wouldn’t be stopped. He could get away with joining them in the room as long as he wasn’t given any other instructions, a mindless puppet that didn’t know any better than to continue at the heels of its keeper.

	He wasn’t that fortunate, though, and Richard turned at the doorway, putting his hand on the ration’s chest and pushing him back as he pointed at the corner of the main room. For a moment, the ration envisioned himself shoving the small man out of his way; he towered over Amber’s father, and just like Hercules did to the lion, he could easily break the man in half. He lowered his eyes, obediently moving towards the corner and sitting on the floor. 

	The ration caught a glimpse through the curtain as Richard entered the room. Amber lay motionless on the bed, but even from a distance, it seemed like her color had improved. He stared down at his hands, trying to overhear what they were saying. Their voices were too quiet, though, and he sighed with frustration.

	Footsteps sounded at the doorway outside, and he lifted his head slightly so he could see out of the corner of his eye. Two shadows appeared at the curtain, accompanied by Helen’s voice.

	“Mica! It’s me, can I come in?”

	Mica stepped out of Amber’s room and moved to the door.

	“Of course,” she said, drawing the curtain back and inviting them in. The second shadow was John, his face etched with worry.

	“Any change?” Helen asked, crossing the floor towards the room.

	“She stopped shaking,” Mica answered. “And her skin isn’t quite so pale.”

	“What happened?” John asked as he followed them.

	“We’re not sure,” Mica’s voice replied. “Helen suggested that it might be because of the cold.”

	“She doesn’t seem as bad off as she was this morning,” Helen said after a moment. “I think the aversion dose is helping, so it was definitely toxosis and the improvement means we should have caught it in time. I brought the energy dose, it takes the place of her food for the day since she can’t eat.”

	“How much extra does that cost?” Richard asked. 

	“Nothing. Two days’ worth of energy doses are included with the aversion dose, they always go together. We’ll have to try to get some water into her, though, I don’t have the hydration dose. Those are more expensive for the settlement to keep on hand because of the purity level of the water, and most cases of toxosis can still swallow after the tremors stop. Did you get her water allotment for the day?”

	“Yes, I have it right here,” Mica said.

	“Good. Richard, help me lift her up and I’ll show you how to do it.”

	The room fell silent, then the sound of coughing rang out.

	“Lift her higher,” Helen said quickly. “She’s having a little trouble, we don’t want her breathing it in.”

	The coughing stopped, and the ration sighed with relief.

	“You need to get at least half of her water allotment into her,” Helen said. “Don’t try to give her anything if the tremors start up again, though, she’ll inhale it. I’ll come by tomorrow afternoon to give her the second energy dose, hopefully she’s awake by then.”

	“Thank you again,” Richard said, and the curtain opened as he and Helen walked through the doorway.

	“Good luck,” she said, moving to leave. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	“Can I sit with her for a bit?” John’s voice asked.

	“Go ahead,” Mica answered, stepping out of the room to join Richard. She looked tired, and she stretched her arms as she sat down on the floor and leaned against the wall.

	“I spent the whole day fanning her with that book she has,” she sighed. “I can only imagine what kind of toll that took on my calories for the day. I’m already on a smaller allotment than the two of you from not working at the grid.”

	“I know,” Richard answered, sitting down across from her. “I’ve been thinking about it, and it wouldn’t be the end if she did die. Our quota would be cut nearly in half from the loss of a worker and we’d still get to keep the whole harvest, which means we’d have a little extra meat to barter with.”

	“Shhhhh!” Mica hissed, shooting a glance towards Amber’s room. “John’s still in there, you don’t want him to overhear!”

	“Relax, Mica. His father is the one I would barter with, he knows about it already from last cycle. Their ration was a little short, it was a new strain without a guarantee and I traded him a few pieces of ours for a pound of salt.”

	“Still, I don’t like hearing you talk about it so openly. You know what will happen if you’re caught.”

	“I’m just letting you know, that’s all. It won’t be as bad as you think, it might actually be a blessing in a way since we haven’t found anything at the grid.”

	“Believe me, I’ve been thinking about it all day, Richard. Even so, I’d prefer not to lose another child.”

	“Mica, you know it’s not good to get attached―”

	“You’re not the one who carried her, Richard. There’s only so much distance a mother can maintain from her own flesh and blood. I know loss is a part of life, I know that it isn’t supposed to have an effect on us. I’m doing my best, but it’s impossible to be that detached.”

	“We shouldn’t be talking about this.”

	“Why? Are you going to report me for being honest?”

	“Of course not, Mica, what you’re saying is still within reason. But it’s not good to speak of, it’s better kept to yourself.”

	“Then you should keep the talk of her death to yourself as well. I don’t want to lose her unless it’s unavoidable, and until then, I’m going to do what I can to make sure we don’t.”

	“I wasn’t suggesting we do anything else. But in the event that it does happen, we will be okay. I just wanted to make sure you understood that so you don’t make yourself sick thinking that her survival is our only hope. Losing both of you would destroy us because of how young Alex is, but just one would be okay.”

	“I know. You don’t have to tell me, I consider this every single day. A couple days of sitting with our daughter isn’t going to push me into toxosis, Richard.”

	“Okay, Mica.”

	“Okay. I’m going to go back in there with her, you go get Alex from Dana’s, will you?”

	Richard didn’t answer, quickly standing to his feet and leaving while Mica stepped into the bedroom.

	The ration had kept his eyes down during the exchange between Amber’s parents, and he made a face now that he was alone, disgusted by what he had heard. Amber’s father seemed so matter-of-fact about it, and her mother was nearly the same. It was heartbreaking to know that this is what they were discussing while the only person he had in the world lay in bed fighting to stay alive, and he wished he could be in there with her. She was so much more than a means for survival.

	Guilt stabbed through his heart the moment the thought passed through his mind. The truth was that he saw her the same way, at least in part, and he realized that it wasn’t fair to her. Even when he had first noticed that something was wrong with her, his primary concern had been his own safety. He hadn’t run for help; instead, he had created a scenario that had no guarantee of working. He had been willing to sacrifice her, to play a game of chance that by a stroke of luck just happened to succeed. It wasn’t right, and he hated the fact that he himself deserved the same judgment he was giving to her parents. 

	He sighed, instantly angry at himself. Amber had proven that she cared about him despite the ideas she had been raised with; she was his friend, and he had been wrong to hold back. He could only hope that he would have a chance to make it up to her.

	John left as the sun began to set, and Amber’s parents readied for bed. 

	“I’m going to sleep in her room,” Mica told Richard. “The ration will stay with you and Alex tonight.”

	“Our bed is too small,” Richard answered, shaking his head. “Nothing can be done overnight, just let it sleep in Amber’s room. It will probably keep her warmer than you will, anyway, it generates more heat because of its size.”

	The ration held his breath, hoping that Mica would agree. He stole at glance at her face; her brow was furrowed in thought as she considered it.

	“Okay,” she finally said, and the ration’s heart leaped into his throat. “I’ll get it situated.”

	Mica grabbed his arm, lifting him to his feet and leading him into the room. Panic filled his heart for a moment as she retrieved his sleep clothes from below the shelf, but she didn’t seem to notice anything out of place. She watched as he changed, then she pushed him towards the bed, gesturing firmly as she left. 

	The ration forced himself to keep still as he waited for them to go to bed. He turned his head slightly, studying Amber’s motionless form in the dim moonlight that leaked in through the ceiling. She was lying on her back, her labored breaths quiet and shallow, and the ration’s stomach clenched with sorrow. 

	The moment he heard Richard’s breathing change, the ration rolled over, pulling Amber into his arms. He held her, closing his eyes as he listened to her heartbeat. Each pulse seemed strong, much stronger than it had been that morning, and he felt his body relax for the first time since he had discovered her. She was going to be okay. 
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	CHAPTER 

	TWENTY-TWO

	 

	 

	Amber groaned. Every inch of her body ached, and her mouth was sticky with dryness.

	“I think she’s waking up,” her father’s voice rang out, breaking through the darkness that hung over her mind. 

	“Amber?” her mother called. “Can you hear me, sweetheart?”

	She felt a light touch on her eyelids, gently prying them open, and she pulled away.

	“Well, that’s a good sign,” a woman’s voice said. “I think she’s going to make it.”

	Amber heard her mother’s relieved sigh, and she managed to open her eyes. Her parents were kneeling beside her bed, and she blinked in confusion when she recognized Helen’s face hovering over her.

	“There she is,” her father said, smiling as he placed a hand on her cheek. “Hey you, it’s good to have you back.”

	“What happened?” Amber rasped. The edge of a water flask instantly appeared at her lips, and she swallowed quickly, feeling the inside of her dry throat unstick from itself as the water passed through.

	A flash of panic shot through her veins.

	“The ration!” she gasped, trying to sit up. Her father grabbed hold of her shoulders, stopping her.

	“You need to stay still!” 

	“But the ration―”

	“It’s fine, Amber,” Mica said, moving in close and giving her a quick kiss on the forehead. “It’s working at the grid, I sent someone to fetch your father when you started moving. I’ve been giving it its supplements and allotments, don’t worry about it.”

	Helen leaned down, taking hold of Amber’s wrist to check her pulse.

	“You gave your parents quite a scare, young lady,” she said, releasing her grip. “You had a case of toxosis.”

	Fear raced down Amber’s spine; if they had checked her hydration and protein levels, they would know that she had been cutting herself short. She glanced away.

	“Why?” she managed to ask, watching for a reaction out of the corner of her eye, and she was relieved to see Helen shrug.

	“I think it’s because of the change in the weather,” the old woman answered. “It’s rare, but the cold can cause it.”

	“You need to rest, Amber,” her mother said, standing up and beckoning to the others in the room. “You’ll be back on your feet soon, but for now, just try to get some sleep.”

	“Let me give her the second energy dose,” Helen said, pulling a case out of her pocket and taking out a syringe. “Hopefully she can manage to eat something, but may as well let her have this as well.”

	Amber winced as the needle entered her skin, then her eyes grew wide as a flood of energy surged through her veins.

	“What was that?”

	“A nutritional replacement for the food you couldn’t eat while you were out,” Helen told her, putting the syringe away. “It will help you recover.”

	Amber instantly felt antsy, as if her muscles were screaming at her to move.

	“I feel fine,” she said, propping herself up. “I’ll go help at the grid for a while.”

	“No, you won’t!” Mica snapped, giving her a fierce stare, and Amber cringed. “You’re not going anywhere, not now. You’ve been sick for almost two days.”

	“But I’m sore,” Amber protested, falling back onto the mattress. It was hot in her room, and the plastic was uncomfortable against her skin. “Doesn’t that mean I need to get up?”

	“Perhaps,” Helen said, studying her. “But you definitely can’t work, not today. I think you should be able to go back tomorrow, but Richard, don’t forget what I told you about cutting the days short for the first week.”

	“I won’t,” Richard answered, turning to leave. “Mica, you should go get Alex from Dana’s, she’s charging by the hour. Bring her nine ounces, that should be more than enough for yesterday and today. I’m heading back to the grid.”

	Amber’s heart sank as her room emptied, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Tears stung her eyes; they were already behind on their quota and she had made things even worse, not to mention the consequences her plan to save the ration would bring if it succeeded. She shook her head, swallowing hard. It didn’t matter as long as it saved his life, she would just have to be more careful about the amount of food and water she was putting aside. 

	She sat up, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed and standing to her feet. Her knees wobbled, threatening to give way, and she staggered to the wall, leaning against it for support. Her eyes drifted, focusing on a second flask sitting on the shelf beside her regular one.

	Being sick didn’t change her water allotment; the council would provide one full flask per day of illness for someone else to bring back for her. She was supposed to surrender the empty bottle the next time she filled her usual allotment, but all she could think about was having another container to put water in for the ration. 

	The second flask was full to the brim, and Amber checked her own flask, surprised to find that it was only partially empty. She quickly drank half of what was left, stopping herself before she finished it. Having the second flask felt like having extra water, and she pursed her lips, considering whether or not she could afford to save any after what had happened. It was reckless, but she figured a few capfuls would be okay. She put her flask into her pocket, leaving the second one on the shelf and stepping out of her room.

	Mica had returned from fetching Alex, three other children in tow. She eyed Amber with concern.

	“Are you sure you’re feeling well enough to be up?” she asked, sitting on the floor with the children. 

	Amber nodded.

	“It’s too hot to stay in bed.”

	Her mother began drawing letters in the dirt with her finger and trying to convince the children to sound them out. They ignored her, more entertained by building little pyramids from dust and smudging out the letters. Not one to give up easily, Mica patiently kept redrawing them, feigned enthusiasm in her voice as she repeatedly made each sound.

	Amber smiled, remembering when she had done the same thing with Jude in the hours after the workdays ended. Jude had been stubborn and a bit mischievous, refusing Mica’s attempts to teach her during the day, but that changed the moment Amber would sit down with her. She remembered hearing her sister read for the very first time, and how proud it had made her to know that she was the one who had taught her.

	She pursed her lips, thinking. She wondered if the ration could be taught how to read, although there would be no way of confirming whether or not any attempt to do so was a success. Still, she couldn’t help feeling a little tempted. 

	“I’ll help, mom,” Amber said, sitting down on the floor beside her mother. She began tracing letters in the dirt, taking Alex in her arms and making a silly face as she pointed.

	“This is an A! An A for Alex, my dirty, smudgy little brother!”

	She quickly drew another letter.

	“B—brother! That’s you, you’re my brother!”

	Amber lost track of time as she went through the alphabet, and before long, she heard footsteps outside. She stood to her feet as her father walked in, the ration following behind a moment later, and her heart instantly relaxed. The ration’s eyes locked with hers, and she felt a wave of relief wash over her, almost as if she hadn’t been able to take a full breath until she saw for herself that he was okay. 

	“Are you feeling all right?” Richard asked, stepping towards her. 

	John burst through the door before she could answer, his face red from running.

	“Amber! I heard that you were awake!”

	He launched himself forward, throwing his arms around her, and she forced a smile as she waited for him to let go. In that moment, she realized that nothing in her heart cared even the slightest about seeing him. The ration was the only one who mattered to her. 

	“Are you okay?” John asked, finally releasing her and stepping back. 

	“I’m fine, just a little tired. I’m not really up for seeing anyone right now.”

	John’s eyes filled with disappointment, but he didn’t object.

	“I’ll come by in the morning,” he said, hugging her again before turning to her father. “Richard, let me know if you need any help at your grid while she’s recovering. I know you all haven’t had much luck making your quota, and I’ll do whatever I can after I finish helping my father.”

	Amber cringed at the eagerness in John’s voice, her eyes boring holes into his as she tried to signal for him to shut up. Unlike her, she knew neither of her parents would hesitate to report him, and he was acting a little too interested for his own good.

	Richard raised a brow, obviously stunned by the offer.

	“Well, I appreciate that, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. I can’t pay for help.”

	“I wouldn’t want anything in return,” John said. “I just want to make sure―” 

	“I’m standing right here,” Amber quickly interrupted, hoping he hadn’t already said too much. “I don’t need you or anyone else taking up my slack.”

	“I didn’t mean anything by it,” John told her. “I just don’t want―”

	“Go home, John. Thanks for the offer but I’m fine.”

	He fell silent, glancing back and forth between her face and Richard’s, then he gave a slight wave as he turned to leave. 

	“Let me know if there’s anything I can do,” he called over his shoulder. Richard sighed, shaking his head as he placed his hand on Amber’s cheek.

	“You’re sure you feel okay?”

	She nodded, giving him a quick hug before turning away.

	“I’m just going to read for a little while.”

	“Thank you for your help today, sweetheart,” Mica called after her.

	Amber didn’t answer, going into her room to get her book then beckoning to the ration as she went outside.

	The ration stared at her as she sat down. He wanted to hug her, but he knew he couldn’t risk it right now, not with her family in the house. He had already almost been caught holding her when her mother came in to check on her that morning. 

	Amber smiled at him.

	“I missed you today,” she whispered. “It took forever for you to get back.”

	The ration dropped his feigned blank expression long enough to return her smile. The past few hours may have been difficult for her, but he was sure she couldn’t imagine how much worse the past day and a half had been for him.

	“I can’t read out loud,” Amber told him, frowning as she opened the book. “I don’t know if they’re going to come check on me. But don’t worry, I’m not going to go any further until you can listen, too. I’m just going to pretend to read while I sit here with you.”

	His heart swelled as he watched her bend her head over the book and start playing with the corners of the pages with her fingers. He had missed her presence more than he ever would have imagined, and his thoughts began to race. Leaving her was going to be difficult, and for a moment, he wondered if it would even be possible.

	The sun began to set, and Amber sighed as she closed the book. Her mother appeared in the doorway, casting a worried glance at her.

	“I don’t want you staying out very long,” Mica said. “It’s too cold for that.”

	“I know, mom,” Amber replied, setting the book on the ground next to the door and leaning against the wall. “I just want to look at the stars for a few minutes.”

	Mica smiled at her, then turned to go back inside.

	“I’m glad you’re okay, sweetheart.” 

	Amber held her breath, waiting for her mother’s footsteps to fade, then she got up and moved around the corner like always. 

	“My parents don’t usually come outside, but tonight might be different,” she breathed as the ration sat down beside her. “They’ll be in bed soon, I shouldn’t talk until then.” 

	The ration nodded, leaning back to stare at the sky, and it wasn’t long before he heard the house fall silent. Amber smiled up at him when he returned with the blanket, and his heart began to race with anticipation as he returned to his place at her side. He was nervous, and part of him was still scared. 

	He shivered, wrapping his arms around her. He could feel her body relax in his grasp, and she rested her head against his chest as she drew a slow breath. 

	“I’m sorry if I scared you,” she sighed, her voice tinged with regret. “I really thought I would be okay, but I guess they mean it when they say that the food and water allotments are calculated exactly.”

	The ration froze, his mind going blank as he tried to make sense of what she was saying. He glanced down at her in confusion, and Amber lifted her head to meet his gaze for a moment before sheepishly looking away. 

	“I was afraid to tell you,” she quietly admitted. “I’ve been saving part of my allotments so you can make it to the ocean. I have almost four days’ worth already, but it’s nowhere near enough.”

	His eyes grew wide, his throat instantly closing up. Everything made sense now, and as he tried to process what she had said, he was suddenly painfully aware of how thin she felt in his arms. He should have known, and his chest began to ache with guilt. This was his fault.

	“I’m not giving up, so don’t worry,” Amber quickly reassured him. “I think my idea could still work, it’ll just take a lot longer than I planned. We’ll have to make another vest since I won’t have enough food and water saved up to miss the next weight check, but you’ll still be able to leave before harvest. I just need to cut back on how much I was saving.”

	The ration swallowed hard, trying to force his tears back, but the awe that filled his heart was overwhelming. He couldn’t believe what she had done, that she had been willing to go to such extremes to save him. The thought that anyone would ever care for him like that was more than he had ever dreamed of.

	Amber felt the ration’s body tremble, and she glanced up in concern. Even in the dim moonlight, she could see tears trickling down his cheeks, and she pulled out of his grasp, lifting herself to her knees and moving in front of him.

	“What’s wrong?” 

	He wouldn’t look at her, and she reached out, gently touching his face.

	“It’s okay. We’ll figure something out, I won’t let you die.”

	The ration drew a ragged breath. Even after what she had just been through, she was still thinking about him. He lifted his gaze, his strength breaking at the sight of her worried face, and he finally managed to gather his courage.

	“Why?”

	Amber’s heart stopped at the sound of his voice. She froze, her eyes growing wide as her mouth dropped open in shock. 

	He choked back another sob.

	“Why are you doing this for me?”

	She stared at him in stunned silence, her mind reeling as she tried to gather her senses long enough to respond. She cleared her throat, forcing her mouth to move.

	“Because…because you’re my friend.”

	The words seemed to awaken a fresh wave of tears in his eyes, and he buried his face in his hands. She put her arms around his neck, hugging him as a mixture of confusion and excitement coursed through her veins. 

	Only a moment later, the excitement faded. 

	Amber let go of him, her face growing hot as anger washed over her.

	“Wait, you’ve been able to talk this whole time?” she demanded, trying to keep her voice down. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“I should have,” the ration whispered, wiping his face and looking up at her. “I didn’t think I could trust you.”

	Amber scoffed, snatching the blanket from him and wrapping it around herself as she narrowed her eyes.

	“Really? I sat here and planned out how to help you get away and you still didn’t think you could trust me?”

	“Why didn’t you tell me about the food?”

	“Because I thought you would try to stop me!”

	“You’re right, I would have,” he said, clutching his head in his hands. “It’s all my fault, none of this would have happened if I had just told you. I’m sorry, Amber.”

	The sound of her name on his tongue sent a shiver up her spine, distracting her from her fury, and she did her best to hold her glare as he stared at her with anguished eyes.

	“You should be sorry!” she hissed, but despite her efforts, she could feel herself relaxing as the excitement flooded back and began to smother out her anger. He shivered, and she muttered under her breath as she moved back to his side and gave him half the blanket. 

	“You could have died,” he whispered, putting his arm around her shoulders and resting his face atop her head. “You shouldn’t have done that for me.”

	Amber shrugged.

	“I had to do something. You’re the only friend I’ve ever had.”

	The ration closed his eyes, hoping she wouldn’t get mad again as he prepared to tell her the rest.

	“I’ve been saving my own food and water,” he admitted, swallowing hard. “You never would have gotten sick if I had just told you.”

	Amber’s heart stung at his words, and she felt a sense of painful disappointment fill her chest. This whole time, he had already been planning to leave her. She let out a slow breath.

	“How much?”

	“Almost enough. A little over two weeks’ worth by now, that’s why my weight was off.”

	Sorrow welled up in her throat, and now it was her turn to fight back tears.

	This was the plan, Amber. Be happy, this means he’ll live.

	She glanced up at him, forcing a smile.

	“Good,” she said, her voice cracking. “That means you can leave soon, right? And you can take what I’ve saved, too, so you’ll be able to go long before the next weight check. We just have to decide how to fake you falling into the pits…”

	Her voice trailed off as a sob escaped her lips, and her throat burned as she tried to swallow back the lump that had formed there. It felt real now, it wasn’t just a plan anymore.

	The ration could see Amber’s smile waver as her chin quivered. A tear trickled down her cheek, and he reached out, gently tracing its path as his heart began aching with a sudden longing. He moved his face closer to hers almost without realizing it, bending down to lightly touch his lips to the corner of her eye.

	He sighed deeply, lingering there for a moment as he savored the warmth of her skin, when he felt her hand move to encircle his neck. She leaned into him, and a thousand butterflies took flight in his stomach as she pulled away just long enough to lift her face a little higher.

	His skin began to burn as he kissed her cheek. He could feel a fire awakening inside of him, and he let out a quiet gasp as a wave of heat radiated into his chest, pouring through his veins until it reached the very core of his being. She moved to lift her face again.

	Then, in the span of a single heartbeat, her mouth was pressed to his. 

	Everything in the world faded into silence as Amber felt the ration lift her into his arms. Even the sound of the wind grew still—it was almost as if the entire universe was holding its breath, allowing her to experience that one perfect moment for as long as possible. She trembled as her lips parted to kiss him again, and she was suddenly excruciatingly aware that a piece of her heart was abandoning her chest to join his. 

	She let go of him, gazing into his eyes in awestruck wonder, and a million words burned on her tongue as she tried to process what had just happened. It felt like a dream, an impossible, beautiful dream, but as he cradled her face in his hands, she knew it had to be real.

	He opened his mouth, and the words he spoke next sent a thrill racing through her very soul.

	“I want you to come with me, Amber.”

	A slight noise sounded from inside the house, and they both jumped, the tranquility of the moment they had shared harshly interrupted by reality. Any further conversation would have to wait.

	A warm haze of stunned disbelief hung over them as they quietly went inside, and Amber’s mind reeled as an overwhelming giddiness washed over her. She had never felt anything like this before; her body ached with what could only be joy, and the sensation made her skin prickle with excitement. 

	She climbed into bed, her heart leaping into her throat as the ration gathered her into his arms. It was all so sudden, so unexpected, but now it seemed like this was how it had always been. She felt like she had known him since the day she was born, like he was part of her and she was part of him.

	The look in his eyes was all it took to tell her that he felt the same way, and Amber smiled at him, lifting her hand and brushing her fingers against his lips. He moved closer, his breath warm against her cheek as he kissed her one more time, and she sighed contentedly as she allowed the butterflies that danced in her belly to sing her heart to sleep.
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	CHAPTER 

	TWENTY-THREE

	 

	 

	Amber opened her eyes, the magic of the night before still lingering in her heart. The ration was beside her instead of sitting on the floor like he usually did, and he smiled when he saw her stir.

	“Good morning,” he whispered. His voice was barely audible, but fear raced through her nonetheless. 

	“Only at night,” she whispered back. “Your voice is too deep, my mother will hear you.”

	He sighed, lifting his hand from underneath the blanket and touching her face. Goosebumps scattered across her skin, and she shivered as a fresh wave of happiness flooded through her. 

	“Sweetheart? Are you okay?” her mother called out, and Amber instantly bolted upright, giving the ration a worried look. She threw the blanket back, and he sat up, quickly scooting to the side so she could get out of bed.

	“Yes, mom, I’m getting ready now.”

	She stood to her feet, holding her breath for a moment as she tried to fight back the urge to shout with excitement. She felt alive for the first time in her life, as if every previous day had just been a shadow drifting outside the edge of the existence she was now finally experiencing. Everything seemed brighter, even the dirt, and she moved quickly as she readied for the day. 

	Amber began portioning out the supplements, humming to herself for the first time since she was a child, and when she glanced up, the ration was fighting back a smile. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment, but he gestured slightly, motioning for her to continue. She made a face, laughing to herself as she grabbed her flask and beckoned for him to join her.

	The ration clenched his teeth as he followed her to the taps, his jaw aching as he tried to keep his face from betraying the overwhelming happiness he felt. It was proving more difficult than he thought it would be, and part of him almost wished he had stayed behind. He took a deep breath, steeling his nerves as the corners of his lips threatened to break. 

	The day couldn’t pass quickly enough. Amber caught herself grinning like a fool as she worked, and she did her best to keep her father from noticing. The ration seemed like he was doing much better at holding back than she was, and aside from the sparkle that shone bright in his eyes, his face was as blank as always. 

	Her thoughts turned to his invitation, and she realized that everything in her wanted to take him up on it. The thought of leaving with him scared her, but nothing was worse than imagining staying behind. She wasn’t sure how it would work, though; she only four days’ worth of food, and he wouldn’t have enough saved up to share with her. 

	The part that gave her pause was thinking about how her parents would react. At first, they would probably think she had gotten lost, but she knew that wouldn’t last long. While it was believed that no one was stupid enough to steal a ration, they would eventually come to that conclusion no matter how crazy it would seem. 

	She would be reported to the resource center as a thief, and from that moment on, there would be a bounty on her head. Anyone who caught her would receive double rations and half-quotas for three full cycles, along with two water allotments per day for everyone in their family. She, on the other hand, would be tortured until she begged for death. 

	To her knowledge, only a handful of people had ever risked such theft since the birth of the ration program over a century ago, and all of them had been caught within days. It was a terrifying thing to consider, yet somehow, it seemed to pale in comparison to saying goodbye to him. The idea of staying behind without him felt like a far greater price to pay than risking her life.

	The benefit of being branded a thief would be that the resource center would replace her family’s ration free of charge, so at least they would survive. It was the best option to go with, regardless of the severity of the consequence failure would bring.

	“Amber!”

	She glanced up to see her father staring at her, a concerned look on his face.

	“Yes?”

	“I’ve called out to you twice, are you okay?”

	She looked away; she had been too lost in thought.

	“I didn’t hear you, I’m sorry.”

	Richard stepped closer to her, taking her face in his hands.

	“How are you feeling?”

	“Fine,” she answered, smiling brightly. “I think the treatment gave me some extra energy.”

	“Hmmm. Even so, you need to go back a little early today like Helen said, I don’t want to risk you getting sick again.”

	Out of the corner of her eye, Amber could see the ration descending the steps as he arrived back from the dumping ground, and his presence instantly distracted her. His arms were streaked with sweat, his skin glistening in the sun despite the dust that covered him, and it took everything in her power to keep from staring at him.

	“Amber?” her father prompted, jolting her focus back to him. It took her a moment to remember the last thing he had said before she had stopped listening.

	“I’m okay, dad,” she told him again. “I can stay until the day is over.”

	“No,” he answered firmly, shaking his head. “Helen was very insistent. We have an hour or so left, go on and head back now.”

	“Are you sure? I thought she only said thirty minutes.”

	“I appreciate your dedication, my dear, but it will do us no good if you overdo it. Go on.”

	She nodded, setting her shovel down and walking past the ration. Her shoulder brushed against him; he didn’t look up, but she could see the side of his neck pulsing as his heartbeat quickened, and her face flushed with heat. She couldn’t wait for nightfall when she would hear him speak again.

	The ration watched her leave, his heart filling with longing. He wished he could go with her, and he sighed to himself as he heaved another load of dirt onto his back. Only an hour left.

	He stared down at his feet as he walked to the dumping ground. He had nearly seventeen days’ worth of food and water saved up based on his usual allotment of six cakes per day, and he knew the journey he was planning would already be dangerous enough even with that much. 

	He furrowed his brow in thought. Eating the full daily allotment was meant to provide enough for weight gain, and surely walking wouldn’t require as much energy as working at the grid did. Granted, he would be carrying almost sixty pounds of food and water with him when he left, but he had already survived this whole time on just five cakes a day despite all the hard labor. He was almost certain that reducing that number to four would be more than enough to keep from starving. Shorting himself felt worth it if it made it possible to bring Amber along, and he chuckled under his breath at the irony. 

	He hadn’t been willing to consider setting out with less food when his own life was on the line, but now that she was involved, the risk seemed like nothing. She wouldn’t need much, anyway; the cakes contained more calories than the food she ate, so she could survive on two a day. The only problem would be toxosis; if she began burning into muscle again, she would die. 

	A tiny snippet of conversation flashed through the ration’s mind, and he focused, trying to remember what he had overheard during his time in the resource center’s laboratory. He could almost picture the words in his head, and a moment later, the echo of the researcher’s thin voice against the white-washed walls of the lab rushed out of his memory to fill his ears.

	“Sipp, David, researcher 49821. Timestamp 96:17:09 since commencement of trial 3842, aversion therapy formulation 621 in response to early-onset toxosis. Symptoms have not reoccurred. Test subject has returned to normal function as evidenced by administration of the Tornet Battery for assessment of physical and mental reactivity. Supplement compounds one through eleven have been maintained at three times the standard prescribed dose upon subject’s waking, as notated in previous entry. Subject exhibits no retention of said compounds as evidenced by blood saturation levels, consistent with results from previous test subjects. Conclusion: aversion therapy formulation 621 continues to prevent re-adhesion of supplement compounds beyond the acceptable time threshold…”

	The ration’s eyes lit up; for once, the memory of that place didn’t cause his hands to tremble. The aversion dose forced the release of all of the supplement stores from the body, binding to them and flushing them out, and its effects lasted at least four days according to the results of that particular test. 

	The research team had considered this a problem and had been working to solve it, but in this case, it could mean salvation. There was still time; for nearly two more days, any supplements Amber took would still be counteracted by the dose she had received, and as long as she didn’t take any more beyond that, toxosis could be avoided even if she wasn’t getting enough calories.

	If they had enough water, they could probably stretch the food out by an extra week. That extended the distance they could travel on what little he had saved by quite a bit, but it meant they would have to hold back even more on their daily water allotments. It could work; they had a few days shy of four weeks before the next weight check, which should give them more than enough time. He smiled to himself, picking up his pace as he hurried to finish his work. 

	*  *  *

	Amber sighed, tossing small pebbles against the wall of her house as she waited for the ration to return with her father. The hour she had to wait felt like forever, and she kept glancing up to check for their approach. Finally, she saw two figures appear in the distance, and her heart leaped into her throat as she dropped the last of her handful of pebbles on the ground. She could tell it was them just from their silhouettes; the ration’s figure towered over her father’s slight frame unlike anyone else she had ever seen, and she grinned with excitement.

	It was excruciating to wait for the sun to go down, and she sat beside the ration in silence as she pretended to read her book. Her mother came out to check on her twice, eliminating the option of reading out loud, so instead, Amber counted the minutes in her head until the light began to fade from the sky.

	She sighed with relief as the cold night winds began to blow, and the ration’s face was bright as he stared at her, waiting for the house to fall quiet.

	“Hello,” he whispered in her ear when it was safe, settling in beside her and covering her with the blanket. “I feel like I missed you all day.”

	“Me too,” Amber breathed, closing her eyes as he kissed her. “This is all I’ve been able to think about.”

	His eyes grew wide.

	“Really?”

	She giggled at the happiness in his tone.

	“Well, mostly. I’ve also been thinking about what you said.”

	“I’ve been thinking about that, too,” he told her, drawing her into his arms. She was sitting in front of him, her back resting against his chest, and she drew a deep breath.

	“I want to come with you.” 

	The ration’s heart swelled as she spoke; he hadn’t even considered the possibility that she wouldn’t.

	“You can’t take any more supplements, then,” he said quietly, kissing the top of her head. “The aversion dose got rid of everything in your body up until now, but it will only keep working for another day.”

	“How do you know?”

	“The resource center. I was there when they were working on trials for a new version of the dose, I heard them talking about it.”

	He hoped she wouldn’t ask any more; he had done his best to forget it all, and he didn’t want to go into the details.

	“I’ll need more calories, though,” Amber pointed out. “I’ll starve without the supplements.”

	“No, you won’t. The metabolic inhibitor is a one-time dose, it permanently slowed your body down the very first time you took it as a child.”

	She twisted around, staring up at him in confusion. 

	“They don’t affect how much food I need?”

	The ration sighed.

	“The supplements aren’t what you think.”

	“Then what are they?”

	A memory tried to force its way up in his mind, and he swallowed hard.

	“We don’t have a lot of time, it’ll take too long to explain. I’ll tell you more after we leave, when we can talk freely.”

	Amber’s heart skipped a beat. The thought of speaking with him whenever she wanted to sent a shiver of anticipation up her spine, and she couldn’t wait to go. 

	Another thought occurred to her, and she pursed her lips, instantly feeling foolish for not asking sooner.

	“What’s your name?”

	To her surprise, the ration shook his head.

	“I don’t have one, I’m just the number I was assigned.”

	“You never decided on something to call yourself?”

	He shrugged.

	“I didn’t think I’d live this long, it never seemed important.”

	The ease with which he spoke hurt her heart, and she sat up.

	“Everyone deserves a name, especially you. Even the stars have names. What do you want to be called?”

	The ration thought for a moment; he had never considered it before.

	“I don’t know. How do you pick a name?”

	Amber hesitated.

	“Usually you don’t have much of a choice, so I don’t know. My parents let my grandmother name me, I was told that she spent six whole months before deciding so it must be pretty important to choose a good one. Amber Talia Ordell. She said that she named me after the last rain that ever fell on the earth, she saw it when she was six years old.”

	She closed her eyes, remembering the frail voice of her grandmother recounting the tale. She still knew every word by heart, even after all these years.

	“The drought was still gripping the earth, and the heavens had been dry for almost fifty years. No one was expecting it, not after that long. There were no clouds in the sky, but the rain came anyway. The sun was setting, burning the sheets of water in brilliant amber, and tiny puffs of dust flew into the air beneath each drop that fell. The ground was so hot that they all evaporated the moment they touched the earth, vanishing only a moment after the sky bore them, and it was as if they somehow knew they were no longer welcome here. They fled, never to return again, and that was the day the earth scorned the rain.”

	Amber sighed, trying to picture it. Her grandmother had been almost 97 years old when she died, meaning it had now been over a hundred years since any rain had fallen.

	“Talia means rain, that’s why my grandma picked it. She chose Jude’s name, too, but I don’t know the story behind that one.”

	“What about the stars?” the ration asked, glancing up at the sky. “I saw the names in the book, but I couldn’t read them upside down.”

	She gasped in surprise.

	“You can read?”

	He chuckled, kissing her cheek.

	“You learn a lot when your world revolves around silent observation.”

	“I never would have guessed.”

	“That’s because you also learn how to keep secrets,” he added, giving her a quick squeeze. “So the stars, what are their names?”

	“Well, you already know the constellations,” Amber began, furrowing her brow as she tried to think. “But most of those would probably sound pretty dumb as a name. It’d be weird to call you Hercules or Orion, although you could definitely pull off the first one just by how you look.”

	He laughed quietly, and she smiled at the sound.

	“Most of the stars have really long or really silly names,” she went on. “I don’t think the astronomers in charge of picking them were very creative, but there are a few that could work. There’s Alcor, one of the stars in the bear, and a star in Orion called Rigel. I might have to go get the book again, I don’t remember many of them.” 

	“What about Taurus?” the ration asked, pointing up at the sky. Her heart skipped a beat; that was her sister’s constellation. She definitely remembered that one.

	“Aldebaran is the big eye,” she whispered, her voice cracking. She could almost hear an echo of herself from all those years ago, speaking the exact same words to a piece of her heart that was now a ghost.

	“And Ayn is the smaller one. I told Jude once that the eyes were glaring at Orion, and that’s when she started making up her stories about them fighting with each other.”

	“Ayn.”

	He tasted the word on his tongue, listening to the sound, and Amber turned her head to look at him. She smiled. It suited him. 

	 

	†‡†



	




	 

	CHAPTER 

	TWENTY-FOUR

	 

	 

	Amber was quiet as she worked the next day, but her mind was a flurry of thought as she focused on finding a way to talk to Ayn without getting caught. There wasn’t enough time at night to discuss very much, and she had questions about his plans to leave. 

	Ayn.

	Her heart fluttered. It felt magical to whisper the name and know that it belonged to him, and she had trouble keeping herself from getting distracted every time the word passed through her thoughts. 

	She glanced up. Ayn was working on the other side of the grid, shoveling dirt into the hauling sacks. She studied him as he moved, a sense of awe washing over her. He was so full of life, so full of awareness and depth, and she didn’t know how he had managed to keep it all to himself for so long. It must have been a lonely existence. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to hold back like that, and she was glad that he finally had someone to share it with. 

	Amber sighed to herself. Even with the freedom to speak and a family of her own, she knew at least a little of what loneliness felt like. Not to the degree that he did, of course, but she could understand the pain to a small extent. 

	She was grateful for that pain and loneliness now, though, because she knew that it was what had pushed her into his arms. The years of feeling isolated were all worth it if it meant they had helped to open her eyes to who he was, and she found that she almost couldn’t remember what it was like before he had entered her life. The memory of that time had been erased by his presence, and she smiled softly, appreciation filling her heart as she watched him begin lifting bags of dirt onto his back.

	Ayn glanced at her as he prepared to leave with another load. He could see the smile in her eyes, and he knew that she could see his, too. He felt different, as if choosing a name had given him a sense of permanence, and his stance seemed more confident as he made his way to the dumping ground. He hadn’t realized just how much it would mean to him, but it made him feel as if his existence was somehow more than what it had been before. 

	For all of his short life, he had just been Strain 27680, even to himself. He had almost been like one of the unknown stars in the sky, a tiny speck among countless others, but now he was known. Now, like the constellations, there was a single word that could sum him up and set him apart from all the rest, something unique beyond what lay within his own heart and mind. It made him happy.

	The day flew by, and before long, Richard announced that it was time for Amber to leave. She didn’t bother arguing with him, glad that it was only thirty minutes early instead of a full hour like yesterday, and she trudged back to her house, still lost in thought as she tried to come up with a way to be alone with Ayn. She frowned; nothing she had considered so far seemed like it would work.

	She wondered if they could get away with hiding in the neighbor’s vacant house like she used to with John, but she quickly dismissed the idea. It was too close to hers, and the risk of getting caught was too high. All it would take is one word from his lips carried along the wind to her mother’s ears and it would be over.

	The grid was the only place that offered both privacy and distance, but it would seem suspicious to go there after the workday ended. Amber got her book, wiping the sweat from her face as she sat down outside to wait for Ayn to return with her father. The heat was miserable.

	A thought occurred to her. Their grid was the deepest of all of them, and even though it was still hot there, it was a bit cooler than sitting in the shade on the surface of the ground. This was especially true in the afternoons once the sun moved past its peak. If she could raise the idea without drawing the suspicion of her parents, she could probably get away with the excuse of wanting to read there instead of close to home. Taking Ayn with her would be understandable since she was his keeper, and the grid would be completely abandoned after the workday ended.

	She shielded her eyes as she glanced to the west. She could just barely make out Ayn’s figure approaching with her father, and she stood to her feet, rehearsing the words in her mind.

	“Do you need my help with anything, dad?” Amber asked when her father drew near. Richard shook his head.

	“Not today, my dear.”

	She patted her book, trying not to look nervous.

	“I’m going to go sit at the grid to read today. I think the heat is getting to me a little, and it’s cooler there.”

	Ayn slowly lifted his gaze, and she could see the question on his face. She looked away as her father stepped closer and put his hand to her forehead.

	“Are you feeling okay?” he asked quickly. “Did you do too much today?”

	“No, I still feel fine,” she answered. “I think being so hot from the fever just made me a little sensitive to the weather.”

	“Hopefully you’ll readjust quickly,” Richard said, giving a slight nod.

	“I’m sure I will,” Amber told him. “I’ll be back before dark, I just want to finish a few chapters.”

	She beckoned to Ayn and began walking, hoping her father wouldn’t stop her from taking him with her. After a few moments, she glanced back over her shoulder; he had already gone inside, and she breathed a sigh of relief.

	Ayn followed her to the grid, studying her as they walked. He wasn’t sure what she was up to, but as the last of the day’s workers left the mine area to head back into the settlement, he started to get an idea. 

	He watched as Amber lifted the flap of plastic that covered the steps that led down into the grid, then she gestured for him to go ahead of her. He obeyed, and she pulled it back into place before following him down. She walked to the center of the space and picked up a shovel, quickly filling one of the hauling sacks and leaving it open, then she sat down amid the piles of dirt that were still waiting to be hauled away.

	“It’s deep enough,” she whispered as Ayn moved to her side. “And everyone’s gone. If someone does show up, you can just get up and start tying the sack off like you’re working.”

	“It’s still risky,” he breathed, casting a wary glance at the tarp above them. “It’s just plastic up there, if someone gets close enough they might hear us.”

	“But it’s loud,” she pointed out. “Listen.”

	He cocked his head; she was right, the sound of the plastic lifting and falling with the breeze that blew across the ground above them did seem loud enough to drown out the sound of voices, especially because of how deep the grid was.

	“We’ll still need to be quiet,” Ayn said, but this time, he spoke a little louder. She smiled.

	“Good. My parents will be expecting me back before dark so we still don’t have much time, but at least it’s more than we have at night. We need to talk about what we’re going to do, right now I don’t know anything.”

	He nodded quickly.

	“I’ll show you, I think I have it worked out.”

	Ayn got up, grabbing the chisel that was used for breaking apart salt rock and swiping his arm across the dirt to flatten out the surface. He began to draw.

	“This is where we are,” he said, marking out the unmistakable outline of the continent and drawing squiggles to represent the ocean around its perimeter. He drew a circle near the middle, then he put an ‘X’ on the circle’s southwestern edge. 

	“This is your settlement, and the X is your house.”

	He drew another circle to the northeast of the settlement.

	“This is your resource center, Center 82. While I was there, they were trying to figure out how to send an exploratory team into the areas that were abandoned when the plants and animals died. So far, they’ve only been able to go straight south since that’s the shortest distance to the shore just like what you figured out, but we can’t go that way. All the coasts are guarded.”

	Amber held up her hand, a questioning look on her face.

	“How do you know that?”

	“The messages that are sent back and forth, that’s how.”

	Ayn drew a circle directly south of the settlement on the edge of the map.

	“This is Coastal One,” he explained. “It acts like a central hub for all the others along the coasts.”

	He started adding small circles all along the perimeter of the shoreline he had drawn.

	“There are hundreds of small coastal settlements. That’s where the people guarding the algae live.”

	He connected each circle with lines until he reached Coastal One, then he drew a line straight up to the circle that represented Center 82.

	“They pass reports and supplies back and forth to each other from Coastal One, then those reports are forwarded on to the other resource centers. There are two small settlements along the way, but they’re just used as a rest stop for travelers. There’s water but no food. Center 82 is the closest to Coastal One, and it acts as a supply hub. People travel back and forth regularly, and all of the coastal settlement reports are forwarded on from Center 82 to Base One, which is the headquarters for all the resource centers and is located here.”

	Ayn placed a large ‘X’ in the very center of the map, then began drawing circles around it to the north and east.

	“These are the other settlements and resource centers in the middle of the continent―”

	“Yes, I know about those,” Amber interrupted, and he glanced up at her for a moment before continuing.

	“We obviously can’t go that way, because that would mean walking through all of them. This direction, on the other hand…” He pointed at the area to the west. “There’s nothing over here. That’s why it hasn’t been explored yet, there aren’t any places to get water. The scouts bring nutrition doses for food but they still have to haul water along, and no one has been able to carry enough to go more than about ten days to the west because they have to bring enough for the return trip, too. If there’s anything out there, it’s more than ten days away.”

	She raised a brow.

	“I don’t understand, it sounds like you’re suggesting that we go west even though there’s nothing there.”

	He nodded.

	“That’s the thing, no one knows for sure. There’s a mountain range to the west, and some speculative reports say that there may be plant life and water still out there.”

	“But how are there reports if no one has actually been there?”

	“It’s based on the pattern of death back when everything first began to die,” Ayn said. “The drought killed everything faster at lower altitudes, but there was a marked decrease in that rate relative to sea level. The higher above sea level, the slower things died.”

	Amber gave him an incredulous look.

	“You sound like you actually understand all of this.”

	He chuckled.

	“The walls were covered in the reports, I practically memorized them. That’s why they’ve been trying to find a way to send people west. The researchers at Center 82 were working on fixing a vehicle when I left to be assigned to you, but they’ve been having trouble with how to power it. The solar cell they currently have is too heavy and inefficient, so they’re in the process of trying to either adapt it or recreate an old cell from a few hundred years ago. They have the plans, but they don’t have the materials necessary to make it, and some of the components require advanced technology that was lost back when the world shifted focus to the food and water crisis. From what I saw, they still have quite a ways to go before they’ll have anything close to working.”

	Amber stared at him, her mouth agape.

	“How…how do you know all this?”

	He shrugged.

	“People treat rations like we’re objects. They don’t pay attention to what they say around us, and I heard pretty much everything when I was a test subject―”

	Ayn bit his words off, cringing as he looked away, but she had already caught his slip.

	“Test subject? What do you mean?”

	“It’s not important,” he told her, flashing a grin. “What is important is that there might be food and water in the mountains, we just have to make it there.”

	“But what if there isn’t?” she asked, glancing down at the map. “Then what?”

	“We die,” he answered simply, and his face grew serious. “Amber, you need to think carefully about this. I will definitely die if I stay here, but leaving might have the same result. I have to risk it, and I’ve already accepted the worst possible outcome. I’m okay with that because at least it gives me a chance.”

	He reached up, resting his hand on her cheek.

	“If you stay, you’ll be fine. You don’t have to risk this.”

	She swallowed hard, meeting his gaze.

	“I don’t want to be without you,” she said, setting her jaw. “Even if it kills me.”

	“You’re sure?”

	She nodded.

	“I’m sure.”

	Ayn pursed his lips, studying her. She seemed resolute in her decision, and he smiled, leaning forward to give her a quick kiss before turning his attention back to the map.

	“It’s a little over 600 miles from here to the mountains,” he said. “But I’m not sure what kind of terrain we’ll be facing along the way. The trip from Center 82 to Coastal One takes about two and a half weeks, and from what I heard, some areas are hard to navigate. We’re going in a different direction so it may be easier or more difficult, I don’t know. Either way, we should plan on some delays, so I was estimating at least three to four weeks.” 

	Amber frowned.

	“I don’t have time to save enough food,” she said, her heart sinking. “I only have a few days’ worth, and even if I keep setting aside a third every day now that toxosis isn’t an issue, I’ll still only have enough for two weeks.”

	He put his hand on her shoulder.

	“It’s okay, I should have enough,” he told her. “We’ll definitely be gone before the next weight check, so I can set more than one cake per day aside. You won’t need much and I’m sure I can afford to share what I have. I might lose a little weight in the process, but it won’t matter if we leave in time.”

	Her eyes grew wide with fear.

	“You’ll get toxosis like I did! I’ll get in a lot of trouble if you end up needing an aversion dose, everyone will think I wasn’t doing my job and my father will take over as your keeper!”

	Ayn took her hand.

	“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. The supplements don’t work on me.”

	“What do you mean?” Amber asked slowly, cocking her head.

	He shrugged.

	“Some of the compounds work, like the ones that promote muscle gain. But the others don’t, I’m tolerant of them.”

	“And no one ever found out?”

	He shook his head.

	“There’s only one way to tell, and the data was accidentally erased before anyone could see it. The supplements dissolve the way they should, and my blood tests at normal levels. They just don’t work, I can still think and speak no matter how much―”

	“Think and speak?” she echoed slowly. “Wait, that’s…”

	Ayn clenched his jaw; he hadn’t meant to say that much. He could see the wheels turning in her head, and he knew she was figuring it out.

	“The supplements, that’s why the rations are so empty?” Amber asked. “I thought…I thought they were just for gaining weight and relaxing them for harvest.”

	“The compounds have a numbing effect, which is supposed to keep the rations under control,” he answered quietly. “The double dose is so they stay still during harvest, not for anything else. They’re still aware, though, even a double dose won’t prevent them from knowing what’s happening. It just keeps them from reacting.”

	Amber remembered the fear she had seen in the ration’s eyes before her father had killed him, and she shuddered.

	“Then what about the ones we take? You said the metabolic inhibitor is a one-time dose, so what are the other ones for?”

	He hesitated, eyeing her for a long moment.

	“The same thing as ours, Amber.”

	“I don’t understand. What does that mean?” 

	Ayn sighed.

	“You feel different, don’t you?” he asked. “After the aversion dose?”

	She nodded.

	“I feel like my mind is clearer and I have more energy.”

	“That’s because the supplements in your body are gone. They’re supposed to keep you from thinking right so that you don’t start questioning the rules.”

	Amber froze, feeling her heartbeat speed up.

	“Why?”

	“Because that’s what causes unrest,” Ayn told her. “The resource centers have to keep everyone under control. How can they do that if a bunch of angry people are trying to start fights with each other? If they can keep you from feeling emotion, they can prevent a lot of the problems that come with desperation. You read about it all the time in your books, wars and violence and murders. Those things don’t happen anymore because of the supplements, they keep people docile.”

	“But…but I felt things before the aversion dose,” she pointed out. “That’s why I started talking to you in the first place, because I was sad about my sister.”

	“And that’s why you’re taught that you aren’t supposed to show emotion,” he said. “That’s why there’s such a fear of being reported, if people are afraid to show emotion, they’ll keep it to themselves rather than acting out. That way the resource centers don’t have to deal with it.”

	“And the ones that don’t keep it to themselves, the ones that get reported? What happens to them?”

	Ayn glanced away. That was a question he wanted to avoid answering, and he quickly tried to shift her focus. 

	“You’ve noticed how the dose keeps getting increased, haven’t you?”

	She nodded, and he pursed his lips.

	“It’s because people build up a tolerance to the supplements over time,” he continued. “The resource centers know about this, but they don’t have the means to constantly test everyone. Instead, they monitor the levels of that tolerance based on reports that are made. That’s why there’s a reward for reporting people.”

	“That doesn’t make sense. Why wouldn’t everyone just pretend, then? To get the reward?”

	“Because everyone knows that being reported is a bad thing, even if they don’t understand why. This keeps people from skewing the data by making false reports, while also scaring them into staying in line. It serves two purposes: the researchers get the information they need, and people manage to behave unless the supplements stop working to the point where they can’t control themselves.”

	“So why is being reported a bad thing?”

	Ayn frowned. Despite his efforts to deflect, she had arrived right back at that same question. He could see the turmoil on her face, and he sighed. He couldn’t imagine how unsettling it would be if he answered, and he knew it wouldn’t be wise to say anything else. 

	He reached out, erasing the map he had drawn before moving to her side. The rest would have to wait until they left, when she didn’t have to hide her reactions anymore.

	“I’ll tell you everything I know,” he promised, pulling her into his arms. “But we need to get away first. Nothing else matters more than that.”

	“The answer is something bad, isn’t it?”

	He smiled disarmingly.

	“Remember, we’ll be spending nearly three weeks with nothing better to do than talk to each other, but only if we get this plan laid out. We have more important things to focus on right now, everything else can wait.”

	Amber sighed with frustration; she knew he was right. 

	“I’m going to remember to ask you again, don’t think I won’t.”

	She felt his chest move beneath her face as he laughed, and she smiled to herself despite her annoyance. He kissed the top of her head.

	“I believe you. Don’t worry, it will be soon.”

	She drew a deep breath, closing her eyes as she relaxed in his arms. 

	Soon. 

	 

	†‡†



	




	 

	CHAPTER 

	TWENTY-FIVE

	 

	 

	Just as Ayn had said, Amber didn’t feel any ill effects as the week passed, and she continued setting aside a third of her food and water allotments each day. In fact, rather than being tired from the lack of calories, it almost seemed as if her brain was waking up more and more with each passing day. The only negative side effect so far was trying to hide the newfound energy she had. 

	Ayn had suggested that they take the astronomy book with them to help navigate during their journey, and as they made their way into the settlement to borrow it again, Amber felt him grab her arm. She glanced at him, realization dawning on her at the look of warning in his eyes. She had been skipping her feet, and she sighed, forcing herself to slow to a trudge as they reached the settlement’s center.

	She peeked through the door of the council’s main meeting room, hoping it was empty. They usually only met once a week, but the days were never consistent. She glanced around; Maisy Hart, the council member who doubled as the settlement’s librarian, was sitting on the floor, reading. She seemed to be the only person in there.

	Amber beckoned to Ayn and stepped inside.

	“Hi, Council Hart.”

	The woman looked up, her smooth, young face breaking into a smile.

	“Hello, Amber. I wasn’t expecting you for a few more days.” 

	“I need to trade for something else,” Amber replied.

	Council Hart’s smile faded, her brown eyes filling with disappointment.

	“I thought you were just here to visit me.”

	Amber’s face froze, and the woman burst into peals of laughter.

	“I’m just teasing you,” she said, setting her book aside and standing up. “I think you’ve set a personal record, you only had that one for a week!”

	Amber relaxed, chuckling nervously.

	“It was a fast read.”

	“Well, it’s good to see another face,” Council Hart beamed, brushing a wayward strand of her thick, red hair out of her eyes as she crossed the room. “If not for you, I’m afraid I wouldn’t have much of a job in the afternoons.”

	“What do you mean?” Amber asked, handing over her old book. She stepped towards the wall and knelt down. All the books that had come with this rotation were lined up in a neat row on the floor, and she moved her fingers along each spine, quickly reading the titles. 

	“You’re the only one who comes here,” Council Hart answered, flipping through the old book to check for damaged pages.

	Ayn shot Amber a quick glance; he looked concerned, but she tried to ignore him.

	“You mean no one else borrows books?”

	Council Hart shook her head.

	“Every once in a while someone comes in, but it doesn’t happen very often.”

	“I can’t imagine that,” Amber mused. The books were usually organized by title, but she was having trouble finding the right one. 

	“It’s true,” Council Hart sighed. She bent down, glancing through the row of titles until she found where the returned book should go.

	“I love them,” Amber said. “I can’t wait for the next rotation.”

	Council Hart pursed her lips, watching as Amber searched.

	“Trying to find something in particular?”

	Amber moved back to the beginning of the row of books, forcing herself to go slower this time as she started over.

	“I was sort of thinking about the star one again,” she answered. 

	“Really? Again?”

	Amber glanced up.

	“It’s interesting.”

	“I have it over here,” Council Hart said, gesturing at the book she had been reading. It looked like she was only a few pages in, and Amber’s heart sank as she tried to hide her disappointment.

	“That’s okay, I’ll look for something else.”

	Council Hart walked over to retrieve the book.

	“I’ve already read it, you can take it if you want.”

	Amber hesitated.

	“Are you sure?”

	“It’s fine, don’t worry about it. Believe me, I’ve been through all of these already. There isn’t much else to do.”

	Amber smiled as she reached for it.

	“I’ll be here when you’re ready for a different one,” Council Hart said, winking as she bent down to select another book. “I hope you enjoy it. Again.”

	“Thank you, I will.”

	Amber turned to leave, quickly stepping towards the door.

	“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Council Hart called.

	Amber paused, looking over her shoulder. Ayn was standing off to the side, his head down as he maintained the role of a mindless ration, and she felt her cheeks turn red.

	“Too excited about the book,” she said sheepishly, grabbing his arm and pulling him along with her. Council Hart chuckled, waving goodbye.

	The moment they reached the grid, Ayn’s face darkened.

	“You’re the only one in the settlement who reads?”

	Amber shrugged, sitting down as she thumbed through the pages of the book and began studying the maps.

	“I guess so. I never thought about it, I figured everyone did. Except John, of course, I’ve never seen him so much as touch a book.”

	“And what about that woman, Council Hart?”

	“What about her?”

	“She seems interested in you.”

	Amber turned to another page.

	“No, she just talks to me when I go in. She’s not mean or anything the way the other council members are, I kind of like her.”

	“Did she always talk to you?”

	Amber glanced up at him, opening her mouth to respond, then she paused thoughtfully.

	“Well…no, not always.”

	“When did she start?”

	“Hmmm. I don’t know, actually, I never paid much attention. A few months ago, maybe, sometime around my birthday. Why?”

	Ayn’s face was grim.

	“They’re going to select your application for the resource center,” he told her, his voice hushed. 

	Her mouth dropped open.

	“What?”

	“They’re going to pick you.”

	She rolled her eyes incredulously.

	“You don’t know that.”

	“Yes, I do.”

	“Just because I read and a council member is nice to me?”

	“No, because you’re the only one that reads and a council member is vetting you.”

	Amber gave him a confused look, and he sighed.

	“It’s hard to explain,” he began, pacing back and forth. “The resource center is always looking for new stock, and they choose candidates based on who stands out to them.”

	“Stock?”

	“Yes, stock. New genetic material to create new ration strains or researchers. Don’t you know what you were applying for?”

	“They just tell us it’s for placement at the resource center. It’s a chance to get away from here.”

	He stopped pacing and eyed her.

	“You didn’t ask any questions?”

	“No, the thought of leaving the settlement was enough for me. Being selected also means double rations for my family for a decade.”

	“Well, the purpose of the applications is to find people to use in the breeding programs,” Ayn said. “They get a lot of submissions, and they have to narrow them down somehow.”

	“What does reading have to do with that?”

	“It’s the supplements, Amber. Remember what I told you last week, how they’re supposed to make you docile?”

	She nodded.

	“That means people tend to do the same things as everyone else,” he continued. “When everyone in the settlement reads, it’s considered normal. But when only one person reads, it’s considered an anomaly. It’s not just reading, though, it could be anything they discover someone doing that no one else does. Like how you sit out at night to look at the stars, they probably know about that, too. Stuff like that grabs their attention because it means your behavior is outside typical expectations, and it’s either because the supplements aren’t working or because your mind is more active than normal.”

	“Fine, so I’m different,” Amber conceded, crossing her arms. “I still don’t understand how you can be so sure that my application is going to be chosen.”

	“Settlements that don’t read are always taken off of the book rotation,” Ayn told her. “Yours hasn’t been because of you, which means they’re making an exception. They wouldn’t do that unless they have their eye on you.”

	“But I remember other people reading,” she said. “I used to have to wait for weeks to get a new book.”

	“When did that stop?”

	“I don’t know, but it hasn’t been that long. A year or so.”

	“Did something happen around that time?”

	Amber thought back, trying to remember, and she nodded slowly.

	“Everyone’s supplements were increased. Someone came from the resource center with extra doses for the whole settlement.”

	“Right after a bunch of reports were made?”

	The look on her face confirmed it, and Ayn pursed his lips.

	“They must have identified a large group that had developed a tolerance to the previous supplement dose,” he said. “The increase is what made everyone’s behavior change. The council would have noticed it almost immediately, they pay close attention to things like that.”

	Amber scoffed, struggling to accept what he was telling her.

	“This sounds crazy, Ayn, you know that, right? That seems like a really simple way of picking people, it’s too easy.”

	“She didn’t scan your arm.”

	Amber’s face froze.

	“What?”

	“Council Hart—she didn’t scan your arm when you borrowed the book. I’m betting she used to, when did she stop?”

	“About…a year ago.”

	“Around the same time as the dose increase. And when did you put in your first application to the resource center?”

	“I don’t remember for sure,” she answered. “I’ve sent a lot of them. I started filling them out when I turned sixteen, but I had to wait to turn in the first one. The resource center wasn’t even accepting applications from our settlement until…” 

	Her voice trailed off as her eyes grew wide, and Ayn stepped closer.

	“Until when?”

	She gulped.

	“About a year ago.”

	“That’s what I thought,” he said. “Council Hart stopped scanning you because you’re going into a different database, a smaller one that’s detailed in written reports instead of being dumped into mass storage like the scans. They’ve been watching you for the past year, keeping track of your information until your applications activated when you turned eighteen.”

	Panic welled up in Amber’s heart.

	“Reports? I’ve been reported?”

	He quickly shook his head.

	“No, that’s different. I think they’re just considering you as a genetic candidate.” 

	“But doesn’t me being different make me a bad choice? They want people who are normal, right?”

	“Normal breeds normal, Amber. They want new, that’s why they look for the anomalies.”

	Her face was creased with worry, and the book slid from her lap unnoticed as her thoughts raced.

	“Like people who get reported.”

	“You haven’t been reported,” he reassured her again. “The process is different for reports. They get handled as defective unless the intake assessment proves otherwise, but it’s the opposite for breeding program candidates.”

	Amber swallowed hard. She was almost afraid to ask the question that was burning on her tongue.

	“What exactly does ‘breeding’ mean?”

	“Not what you think it means,” Ayn answered, amused by how relieved she looked. “Everything happens in a lab. There are two things you can be a genetic candidate for: ration strains or research scientists. Selection of candidates is based on qualities that are considered important to the programs, like a higher intellect or certain physical traits, and those qualities are isolated and combined. Like me, for instance. My strain was bred from four different DNA sources, and one of those was a man who weighed over 225 pounds on a regular food allotment. Another part came from a woman whose metabolism was five times slower than what’s considered normal, and the last two parts came from preexisting ration strains.”

	He paused, drawing a breath.

	“Intellectual ability would be considered a benefit for the researcher breeding program. Given your small size, I think that’s what they would be selecting you for. The scientists discovered long ago that relying on their own children to possess high levels of intelligence was too unpredictable, so like everything else, they decided to engineer their replacements to guarantee the results. Their own gene pool is limited, and since intelligence is an inherited trait, they look for people who exhibit higher levels of cognitive function to breed replacement scientists to continue the programs they run.”

	She gave him a blank look, dumbfounded by how easily he rattled off the complex explanation. The level of comprehension he was capable of seemed almost impossible, and she blinked as she tried to make sense of what he had said. Her mind reeled; it was a lot of information, but surprisingly, she was starting to understand.

	“So…so they think I’m smart?”

	Ayn shrugged.

	“They’re going to check, that’s for sure.”

	“They’re idiots, then,” Amber said, rolling her eyes. “If they really wanted smart people, they’d be using you. You learned all of this stuff just by watching and listening.”

	He chuckled.

	“They would dissect me then kill me the moment they found out. I would be considered defective, not useful.”

	Amber sighed. It was a depressing thought, and her mind shifted to their plans to leave. They still had three weeks left, but the worry in Ayn’s voice was enough to tell her that this new development was going to cause a problem.

	“So what now?” she asked. “How does this affect us?”

	He frowned.

	“They usually send for the candidates within six months of an application becoming active,” he answered. “Your birthday was in August, so it could be any day now.”

	“We need to leave sooner?”

	Ayn nodded.

	“It would be a good idea. I started saving two cakes a day once you said you were coming with me, but this means I’ll have to increase to three. I can’t cut back on my water any more than I already have, though. We need at least another week.”

	“Do you think we have that much time?”

	“I hope so,” he said. “I don’t think we would make it if we left any earlier.”

	“I’ll increase the amount of water I’m saving,” Amber told him. “I can live on half an allotment for that long.”

	He nodded, then he gestured at the book, picking it up as he moved to her side.

	“We should make better time if we bring this with us,” he said, sitting down and opening the cover. He flipped ahead a few pages, stopping at the chapter about navigating, and Amber’s face grew pensive as she gazed down at the star map. 

	“How much time will I have?” she asked quietly. “After they notify me, I mean.”

	Ayn sighed heavily.

	“Some people panic once they realize that they’re leaving home, so the resource center doesn’t give much notice. Best case, you’ll have a day.”

	“Then we’ll just leave right after they tell me.”

	“That won’t work, they’ll be keeping a close eye on you once you’re notified.”

	Her heart began to ache; he would have to go without her if that happened.

	“What will you do?”

	“I’ll have to run like crazy,” he grinned, but Amber could see the anxiety in his eyes.

	“Do you think you’ll be able to make it?”

	“I hope so,” he answered. “I’ll do my best, anyway. But it won’t happen like that, we’ll go together.”

	“You don’t know that.”

	“That’s what I’m going to believe. Everything that’s happened to me since I met you has been impossible, I never would have dared to dream that I would be talking to a keeper right now. But here I am, and here you are.”

	Ayn set the book aside and lifted her face, gently touching his lips to hers.

	“If I couldn’t dream this up, Amber, there’s no way I’m going to try to dream up anything else.”

	She smiled, and his eyes sparkled at the sight.

	“It’s getting late,” he told her, standing up. “We should head back before someone comes looking for you.”

	They climbed out of the grid, and Amber thought about what he had said. She realized that he was right; everything that had happened so far felt impossible, and she couldn’t begin to imagine what was still to come. 

	As they walked back home, Ayn’s gaze stayed fixed on the ground. He did his best not to look at her, knowing that his eyes would betray the fear that burned in his heart. 

	Seven days. They only had to make it through seven more days. 

	 

	†‡†



	




	 

	CHAPTER 

	TWENTY-SIX

	 

	 

	With every day that passed, Amber felt herself growing more and more nervous. While each night signaled yet another day without her application being selected, it also meant that the following day held an even greater chance. Ayn seemed confident that they would have enough time, but she had trouble sleeping at the thought of it. 

	The morning of the fourth day dawned bright and early, signaling the beginning of another fourteen hours of worry, and Amber awoke to Ayn gently shaking her. She held her breath, straining her ears as she listened to her parents’ voices. Their morning trip to the huts was the only window of time during which the house was guaranteed to be empty, and the moment she heard them leave, she jumped out of bed.

	She waited for Ayn to take his place keeping watch at the door, then she reached under the edge of her mattress to retrieve the portion of food and water she had saved from yesterday’s allotments. She moved to the narrow space between the side of the bed and the wall, quickly kneeling down to scoop back the thin layer of dirt that covered the hole she had dug there. A piece of plastic protected her allotment stores, and she sighed as she lifted it, staring at the small cache for a moment. 

	Eleven days’ worth so far. They would be leaving in three days, which meant she would only be a little short of the two weeks’ worth she had initially hoped to save. It still might not be enough based on what Ayn had estimated, but it was better than nothing. 

	She had created bags for her water, filling small circles of plastic and knotting them at the top. They had held up so far, and she also had the extra flask she had been given during her illness. She wished their normal flasks would be full, too, but that wouldn’t happen; they were planning to leave at night, before receiving their allotments for the next day.

	Amber moved as fast as she could, tamping the dirt down when she was done and trading places with Ayn so he could add to his own cache. The location he had chosen for his hideaway was the first one she had considered, and as she watched him sweep the dirt back from under the shelf where the sleep clothes were stored, she couldn’t help smiling to herself. It was a strange coincidence, and had she ultimately picked that spot, she would have discovered his food stores when she had first decided to save her own. The course of events that had led up to this moment would have played out much differently; she likely never would have gotten sick if she had known he was saving food, which meant she never would have gotten the aversion dose that made saving her own food possible. 

	She knew now that the location he had chosen was also the reason he had always had her clothes ready in the mornings. He had been worried that she would notice the disturbed dirt, and so he had made it a point to keep her away from that spot as much as possible. He was smart, much smarter than anyone she had ever met. She had never so much as thought to suspect anything, but looking back on it, it should have been obvious that he was hiding something. 

	“I think they’re coming back,” Amber breathed, cocking her head to listen. She could just barely hear the sound of footsteps approaching.

	Ayn quickly replaced the dirt over the hole, moving to sit as he watched Amber begin portioning out two piles of supplements like always. After getting their water allotment for the day, she would come back home and bury her capsules in the corner of her room, but he had had kept taking his. He had told her that it was because he still needed the compounds that promoted muscle gain, but that was only part of the reason. In his heart, he was still afraid of being discovered, and not having the supplements in his blood if he was caught before he could escape would cause an uproar with the researchers that he was not willing to risk.

	Amber stood to her feet when she finished counting out the supplements, sighing as she grabbed her flask and headed for the door. As always, the next several hours would be spent in silence while they worked, and she hated every minute of it. It almost felt as if the passing seconds were intentionally dragging by, like time itself somehow took some cruel enjoyment from making her wait as long as possible before she could speak to Ayn again. 

	The grid still wasn’t producing any salt, and she could tell that her father was terrified despite his efforts to hide it. Richard didn’t say anything when she arrived at the grid, barely even glancing up, and she found herself staring at him in between sorting piles of dirt. The gray streaks in his dark hair shone silver in the sunlight, seeming to highlight the worry that creased his face, and her heart stung with regret. In a few days, her parents would discover her gone, and the brevity of what she was planning to do suddenly hit her.

	She was abandoning them, sacrificing the only family she had ever known for a man she had just met. Ayn was practically a stranger to her, yet she had clung to him as if he was someone she had known forever. The thought stunned her; it sounded insane when put into that context, and she sighed, glancing up for a moment as Ayn passed by. 

	Ayn met her gaze, reading her expression, and he frowned when she looked away. He could see the turmoil she was feeling, and he knew she was second-guessing herself. Perhaps inviting her along had been a mistake.

	He quickly shook his head, rejecting the idea. Not asking her to join him would have been the mistake. Still, the risk she was taking was extreme, and he almost felt guilty about it. He was being selfish in a way by wanting her to go along, and he knew full well that her choice could require her life. Leaving her behind—though heartwrenching—would have been the best option for her. Instead, he was tearing her away from her family and everything she had ever known for the sake of spending what could be her last days on earth with him. 

	Afternoon finally arrived, followed by the usual announcement that it was time to leave. Amber’s father had stopped making her go home early, and she had brought her book with her in anticipation of giving him her excuse about reading at the grid. 

	“Be back before dark,” Richard called to her as he left.

	“I will,” Amber answered, forcing a smile. 

	She watched him leave, then turned her attention to Ayn. His head was tilted to the side as he eyed her worriedly, but he couldn’t talk yet. They had to wait until all of the other grids cleared out for the day.

	She glanced away from his questioning gaze, sitting down in the dirt and drawing her knees up to her chin. He filled one of the hauling sacks, preparing it to serve as a distraction in case anyone showed up, then he sat down across from her. She rested her head on her knee, staring at him as she waited for the minutes to pass.

	“What are you thinking about?” Ayn whispered when it was safe. 

	Amber shrugged.

	“My parents. They’re going to be devastated by what I’m planning to do.”

	“It’s not too late to change your mind.”

	“I don’t want to change my mind,” she told him, shaking her head. “But I feel like I’m ruining them.”

	“Then stay,” he said, inching a little closer to her. “I don’t want you to do something you’re uncomfortable with.”

	She scoffed, laughing to herself. The entire past few months should have been uncomfortable for her, from talking to him in the first place to planning to run away into the desert with him. So much had changed in such a short time, but oddly enough, she didn’t regret it. She had spent her entire life trying to stay alive, but now, in his presence, she willingly embraced the risk of death. It was maddening, yet she couldn’t seem to help herself.

	“I don’t think I would ever forgive myself if I didn’t go,” Amber said, giving him a meaningful look. “My parents will survive without me, but I would spend the rest of my life wondering what happened to you. I can’t stand the thought of not being with you.”

	Ayn quickly looked away, an unexpected wave of emotion washing over him. 

	“Sometimes it’s still hard to believe that you think of me like that,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady as tears filled his eyes. “I never once dared to imagine being with someone like this.”

	She chuckled.

	“Believe me, I never thought this would happen, either.”

	“You planned on spending your life alone?”

	“I mean this,” she clarified. “You and me, that’s what I never thought would happen.”

	“Then what was your plan before?”

	Amber made a face, rolling her eyes.

	“I suppose I would have ended up marrying John, we were kind of…together. But not really, it’s not like we were an official thing. It’s hard to explain, but I never really liked him like that.”

	“You must have if you figured you would have ended up marrying him.”

	“He was just a good friend, I guess. It’s difficult to have anything more than that in a place like this.”

	Ayn gave her a sideways glance, a mischievous glimmer awakening in his eyes.

	“Did you really kiss him like he said?”

	Amber’s mouth dropped open, and she felt her face instantly turn red. He gasped, pointing at her in amusement, and she buried her face in her hands.

	“Why would you ask me that?” she moaned in embarrassment. 

	“So you did!”

	“Shut up!”

	He grinned, scooting closer to her. She was too mortified to look at him.

	“I was bored,” she mumbled. “It was just something to do.”

	“Just something to do, huh?” Ayn laughed, and Amber could feel his breath tickle her cheek. “Is that why you kiss me, because you’re bored and just want something to do?”

	“No,” she whispered, peeking at him for a moment. The look in his eyes made her heart skip a beat, and he moved in front of her, prying her hands back so he could see her face.

	“That’s good to hear,” he said, feigning relief. “I don’t really like John much, but I can’t fault him for his interest. He’d have to be blind if he didn’t take notice of you.”

	She narrowed her eyes.

	“What do you mean?”

	“You’re beautiful, that’s what I mean.”

	“I look like a boy!” Amber blurted out, blushing a deeper shade. No one had ever called her beautiful, not even John. 

	Ayn’s mouth dropped open in shock.

	“You don’t know! You said you’ve never seen what you look like!”

	“But that’s what both of my parents say. I work like a boy and I look like a boy.”

	“Then they’re fools,” he scoffed, standing up to retrieve the chisel. “Look, I’ll show you.”

	He swept a level spot in the dirt in front of him and began to draw.

	Amber’s eyes grew wider and wider with each line he made; as he worked, the unmistakable shape of a face appeared, and he grabbed a handful of dust, sprinkling it around the top and brushing his fingers over it to make wisps of hair.

	He looked up at her and smiled.

	“See?”

	She stared at the image he had created, too stunned to say anything. The face was narrow, with a triangular jaw and almond-shaped eyes, and short, wavy hair framed the cheeks and ears. There was a line across one cheek, and she reached up, touching her own face to feel the scar she had gotten from falling off the edge of the grid as a child.

	A rush of self-conscious happiness flooded through her veins. She was pretty, she didn’t look like a boy at all. 

	There was something else about the picture that struck her, and her mouth dropped open as a flash of memory passed through her mind.

	“Jude,” she breathed, her voice catching in her throat. “I…I almost look like Jude.” 

	She hadn’t quite believed it when her mother had said as much, but now, seeing it for herself, there was an unmistakable resemblance.

	“Tell me what’s different,” Ayn said, poising his hand over the drawing. “I’ll make it look right if you can tell me what to change.”

	Amber’s heart felt like it was going to explode out of her chest at the thought, and her hands trembled as she pointed at the eyes, trying to remember.

	“They were smaller, and a little more round. And her jaw was squarish, but petite.”

	She watched him work, his hands moving quickly as he made little changes to the image, until she felt her breath disappear from her lungs. Tears stung her eyes; she was looking at a face she never thought she would ever see again.

	“That’s her,” Amber whispered, her heart aching. “Ayn, that’s her.”

	Her vision went blurry as a sob escaped her lips, and she buried her face in his shoulder.

	“I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

	“No, it’s not that,” she said between halting breaths, lifting her head to look at the picture again. “I…I’ve been wishing to see her again for so long, and now…”

	Her voice trailed off, and he wrapped his arms around her, gently rocking her back and forth. 

	“Every time there’s a shooting star, Ayn, this is what I wish for. Just to see her face one more time, and you…you…”

	He kissed her forehead as she sobbed, her chest aching with the tears she hadn’t been able to cry all those years ago. As each one fell, it seemed like a tiny bit of weight lifted from her shoulders.

	“Your eyes are going to be swollen,” Ayn quietly warned after a few moments, kissing her again. “I’ll still think you’re beautiful, but your parents will think something’s wrong.”

	Amber laughed through her tears, moving back and quickly wiping her face as she drew a breath.

	“Thank you, Ayn.”

	“Anytime,” he told her, reaching up and cradling her cheek. “You just say the word and I’ll draw her.”

	“Where did you learn how to do this?” she asked, leaning against him as she gazed down at the picture.

	Ayn closed his eyes, fighting back the memories that flooded through his mind. The tight space, the filth on the walls, the secret pastime his fingers had learned…it all felt so distant most of the time, but it still took him by surprise how quickly it could be triggered to the forefront of his consciousness at a moment’s notice.

	“Boredom,” he answered after a long moment, fighting to keep his voice even. “There wasn’t much to pass the time.”

	The light that filtered in through the tarp above them was growing dim as the sun began to set, and Amber stood to her feet. As much as she wanted to stay, she knew they needed to start heading back. Ayn took her cue, moving to erase the image, and she glanced away as the face in the dust disappeared. 

	She took a deep breath, a strange calm washing over her as they set out for home, and any question that had remained in her heart vanished. Her parents would be fine without her, but even if they weren’t, it wouldn’t change her decision. She was going along no matter what. 
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	CHAPTER 

	TWENTY-SEVEN

	 

	 

	Amber’s heart instantly began to race the moment she awoke the next morning. One more night. It didn’t feel real, but as she and Ayn added to their food and water stores, she could almost feel the countdown pulsing by with each heartbeat.

	She got dressed and headed to the taps, Ayn following behind her. 

	“Good morning, Amber,” John said, moving to her side as she got in line. She barely acknowledged him at first, but when she glanced up, she was surprised to see that his suntanned face was strangely pale.

	“Are you okay?” she asked, eyeing him. He nodded, but he wouldn’t look at her.

	“Just a little tired,” he answered quietly. 

	“You’re not getting sick, are you?”

	He met her gaze for a brief moment, and she thought she could see hurt in his eyes.

	“No.”

	“Then what’s wrong?”

	“Nothing. Just thinking.”

	“About what?”

	“You.”

	She looked away, making a face, but Ayn’s curiosity was instantly piqued by John’s tone of voice. Something was off, something was different.

	“Why don’t you think about Leah?” Amber suggested. “She likes you a lot.”

	“I know,” John sighed. “But you know who I like.” 

	His words were filled with despair, and she shot him a warning look.

	“Don’t sound so sad,” she told him, her voice hushed. “You know it’s not good.”

	“Are you going to report me like you threatened to before?”

	Amber rolled her eyes, waving dismissively.

	“Of course not, John, I’d never do that. I was just mad before.”

	“I would never report you, either,” he whispered under his breath. “But I don’t think you believe me.”

	He was studying her for a reaction, and she quickly changed the subject.

	“How are things at your grid?” she asked, stepping forward to fill her flask. “Have you gotten any closer to meeting your quota?”

	John shook his head.

	“No, not yet. What about you?”

	“We still haven’t found anything,” she replied, handing Ayn his flask and turning to move towards the food allotment line. “My dad’s pretty worried.”

	“It’s a good thing he has you, then, huh?”

	Ayn’s heart skipped a beat; he could feel John’s eyes watching him, and he was careful to keep his face perfectly still. There was another meaning hidden in those words, he was sure of it, and his mind began to race. 

	“We’re not making any progress even with me there,” Amber scoffed bitterly. “I think the grid’s empty.”

	“The job is always easier with two workers, though,” John told her. “Your family would be lost without you.”

	His words were tinged with reproach, and Ayn’s stomach twisted with sudden dread.

	“I don’t know about that,” Amber said, shrugging as she moved to grab the food allotment. “Better not to find out, though.”

	“I agree,” John muttered, pursing his lips as he stared at her. An awkward silence filled the air for a moment, and she cleared her throat. 

	“Well, I need to―”

	“Go to the grid, I know. Goodbye, Amber.”

	John turned on his heel, hurrying off without another word. There was an odd finality in his tone, and Amber furrowed her brow in confusion as she watched him disappear into the morning crowd.

	“Amber, I have to help Frank with a patch on his roof,” her father said, coming up behind her. “You go on to the grid, I’ll be there when I’m done.”

	She nodded.

	“I just need to take my supplements first.”

	Amber turned, preparing to beckon to Ayn, but she hesitated when she caught sight of the grim expression on his face. There was fear in his eyes, and worry rose up in her heart as they began walking home. 

	She went into her room to bury her supplements, fighting the temptation to ask him what was wrong. Her mother was too close, and she bit her tongue. She would have to hold back until the end of the workday.

	Ayn didn’t wait that long.

	“We should leave tonight instead of tomorrow,” he whispered the moment they set out for the grid. Amber glanced at him in shock; he had never risked speaking out in the open like this before. She quickly swallowed back her surprise, looking around cautiously before answering.

	“Is it my application?”

	He shook his head.

	“I think John knows about us.”

	Her heart stopped. John’s demeanor at the taps would make sense if that were the case.

	“How?” she breathed.

	“I don’t know, but it’s too dangerous to wait. We need to go tonight.”

	“I thought we didn’t have enough saved yet. We need tomorrow’s food and water.”

	“We can’t wait, we’ll just have to hope―”

	Ayn instantly fell silent, keeping his head down as a small group of workers began approaching behind them.

	“Any luck at your grid, Amber?” one of them called out. She barely heard him, her mind still reeling, but she managed to shake her head.

	“Not yet, we’re still looking.”

	“Ours is doing well,” another one said, grinning smugly. “Your father’s been begging me for odd jobs every chance he gets, I’m glad I can afford to help.”

	She was too distracted to care about the man’s bragging tone, and she forced a smile.

	“We appreciate it,” she replied absently. 

	The men laughed, walking away as they reached the mining ground. She ignored them, lost in thought as she lifted the edge of the plastic tarp that covered the grid. Ayn moved ahead of her, and she clenched her teeth as she descended the steps behind him. 

	They had finished digging courses around the perimeter of the grid and were now working their way in towards the center. Amber knelt down and began to dig, her mind racing through a thousand different scenarios all at once, and she cursed under her breath. John couldn’t have discovered them, they had been so careful. Ayn was probably just being overly cautious.

	Anxiety coursed through her veins. It didn’t matter, it was too dangerous to wait. Despite John’s assurances that he would never report her, it would be foolish to count on his silence if he really had discovered their secret. They needed to leave early if there was even the slightest chance that he knew about them. 

	The butterflies in Amber’s stomach seemed to grow more and more frantic with each shovelful of dirt she sorted. This would be her last day of digging, the last time she would ever see this godforsaken hole in the ground. It was overwhelming, and she was both scared and excited. It was really going to happen, she was really going to go through with it.

	Amber finished the pile she was sorting and stood up, dusting herself off as she reached for the shovel to dig out more fresh dirt. She placed the tip of the blade on the ground, preparing to jump on it as Ayn walked by with a load on his back. She glanced up at him, giving him a slight smile as her heart skipped a beat. In just a few short hours, he would finally be safe.

	She felt her knees wobble as her body suddenly shifted, and she looked down. For a moment, her mind went blank with confusion. Her feet were sinking.

	“Amber!”

	Her eyes snapped forward at the sound of Ayn’s voice, her blood running cold the instant she saw the horrified look on his face. He dropped the sacks of dirt he was carrying, launching himself towards her as a slight tremor travelled up her legs, and realization finally dawned on her. She reached for him, opening her mouth to scream, but it was too late.

	The ground rumbled, swallowing her up in an explosion of dust as a massive hole opened in the floor of the grid. Her stomach leaped into her throat, choking off her scream of terror, and the world instantly went dark. 

	Ayn fell to his knees, panic tearing through his heart as he crawled to the edge of the gaping void.

	“Amber!”

	He held his breath, straining his ears as he peered down into the blackness.

	Amber’s eyes grew wide with panic as she struggled to breathe. She could hear Ayn calling for her, but her lungs refused to draw a breath so she could answer him. Every bit of air had been crushed from her chest the moment she landed, and her muscles burned with desperation as she felt herself beginning to suffocate.

	Then, just when she was sure she couldn’t take another second, her chest finally expanded. She coughed, gasping at the razor-sharp pain that tore through her side.

	“Ayn,” she managed to whimper, blinking as she tried to lift her head. Her voice sounded dull in one ear, but echoed loudly in the other. She focused her eyes on the circle of sunlight far above her, barely able to make out his dark silhouette as she begged her voice to work.

	“Ayn!”

	Relief surged through Ayn’s body the moment he heard her, and he let out a quiet cry as his heart started beating again.

	“Are you hurt?”

	Amber winced, slowly moving her arms and legs. Her head throbbed, and tiny bursts of light flashed in her peripheral vision. It made her feel sick, and she swallowed hard as she reached up to touch her face.

	Her skin was slick with blood, and her hand trembled as she followed the warm, sticky trail all the way up to the top of her skull. Her fingers stopped at the ragged edges of a deep gash, and she froze, too afraid to check any further. 

	“My head is bleeding,” she managed to call out. The words felt distant, as if someone else was speaking them.

	“Let me get the rope!” Ayn called back, disappearing from above her. She could feel herself threatening to slip into unconsciousness, and she clenched her fists, trying to force herself to stay alert.

	He reappeared a moment later, a cascade of dirt falling onto her face as he tossed the rope.

	“Can you reach it?”

	She could see it dangling above her, and she lifted her hand, feeling around for it blindly. Her head spun in a dizzying frenzy, and she closed her eyes against the sensation.

	“I…I think it’s too short.”

	Ayn’s blood burned with fear; the rope was nearly twenty feet long. She was lucky to be alive after a fall from that height, but he knew that the fact that she had survived wasn’t enough. He closed his eyes.

	“You need help, Amber. I need to get your father.”

	Amber’s heart stopped, a new kind of panic sinking cold fingers into her soul.

	“No!” she cried, her voice cracking with desperation. “You can’t! I’ll lose you!”

	Ayn’s throat began to ache as tears stung his eyes. 

	“I can’t let you die, Amber.”

	“I’m not going to die! I’ll be okay, just wait for him! He’ll be here any minute!”

	“I can’t,” Ayn said, his voice breaking. He remembered when she had gotten sick, how guilty he had felt about choosing his own well-being over hers, and he knew he couldn’t do it again. Surviving would mean nothing if it meant losing her.

	Amber’s heart wrenched as tears streamed down her face.

	“Don’t leave me! Please, you’re all I have!”

	Her vision went dark for a moment; she knew full well that she was severely hurt, but the thought of him revealing himself was more terrifying than the thought of dying. She dissolved into a fit of coughs, her mouth filling with the metallic taste of blood. The pain in the side of her chest was getting worse.

	“Just hold on,” Ayn called out to her, and when her vision darkened a second time, she couldn’t seem to force it to come back.

	“Just…just wait…please…”

	Ayn heard her voice grow weak before trailing off, and fresh terror flooded his veins.

	“Amber!”

	No response. He had to go.

	The words that had etched themselves into his heart over the past weeks seared his tongue, and he wished he had said them sooner. He set his jaw, hoping she could still hear him.

	“I love you, Amber.”

	Ayn turned and bolted, flying up the steps and pausing at the top for a moment. There were people working nearby, but after what he had seen during the well incident, he knew they likely wouldn’t help. Amber’s father was the only person who would risk going down after her; everyone else would probably just be preoccupied with the idea of a ration actually being aware.

	He raced back towards the settlement, trying to think. He knew full well what would happen to him if the resource center found out that he could speak, and he hoped that he could hold back that much. If he managed to do that, he would likely be lucky enough to just be harvested early, which meant that his death would be mercifully quick.

	He reached the center of the settlement, heading straight for the cistern. Richard was standing beside the open hole, a bucket of clay in each hand and a rope coiled up on the ground at his feet. 

	Ayn braced himself, every moment of his time with Amber flashing through his mind. It had all been worth it, and he wouldn’t change it for anything. 

	He skidded to a stop, snatching hold of the rope and grabbing Richard’s arm.

	“What the hell is this?” Richard demanded, his eyes narrowing as he yanked back.

	The few people that remained in the settlement during the day immediately began to take notice of what was happening, and Ayn could hear murmurs of surprise rising up from the small group that was quickly gathering around. He clenched his teeth, hoping the fear on his face was enough to convey his urgency.

	Richard stared at him in silence, and Ayn’s heart sank. He took a deep breath, preparing to speak, when a spark of realization suddenly appeared in Richard’s eyes.

	“Where’s Amber?”

	Ayn grabbed him again, and Richard finally seemed to get the message. He dropped the buckets of clay and began to run, Ayn following close behind.

	Richard stumbled down the steps that led into the grid, his face pale as he paused to take in the sight, then he fell to his knees beside the hole in the ground.

	“Amber!”

	Ayn held his breath, listening, but there was no answer. He grabbed the first rope and quickly tied it to the other one, then made a loop and draped it over his shoulders. Richard stared at him with wide eyes, taking hold of the end of the rope and fixing it around his waist.

	Ayn set his feet, holding tight to the rope as Richard’s weight strained against it. He slowly allowed it to slip through his grasp, counting the distance in his head until it went slack. His stomach churned with fear; almost thirty feet. She was probably dead.

	There was a firm tug at the rope only a moment later, and Ayn hauled back on it. There was more weight this time. 

	Richard’s head appeared at the edge of the hole, dust covering his face, and Ayn heaved against the rope again. His heart hammered against his ribcage, thudding to a stop when he saw Amber’s limp figure cradled against her father’s chest. Richard crawled forward, setting her down and grabbing her face. 

	Even from where he stood, Ayn could see her chest rising and falling with each shallow breath she took, and tears of relief welled up in his eyes.

	“Carry her!” Richard shouted, pointing at Amber’s body. Ayn reacted instantly.

	He gathered her into his arms and sprinted towards the settlement, gazing down at her as he ran. Blood had soaked through her hair, and when he had first picked her up, he had seen the white of her skull through the gash in her head. She was still breathing, though, which meant there was still hope.

	He glanced over his shoulder. Richard was falling behind, but Ayn didn’t slow down to wait. He darted through the settlement, reaching Helen’s house within minutes and bursting through the door. 

	Helen was standing next to a young boy, stitching a small cut on his arm. She let out a quiet shriek at the sight of Amber’s bloody body, dropping the suture and frantically gesturing at the floor. 

	Ayn set Amber down as gently as he could, and Helen moved to kneel beside her just as Richard arrived. She looked at him in alarm.

	“What happened?”

	“The bottom of the grid collapsed!” Richard gasped. “She fell over twenty feet!”

	Amber’s body suddenly tensed up; she began thrashing, her eyes rolling back into her head as she seized.

	“Hold her down!” Helen cried, grabbing Amber’s shoulders. Ayn lunged forward to help, and Helen froze, staring at him in open-mouthed shock. She managed to tear her eyes away a moment later, focusing on Richard.

	“Her brain is swelling,” she said quickly. “I have something I can give her, but it’s going to almost double your quota. What do you want me to do?”

	Ayn lifted his eyes, and Richard met his gaze for a moment.

	“Give it to her,” Richard muttered, looking away. Helen got up, digging in a plastic crate and producing a syringe. She injected it in the side of Amber’s neck, and a moment later, the seizure stopped.

	“I need to check her over,” Helen said, grabbing a small knife and preparing to cut Amber’s shirt off. “You shouldn’t be in here.”

	Richard nodded, moving towards the door, but Ayn didn’t get up. He stared down at Amber, memorizing her face. He knew he wasn’t going to see her again.

	He felt Richard take hold of his arm, and he allowed himself to be pulled to his feet. He walked outside, gazing down at his hands as he was pushed to the ground.

	“I need the council!” Richard called out. “Someone go get one of the council, there’s something wrong with this ration!”

	Ayn sighed deeply and closed his eyes. 
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	CHAPTER 

	TWENTY-EIGHT

	 

	 

	Ayn drew his knees up to his chest, leaning his head back against the dirt wall. He had been thrown into the holding pit dug into the floor of one of the council’s rooms, and there was no way out. He had already tried; the hole was too deep to jump out of, and the walls were too dry to make footholds. It wouldn’t matter even if he did manage to escape, it was still daytime, and he would be noticed immediately. He closed his eyes. It was almost dark, and he knew they would be coming to get him soon. 

	He wished he knew what was going on with Amber. From what few snippets of conversation he had overheard, she was still alive, but barely. He replayed the day’s events in his mind, sighing heavily to himself. If he had just been a split second faster, he might have caught her before she fell. He shook his head, forcing himself to stop. It didn’t matter anymore.

	Footsteps echoed out in the room above him. Ayn quickly straightened, crossing his legs and tilting his head down as his heart began racing. It felt too early for harvest. 

	The sound of breathing appeared above him, but he didn’t lift his head.

	“You saved her,” a voice whispered, and his jaw clenched. 

	It was John. 

	Ayn didn’t react, keeping his eyes firmly fixed on his hands.

	“I know you can understand me,” John said. “And I know you can talk, I heard you and Amber at the grid yesterday. Don’t worry, no one else is here.”

	Ayn’s stomach knotted, and he finally glanced up. John’s face was peering down at him over the edge of the hole, and he took a deep breath.

	“Is she okay?”

	John shrugged.

	“I don’t know yet, Helen won’t let anyone in except her parents.”

	“But she’s still alive?”

	“For now. Helen said that it was because you went for help. If you hadn’t, Amber would have had a seizure and died down in the mine.”

	Ayn smiled to himself, gladness filling his heart at the affirmation. It wasn’t for nothing; if he had waited, she would definitely be gone.

	He met John’s gaze.

	“Are you going to tell?”

	“No.”

	Relief flooded over him, then he raised a brow.

	“Why not?”

	John shrugged.

	“Because I care about her. If I tell, they’ll take her away if she lives.”

	Ayn nodded slowly, gratitude filling his heart.

	“You’re a good friend to her, John. She’s lucky to have you.”

	“As if it matters,” John sighed. “She loves you, not me. I guess it makes sense now why she didn’t want anything to do with me.”

	Ayn’s breath caught in his throat. 

	She loves you. 

	Tears stung his eyes.

	“They’re going to harvest me soon,” he said, his voice breaking. “She’s going to be mad at me when she finds out that I’m gone.”

	John’s face vanished for a moment, glancing behind him, then he reappeared.

	“She won’t be mad. You saved her.”

	“She didn’t want me to,” Ayn told him. “She knew this would happen.”

	“But I’m glad you did, even so.”

	Ayn was glad, too, but he knew she wouldn’t see it that way. A thought occurred to him, and he gave John a long look.

	“Will you do something for me?”

	John nodded quickly, and Ayn drew a ragged breath.

	“Tell her that she was worth it, and that I don’t regret it for one minute. Tell her…”

	His voice trailed off for a moment, and he swallowed hard.

	“Tell her that I love her. Promise me that you’ll tell her, she needs to know.”

	John’s face darkened for a moment, and he sighed heavily before finally answering.

	“I promise,” he said, glancing up again. “I have to go, I don’t want to get caught talking to a ration.”

	“Thank you,” Ayn whispered, giving him a grateful smile. “Just make sure she’s okay when she wakes up, will you?”

	“Of course I will.”

	John disappeared, and Ayn was alone again. He buried his face in his hands. He hoped John would tell her, and that he really would keep the secret.

	Ayn sighed, remembering the fear that had plagued him at the thought of the harvest. A sudden wave of calm acceptance washed over him, and he realized that he wasn’t afraid anymore. He had been so terrified of being forgotten, but now, he realized that it didn’t matter. 

	He smiled to himself, remembering the nights he and Amber had shared gazing up at the stars. Those moments could never be erased, they were a permanent part of the universe even if no one knew about them. It was just like the stars—they had been in the sky since the beginning of time, and their existence didn’t depend on whether there were eyes to see them. 

	No matter what, for one brief moment, there had been a ration with a name. He had existed, and nothing would ever change that.

	A sliver of light streamed through the door of the room and cast a shadow along the top edge of the hole, and Ayn could see it growing more and more narrow as the sun began to set. 

	Any minute now. 

	*  *  *

	Amber’s head throbbed with each beat of her heart, and she slowly opened her eyes. Every inch of her body hurt. She winced in pain, carefully turning her head as she tried to make sense of where she was. It was too dark to tell for sure, but it almost looked like she was in Helen’s treatment room.

	There was a mattress on the floor beside the bed she was on, and she thought she could see someone stir. She tried to move, glancing down in fearful confusion when she couldn’t lift her hand. Her arms and legs were strapped to a plastic board. 

	A small light appeared above her, and she squinted, turning her face away.

	“I thought we were going to lose you, young lady!” Helen said, leaning down over her. “I’ve been sleeping in here for the past three nights just to keep an eye on you!”

	Amber gulped. Her mouth felt strangely numb.

	“What…what happened?”

	“The grid collapsed and you had a nasty fall. Lucky for you, the hole was sloped a little and there was loose dirt at the bottom. That’s the only thing that saved you!”

	The only thing that saved you…

	The words echoed in her mind, and Amber closed her eyes, fighting to remember.

	Ayn.

	Her heart leaped into her throat.

	“The ration!”

	“Calm down, Amber, don’t worry about that. It’s been taken care of.”

	A bitter pang of dread sliced through her stomach.

	“What do you mean, taken care of?”

	“I’m going to give you something to help you rest,” Helen said, producing a syringe. “Heaven knows your parents can afford it now!”

	“What does that mean, Helen, taken care of?”

	She felt a sharp prick on her arm, and Helen smiled.

	“There you go, that should also help with the pain.”

	Amber tried lifting her head up, her eyes growing suddenly heavy.

	“Helen, tell me…tell me…”

	Her voice trailed off as the world faded. 

	*  *  *

	“Come on, sweetheart, it’s time to wake up.”

	Amber groaned, slowly opening her eyes and looking around. She was in her room, and her mother and father smiled down at her, their faces bright with excitement. She lifted her head, searching for Ayn, and her heart sank. There was no sign of him.

	“Where’s the ration?” she gasped.

	“You need to drink some water,” her mother replied, helping her sit up. “The doctor said you need to get up and walk around for a few minutes today, too.”

	“The doctor?” Amber asked, ignoring the flask she was offered. “You mean Helen?”

	“No, the doctor,” her father said. He looked like he was practically trembling. “We can afford a doctor now, no need for Helen!”

	“What are you talking about? Where’s the―”

	“You did it, Amber!” her father crowed, gently patting her shoulder. “You did it, you saved us!”

	“What do you mean? Where’s―”

	“The mine, Amber! You broke through to the mine! Our grid has the only access, it was right above the old entrance before they filled it in! Even if everyone else digs down as far as we did, they’ll never get through the rock ceiling!”

	His words ran together, and she lifted her hand, stopping him.

	“Dad, what about the ration?”

	“It was defective, Amber,” her mother answered. “It’s gone.”

	“And we got a full 250 pounds this harvest!” Richard added happily, clapping his hands together. “You did well, my dear! I never would’ve been able to dig deep enough without you!”

	Amber’s heart felt like it was going to explode in her chest as her mother’s words echoed in her mind.

	It’s gone.

	He’s gone.

	Ayn is gone.

	Gone.

	“I’m a little tired,” she managed to say, fighting back the scream that filled her throat. “I think I need to rest.”

	“Of course, my dear!” her father sang, bending down and kissing her forehead. “Don’t worry, you’ll be up and around in no time! We paid for some extra medicine that will help you heal faster, the doctor said you should be back to normal in just a few days.”

	“You need to get up, Amber,” her mother said as she stood to leave. “Just long enough to walk across your room, the doctor was very insistent. You’ve been in bed for nearly a week.”

	A week. A whole week had passed in a world that didn’t have Ayn in it.

	“I will, mom,” Amber feebly replied. “Just...just give me a minute.”

	“Don’t take too long,” Mica called over her shoulder, disappearing through the doorway.

	Amber rolled onto her side the moment she was alone, clutching her hands to her mouth in horrified sorrow. She felt like her soul was bleeding out through every pore in her skin, and she couldn’t breathe.

	Gone.

	She squeezed her eyes shut as her shoulders heaved. 

	“Amber?”

	She froze, quickly swallowing back her tears. She recognized the voice.

	“Go away, John.”

	His feet shuffled a little closer.

	“I know you probably don’t want company, but I…well, I have something to tell you.”

	“Whatever it is, I don’t care,” Amber whispered. She felt numb, as if all the life had left her.

	She could hear him cross the floor and stop beside her bed, but she was suddenly too tired to protest.

	“You’ll care about this,” John said quietly, and she turned her head to glare at him. 

	“There is nothing you could possibly tell me that would matter right now.”

	A tear managed to escape from the corner of her eye, and she didn’t bother trying to hide it this time.

	“I saw you at the grid,” John whispered, leaning closer. “With the ration.”

	Amber scoffed.

	“So what? Go ahead and report me, I don’t care.”

	He pursed his lips in frustration.

	“For once in your life, will you stop being so stubborn? I talked to him!”

	Amber’s eyes instantly grew wide, and she rolled over to sit up.

	“What?”

	“I talked to him when they were holding him before harvest. He…I promised him I would tell you something.”

	She glanced at the curtain that covered her door; she could hear her parents on the other side. 

	“Not here,” Amber said quickly, wincing in pain as she heaved herself to her feet. She beckoned to him, limping out of her room.

	“Where are you going?” Mica frowned, raising a brow as Amber headed outside. “You’re only supposed to be up for a few minutes, I don’t want you overdoing―”

	“I’m just going to sit with John for a little while,” Amber interrupted. “It’s too hot in my room.”

	She didn’t wait to hear her mother’s reply, hurrying out the door with John following close behind, and she quickly ducked into the neighbor’s vacant house. It was set up exactly the same as hers, and she moved to the far room before turning to face him.

	“Well?” Amber prompted, crossing her arms. “What did he tell you?”

	John sighed, giving her a long look.

	“I was really worried about you. I’ve been outside your house for days waiting for you to wake up.”

	Amber drew a slow, measured breath, trying not to lose her patience.

	“Just tell me.”

	John frowned, eyeing her for a moment, then he glanced away.

	“He said to tell you that you were worth it, and that he didn’t regret doing what he did.”

	She could see him hesitate, and she motioned for him to go on. John took a deep breath; he seemed pained, but he opened his mouth to continue.

	“He said to tell you that…that he loved you.”

	A low cry escaped Amber’s lips the moment he spoke, and her legs went weak. Ayn loved her. She loved him, too, and she had never told him.

	John moved forward, catching her before she fell, and she sank down to the ground as sobs wracked her body.

	“He’s gone,” she whispered through her tears. “I can’t believe he’s gone.”

	John sat down beside her and pulled her close.

	“I’m sorry, Amber.”

	“No, you’re not!” she wailed, burying her face in her hands. “He was nothing to you, nothing! He wasn’t even a person to you, he was just a ration!”

	John didn’t answer. He held her in his arms, silently listening to her cry as he waited for her tears to slow, and when her sobs began to quiet, he finally spoke.

	“He cared about you,” John said, his voice hushed. “That’s enough to make him mean something to me. I’ve been thinking a lot this past week, thinking about him and what he did. I’m still trying to figure out how I feel about it, but I know that he was more than just a ration, for whatever that’s worth. That’s why I told you what he said, because believe me, I didn’t want to. But I made him a promise, and a promise made to a person like that has to be kept.”

	Amber gulped, fighting back a fresh wave of tears. His words surprised her; she never would have expected that level of understanding from him. She glanced up at him, and he gave her a slight smile.

	“I’m glad he did it,” John said firmly. “I know he paid a high price, but I’m glad he saved you. I didn’t know him, but from what he told me, he wouldn’t want you to be miserable. It was his decision, and he chose you.”

	“But what do I do now?” Amber whispered forlornly, leaning against him. She felt him shrug.

	“I don’t know. I guess just do whatever makes you happy.”

	Happy.

	The only time she had ever felt happiness was with Ayn and her sister, and they were both gone. She wanted to be happy, but as she brushed the tears from her face and stood to her feet, she realized that she had no idea how. 
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	CHAPTER 

	TWENTY-NINE

	 

	 

	Amber cried herself to sleep that night, and the next two nights that followed. At least she had the privacy to do so; breaking through to the salt mine had effectively made her family rich, and she now had four blankets. That meant she could have her bed all to herself, but despite the additional warmth, she still felt cold without Ayn by her side.

	Even worse, her father kept bragging about the huge harvest that had been reaped, and she could see the stacks of dried, salted meat in the corner of her parents’ room every day when she got up. All the strength and intelligence and kindness that Ayn had possessed was gone save for a few strips of flesh, and rageful frustration screamed in her soul every time she thought about his body being cut apart. 

	If not for John, Amber would have gladly spent every moment of every day in her bed, but he made it a point to come see her in the mornings. Her parents were more than happy to pay him a little salt in exchange for what they saw as him helping her recover, and Amber glared at him sullenly as he appeared at her bedside yet again.

	“Come on, Amber, you need to get up,” John prompted, sitting down next to her. “People are going to start wondering what’s wrong with you.”

	“I don’t care,” she hissed, rolling over to face the wall. “Just leave me alone.”

	“I have your allotment, sweetheart,” Mica called, stepping into the room. “No more energy doses, the doctor said you can eat regular food starting today.”

	Amber’s stomach instantly turned with revulsion; she couldn’t bear the knowledge that the pieces of meat clutched in her mother’s hands had once been a part of Ayn.

	“I’m not hungry.”

	John stood up, reaching to take the packet.

	“She will be,” he said quickly, flashing a reassuring smile. Mica nodded and turned to leave.

	“Thank you, John.”

	He leaned close the moment they were alone again, his voice hushed.

	“Get up, we need to talk.”

	“Go away.”

	“Dammit, Amber, I’m serious!”

	John grabbed her hand, pulling her upright, and she cursed under her breath as she yanked away.

	“Don’t touch me!” she warned, her eyes narrowing dangerously.

	“You’re going to get reported!”

	“I don’t care!”

	He crossed his arms, returning her glare.

	“So this is how you repay what he did for you?” John snapped angrily. “He sacrificed everything just so you could give up?”

	He threw the packet of meat at her, turning on his heel and storming out.

	Tears filled Amber’s eyes as she reached for the food, cradling the pieces against her chest. A sob rose up in her throat, and she swallowed hard, choking it back. As painful as it was to admit, she knew that John was right. She couldn’t give up, not after what Ayn had done for her. She had to at least try.

	She slowly dragged herself out of bed and began digging a hole in the floor, quickly burying the packet and mournfully whispering a prayer that he hadn’t felt much pain. She moved to the space under the shelf where Ayn had hidden his food, retrieving one of the ration cakes and swallowing it down.

	“You need to go see the doctor,” Mica said as Amber stepped out of her room. “John’s waiting outside, he’ll walk with you.”

	Amber didn’t respond, putting her head down as she left the house. 

	John was leaning against the wall, and he sighed when he caught sight of her.

	“I’m sorry,” he whispered, stepping to her side and taking her arm. “I know you’re hurting.”

	“It feels like I can’t breathe,” Amber managed to say, bracing herself on him as she limped into the settlement. “I don’t want to be here anymore, not without him.”

	“I know,” John said, giving her a sympathetic look. “I wish I could tell you something that would help, but I know nothing will make this better.”

	She shot him an annoyed glare.

	“How could you possibly know?”

	He frowned.

	“You’re not the only one who’s felt loss, Amber.”

	They reached the center of the settlement, falling silent as they navigated through the morning crowd that was lined up for allotments. John helped her fill her flask, then he gently directed her towards the medical unit. 

	Amber was almost grateful for this part of the day; the doctor from the resource center administered her supplements via injection at the same time as the other medications she received, and a moment after the needle entered her skin, she could feel the effects of the compounds begin to cloud her brain. The numbness they caused wasn’t nearly enough to quiet all of her thoughts, though, and despite the dose, she couldn’t shut out the feeling that she had betrayed Ayn by not being by his side. He was alone when he died, without a single person in the world. 

	“I have to go to work,” John said as they made their way back to her house. “I’ll come check on you this afternoon.”

	Amber ignored him, sinking down onto the ground in the shade as he left. She sighed as she stared at her hands. She didn’t want to exist anymore. 

	*  *  *

	The following few days were a blur of the same sorrow, each one running into the next as if they were all just one singular, unbroken misery. Amber was tormented, unable to stop imagining the fear Ayn must have felt, and the thought ate away at her mind almost as much as knowing that she had missed his final moments. Everything reminded her of him; she couldn’t even stand the sight of the stars, and she went to bed before the sun set, refusing to stay outside.

	Oddly enough, the pain of her injuries seemed to be the only distraction she could focus on. In addition to the gash on her head and the brain injury caused by her fall, three of her ribs had been broken. For the duration of the week after waking up from the coma, she had to visit the doctor twice a day to get additional injections to promote bone healing. According to what Helen explained to her, these injections would result in her full recovery in a matter of days rather than weeks or months, and Amber could already feel the treatment working. 

	By the fifth day, the sharp, stabbing pain in her side no longer appeared when she cried, but instead of being relieved, she found that she missed it. The pain had signaled that her time with Ayn was still close, and as it lessened, it reminded her that each passing hour was separating her more and more from the moments she had shared with him. 

	The agonizingly long week drew to a close, and the anniversary of Jude’s death was only a day away. Amber’s heart was raw and empty; it felt like she was reliving both losses at once, and the anguish was nearly unbearable. 

	For the most part, her parents had been too distracted by the excitement of the salt mine to notice her darkening mood. Amber spent most of her time sitting alone in the shade outside, throwing pebbles against the wall and staring at the rock Ayn had found for her. It no longer held any magic for her, instead acting as an anchor as she tried to keep his face from fading from her memory. She was terrified of losing him as she had her sister, and as much as it hurt, she would close her eyes every so often and picture him just to prove to herself that he was still locked away in her mind.

	Amber’s father spent every waking moment at the grid, supervising the removal of bucket after bucket of salt. He didn’t have to do it himself anymore, instead hiring several of the other families to haul it for him, but that brought with it its own problems. She had heard him talk about his paranoia and concerns after returning home each day, and she was growing increasingly annoyed with him.

	Today was no different, and when Amber heard him start ranting about the pocketfuls of salt he was sure the workers were taking, she finally snapped.

	“Let them have it, dad!” she shouted, storming out of her room. “You have an entire mine! What difference does it make, it’s not like you’re ever going to run out!”

	Mica gasped.

	“Amber!”

	“What, mom? As if you’re not thinking the same thing?”

	“We don’t know how much is in there,” her father said, giving her a stern look. “I heard that it was originally shut down all those years ago because of low productivity, so there isn’t much―”

	“You’ve already pulled out enough salt to last a lifetime of quotas!” Amber scoffed. “The resource center has already recorded it, that’s what you said just the other day! These people don’t have any hope of breaking through to the mine, not unless there’s another entrance, so you may as well help them instead of being so damn selfish!”

	She spun on her heel and walked out, fuming as she made her way into the settlement. Blowing up on her parents was crossing a serious line, and she wouldn’t be surprised if they reported her. The thought would have been terrifying just a few short weeks ago. Now, it didn’t even faze her.

	Amber cursed under her breath. Nothing mattered anymore, not really, and she wasn’t strong enough to keep pretending otherwise. Ayn had given her hope, he had given her something to look forward to other than the mundane, boring existence she had known before meeting him, but now that he was gone, it felt like she had nothing left.

	John was sitting in the shade beside his house, and he jumped up when he caught sight of her.

	“Glad to see you out on your own,” he said, his face bright as he walked towards her. 

	Amber glanced at him, her jaw clenched, and he raised a brow, cocking his head as he studied her.

	“What’s wrong? You look upset.”

	“What’s the point of all of this?” she burst out. “Nothing ever changes, it’s the same thing every single day no matter what and I’m sick of it, I’m just―”

	“Shhhhh, keep your voice down!” John whispered fearfully, pulling her aside. “You know better than to talk like that!”

	“At least being reported would take me away from this place!”

	“You don’t mean that.”

	“I don’t?”

	“Come on, Amber. You know that’s not what he would’ve―”

	“To hell with him!” she hissed, her throat aching. “That’s all you ever say, but you know what? I don’t care! He left me! He knew this would happen, but he still left me!”

	“Why, Amber?” John countered. “Why do you think he was willing to do what he did if he knew this is what your reaction would be?”

	“I don’t know! Because he was an idiot?”

	John gave her a long look, then he shrugged, sitting back down in the shade.

	“Fine. If that’s how you really feel, nothing I say is going to change your mind. Go find one of the council and report yourself, just hurry up and get it over with.”

	She clenched her teeth, hearing her jaw squeak as she tried to control herself. After a long moment, she moved to join him on the ground.

	“That’s not really how I feel. I’m just angry.”

	John sighed, his eyes full of understanding.

	“Then be angry, Amber. But not like this, not acting like a crazy person. He wouldn’t want that for you.”

	She made a face.

	“It’s getting really old hearing you say that. You didn’t even know him.”

	“Maybe not,” John admitted. “But I know how I feel about you, and if it were me, I wouldn’t want to see you like this.”

	“Well, it seems like you’re using him to try to make me feel guilty,” Amber said, crossing her arms. “It’s like you’re throwing what he did in my face.”

	“I am,” he told her bluntly. “I’ll say whatever I have to if it means keeping you from doing something stupid.”

	She scoffed.

	“So you really don’t care about him, it’s all just an act.”

	“I didn’t say that.”

	“That’s pretty much exactly what you just said.”

	John shook his head.

	“No, I said I’ll say whatever I have to, but that doesn’t mean that what I say isn’t true. Seeing you with him that day changed things for me. I never considered the possibility that the rations were anything more than food, and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it ever since. You can’t just meet someone like him and pretend it never happened, especially not after what he did for you, so no, it’s not an act. I respect him for the decision he made, and you should, too.”

	The simple sincerity in his words struck her, and Amber couldn’t help feeling a sudden sense of appreciation for him. Once again, he had managed to say exactly what she needed to hear, and to a tiny degree, she almost felt a little better.

	John glanced down at his hands for a moment before giving a quick look around, worry clouding his face as his voice lowered even further.

	“Are they…are they all like him? The rations, I mean, inside their heads?”

	Amber grimaced.

	“Based on what Ayn told me, yes.”

	He frowned.

	“I was afraid you were going to say that.”

	“It’s the supplements,” she told him. “The dose keeps them from talking and thinking right.”

	“So this whole time, they’ve known everything that’s been happening to them? They know when they’re getting harvested?”

	“That’s what Ayn said.”

	John sighed heavily.

	“What the hell does a person do with that?”

	“I don’t know. All I could think about was saving him, I couldn’t consider the others.”

	“We could tell people,” he suggested. “Everyone’s talking about him, how he saved you. That might make a difference.”

	Amber shook her head.

	“You’d just get reported. No one will care, anyway.”

	“You don’t think so?”

	“No. Caring would mean starving to death.”

	“I guess. I still feel sick eating my food allotment every day now, though.”

	“Tell me about it,” she said, remembering the moment her own mind had shifted. 

	John gave her a long look, sadness filling his eyes.

	“I wish you had trusted me,” he told her quietly. “I knew something was going on, and it hurts that you didn’t feel like you could tell me.”

	“Right,” Amber muttered sarcastically. “Hey, John, I think my ration is a person. Somehow I don’t think you would have reacted very well.”

	“I don’t know how I would have reacted, but I wouldn’t have reported you. I meant it when I said I just wanted someone I could be honest with, and I thought that maybe we could be that for each other.”

	Remorse stabbed through Amber’s heart. She realized now that he had been struggling with the same loneliness she had faced, but unlike her, he hadn’t found anyone to share it with. She had ignored his attempts to reach out, and she wished she had handled things differently.

	“I’m sorry, John. I didn’t realize it, I thought you were just trying to get into my head.”

	He shrugged.

	“I was too scared to be honest with you, too, maybe that would have made a difference. I guess I didn’t really trust you, either.”

	“You can talk to me now, though,” she told him, reaching out and taking his hand. John didn’t move, staring down at her fingers as they intertwined with his, then he lifted his gaze.

	“Maybe when you feel a little better about everything,” he said after a long moment. “You need time, and I don’t want you thinking about me until you’re sure you’re okay.”

	“Amber!” a voice called out. She glanced up; Council Hart was making her way towards them.

	“Hi, Council Hart.”

	The woman’s face beamed with excitement, her arms outstretched in celebration.

	“The girl who broke through to the mine! I wasn’t surprised at all to hear that it was you, not with that tenacity you have!”

	“It was an accident,” Amber said as she stood to her feet. “Believe me, I definitely didn’t try to do it.”

	“Well, it’s a good thing for everyone that you did, that salt is very important. And it certainly helped with the cost of medical treatment, just look at you! You seem to have made a full recovery!”

	“I’m better, thanks,” Amber said, forcing a smile.

	“Everyone is so happy for you,” Council Hart sang, her eyes sparkling. “But your luck hasn’t run out yet, I have excellent news!”

	She paused dramatically before practically shouting her next words.

	“Congratulations! Your application to the resource center was approved!”

	Amber’s heart skipped a beat; she had forgotten all about Ayn’s prediction that her application would be accepted, convinced that she would be disqualified due to her injuries. She glanced at John, seeing his face fall, and she instantly realized that she was going to miss him.

	Council Hart smiled expectantly.

	“Well? Aren’t you going to go tell your family?”

	“I…I suppose I should.”

	“Go on, then! You leave tonight!”

	“Tonight?” Amber gasped. “That soon?”

	“The resource center doesn’t waste any time, dear. Your escorts arrived this morning, they’ll come collect you at nightfall. Go on, your parents will be thrilled!”

	Council Hart turned to walk away, leaving Amber and John alone.

	He stared at her, and she could see tears welling up in his eyes.

	“Congratulations, Amber,” he said quietly, giving her a slight smile. “I’m happy for you, it’s what you’ve been wishing for. And it gets you away from here just like you wanted.”

	Her heart felt torn, and she reached out to give him a hug.

	“I’m sorry for how I treated you, John,” she told him, burying her face in his shoulder as she tried to hold back her own tears. “I wasn’t a very good friend to you, and you deserved better.” 

	He squeezed her tight for a moment, then he let her go.

	“If you can, try to send word back to me when you get settled in.”

	Amber nodded quickly.

	“I will. Your cycle ends in a couple weeks, I’ll keep an eye out for you when it’s your family’s turn to get your next ration. Maybe I’ll be able to come out and visit with you.”

	“Maybe,” he said, but she could hear the doubt in his voice. She knew as well as he did that she would likely never see him again.

	“Well, John, I guess…I guess I should get home.”

	“You probably should.”

	Amber glanced at him as she began to turn away. She was forever grateful to him for delivering Ayn’s last message, and as she thought about all the years they had spent together, she knew he would always have a place in her heart.

	She stepped close to him, standing on her tiptoes and giving him a quick kiss. She could feel him tremble beneath her touch, and she pulled back a moment later.

	“Thank you for everything,” Amber said, meeting his mournful gaze. She reached up, placing her hand on his cheek. “You’re my friend, and I love you for that.”

	John was holding his breath, and he forced a smile, coughing and clearing his throat.

	“You couldn’t have said that any sooner?” he chuckled, winking at her, but she could hear the anguish in his voice. 

	“There are some ration cakes buried in the northwest corner of my room,” she whispered. “Just in case you need them.”

	He nodded, squaring his shoulders and taking a deep breath.

	“Good luck, Amber.”

	“Bye, John. And thank you.”

	She walked away, and John’s heart ached as he watched her go. His throat closed up, and he held his breath, forcing his emotions back under control. The last few months of his life had been a whirlwind, and he couldn’t help feeling confused and broken as she disappeared from sight. First the way she had been treating him, then seeing her with the ration, then her accident, and now this. He didn’t know what to do.

	He sighed heavily, sitting back down in the shade and looking around at the rations that walked by with their keepers. The next harvest would begin in a few days, and he shuddered to himself. He was meant to serve as keeper for his family’s next ration, and he would also have the task of killing it when the time came. He had been excited, but now, he felt sickened by the thought. Everything had changed the moment he had heard Ayn’s voice, and he knew he could never stomach it. 
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	CHAPTER THIRTY

	 

	 

	As expected, Amber’s parents were delighted at the news of her acceptance. She tried to hide her nervousness from them as they hugged her, remembering what little Ayn had told her about the breeding program. Part of her was almost afraid to leave, but there was nothing she could do it about it now; once an application was approved, going to the resource center was mandatory. 

	She didn’t want any part of the ration program, but the thought of being used to create new researchers didn’t sound that bad. As she began to gather her things, a twinge of excitement broke through the numbness in her heart. The change of scenery could be a welcome relief, surely anything would be better than being in a place that constantly reminded her of Ayn.

	She placed the rock he had given her into her bag, then she reached for the astronomy book. Council Hart had given her permission to take it, and she ran her hands over the cover as she turned to the first page. Her eyes fell on the opening line of text, her throat closing up as she read it to herself. It felt like just yesterday when she had read those words with Ayn by her side, and her soul wrenched. So much had changed in so little time.

	“Amber! They’re here!”

	She took a deep breath, dropping the book into her bag and sighing as she glanced around her room one last time. She wouldn’t miss it, not in the least.

	Alex was sitting on the floor playing in the dirt, and Amber’s heart ached as she gathered him up in her arms.

	“Bye, my smudgy little brother,” she whispered, hugging him tight. His life would be so much different from her own, and for that, she was grateful. He would never know the days of backbreaking labor at the grid, and as much as the thought sickened her, the double rations provided by her placement at the resource center meant that he wouldn’t become as acquainted with hunger as she had.

	Amber set him back down, stepping towards her father.

	“I’m so proud of you,” Richard said, pulling her into his arms. “You’ve done so well for your family.”

	“Bye, dad.”

	“Goodbye, my dear. I’ll look for you next cycle when we come to get our rations.”

	His words stung her heart, but she managed to smile at him before moving to her mother.

	“Bye, mom.”

	“Take care of yourself, sweetheart,” Mica said, drawing a deep breath as she hugged her. “I’m glad you have this chance.”

	“I am, too,” Amber told her, stepping back. “I’ll miss you all.”

	“Bye, sissy,” Alex called as she turned to leave, and she swallowed hard against the tears that were welling up in her eyes. She waved at him, then moved to follow the two men from the resource center that had been sent to fetch her.

	As Amber walked through the settlement, a small crowd had gathered to bid her farewell. She caught sight of John standing off to the side, and she paused for a moment, waving at him one last time before continuing on her way. 

	The sun was setting when she reached the last house on the northern side of the settlement, marking the beginning of the half-day’s journey to the resource center. This time, it wasn’t the walk she was dreading; instead, it was the company of the stars that would follow her along the way.

	“You’re the one that broke through to the mine, right?” one of the men said, moving to her side. Amber nodded, fighting the urge to roll her eyes.

	“It was an accident.”

	“You were lucky,” the other one chimed in. “What are the chances of your grid being over that exact spot?”

	Amber grimaced. She and Ayn would be long gone by now if not for what everyone considered ‘luck’.

	“Someone’s grid had to be,” she said quietly. “May as well have been ours, I guess.”

	The men murmured in agreement as they began to discuss it between themselves, and Amber tried to fall back a little. She didn’t want to talk to them.

	The last of the sunlight disappeared from the sky, and Amber tilted her head back. Five years ago, she had spent these exact same moments with her sister for what would prove to be the last time, and she found herself wondering if Ayn was up there now, too. 

	“Tell them I miss them,” she whispered to the constellations. “Tell them…I wish they were here.”

	The stars twinkled brightly as if in response, and her eyes traced a streak of light that soared across the horizon. She held her breath, preparing to make a wish, then thought better of it. The only wish she had was impossible, even more so than wanting to see her sister’s face again. That one had come true in a way, but this one could never happen.

	Amber stared down at her feet as she walked, counting each step as the hours dragged by. Before long, the stars began to fade away as the sky grew lighter with the coming dawn, and she sighed as she glanced up. In the distance, she could see the resource center’s dark silhouette looming up out of the bare earth.

	“Pick up the pace,” one of the men called out. “We’ll be just in time for breakfast if we hurry!”

	“Breakfast?” Amber echoed. “You mean our allotment, right?”

	He glanced back at her, a smile on his face.

	“Come on, you’ll see!”

	The men broke into a run, and Amber shifted the weight of her bag on her shoulder as she joined them.

	Instead of entering through the south doors of the ration auditorium, the men led Amber around to the eastern side of the resource center. She had never been back there before, and she inhaled sharply as the first rays of morning sun illuminated the massive building. Knowing that she was about to go inside made it seem bigger than ever before; it reminded her of a castle from one of her books, and she felt butterflies rise up in her stomach. 

	Two short, concrete retaining walls had been placed to the left and right of a wide pathway, slowly narrowing to act like a funnel that led to the entrance. The double red doors that were set at the bottom of the towering steel façade looked oddly out of place, almost as if too ordinary and plain to mark the threshold of such an important building. 

	The men stepped forward, pressing a button on a box that had been affixed to the wall beside the doors.

	“How many in your party?” a voice squeaked out, and Amber jumped in surprise.

	“Three,” one of the men called.

	“Name and number,” the voice said, and he stepped forward as a light flashed below the box.

	“Yale, Darren. 3768.” 

	He held his arm out, scanning his code, then the other man stepped forward.

	“Johnson, Brian. 7294.”

	The light finished scanning him, and he beckoned to Amber.

	“Ordell, Amber. 487,” she said, putting her arm under the light. A loud click rang out from the doors a moment later, and the man named Darren reached for the handle.

	“Welcome to your new home,” he said, opening the door and gesturing for her to go inside.

	Amber’s eyes grew wide as she walked in, taking a deep breath of the oxygen-rich air. Solar lights shone brightly on the ceiling above, and in between each one were panes of clear plastic. As the sun rose, the solar lights began to turn off, replaced with the natural light that streamed in through the skylights. Steel walls enclosed the entryway on all sides, painted white like the ration auditorium, but instead of bare earth, the floor was inlaid with green tile that reminded her of the color of Ayn’s eyes. She had never seen so much green in one place, and she wondered if it looked anything like grass used to look.

	Four people stood on either side of the door, long black sticks in their hands. They were brandishing them like weapons, and she heard the crackle of electricity as she passed by. They were dressed in brown uniforms different from anything she had ever seen before; they looked like guards, and one of them moved to pull the door shut.

	“They make sure no one tries to enter behind us,” Brian explained when he saw her bewildered expression, beckoning for her to follow. “Come on, we’re going to processing.”

	“I’m not,” Darren announced, veering off towards a door on the right. “They’re about to serve food, I’m going there. You can handle this.”

	“Thanks a lot,” Brian scoffed, rolling his eyes. 

	Darren ignored him, grinning over his shoulder as he left.

	“Better hurry!”

	Amber glanced at Brian, and he shrugged.

	“Let’s go.”

	She followed him to another door, and she gasped as she passed through. On the other side was a vast, open space, and lining the walls were staggered staircases that led up to several floors of walkways. Suspended in the center was a ball of solar lights that hung down from a transparent ceiling, each bulb slowly turning off in succession as sunlight began filtering through. 

	She stepped towards the rail, leaning over to look. More stairs and walkways descended into the shadows below her, but it was too dark to see beyond a few levels down.

	“Processing is on level eighteen,” Brian said, pointing up. “Come on.”

	Amber swallowed hard as she moved to follow him. 

	≈

	Doctor Monica Andreas sat at her desk, rubbing her temples as she stared at the screen in front of her. The test was right, she was sure of it, but it didn’t make any sense how there could be so much activity at those levels.

	A knock sounded at the door, and she glanced up to see her assistant, Noah Meyers, stick his head into the office.

	“The Ordell girl is here, Andreas,” he said. “Johnson’s bringing her to processing now.”

	Her face instantly brightened

	“Excellent! How much time do we have?”

	“About five minutes, they’re on level GS16.”

	She froze for a moment, her eyes growing wide with panic, then she bolted from her chair.

	“Hurry up, dammit, get the equipment going!” 

	Noah darted past her without a word, crossing to the other side of the office and disappearing through the door that led to her lab. Andreas grabbed a stack of forms on her desk, scattering the pages as she reached underneath them for her recorder. Her foot caught on her chair as she turned, tripping her, and she screamed a curse as she kicked it away.

	She burst into the lab, glancing at the monitors as Noah quickly flipped the last row of switches.

	“Is it ready?” she asked breathlessly. 

	“Done,” he said, turning to look at her. Andreas glanced at the time on one of the screens, then stepped forward to the glass window set into the far wall.

	“Johnson knows what to do?”

	Noah nodded.

	“I gave him explicit instructions.”

	“I hope so,” she said, glancing at the time again. “This is the only shot we have at documenting an initial reaction.” 

	“He said he understood.”

	“Okay, then. Here goes.”

	She clicked the recorder on.

	“Andreas, Monica. Researcher 19213, Priority Project One, entry 63. January 26th, timestamp 07:49:01. Stimulation test 205 as described in previous entry 59 commencing, subject approaching. Corridor intercom activated.”

	She put her finger on the intercom button, pressing it as she fell silent. She stared at the glass as she waited. 

	≈

	“This way,” Brian called, beckoning to Amber as she finished climbing the last flight of stairs. She could feel gravity increasing on her as she ascended; it was an odd sensation, a heaviness in her legs that she hadn’t ever felt before. Her mind flashed back to the plans she and Ayn had made to go to the mountains, and she wondered if climbing that high would have felt anything like this.

	She stepped off of the landing and onto the metal walkway. All along the wall to her left were doors, each set a few feet apart and seeming to stretch the whole expanse of the walkway. She followed him, pausing to glance down over the rail again. The solar lights were off now that the sunlight that streamed in through the ceiling was a little brighter, making it slightly easier to see. She squinted, watching as rows of dim lights flickered on around the perimeters of what now appeared to be dozens of lower levels.

	“What’s down there?”

	“Living quarters,” Brian answered, walking past the doors. “Come on.”

	Amber hurried forward, her head still turned to look down, and she didn’t notice him stop.

	“Watch it!” he snapped, glaring at her as she ran into him. He had paused in front of one of the doors, and he gave her an annoyed look as he opened it and gestured for her to go ahead of him. She put her head down, her face turning red as she obeyed.

	“Sorry.”

	The walls of the corridor were sky blue, and pale yellow lights on the ceiling shone bright in the narrow space. She glanced ahead; there was a shimmering white light on the wall just a few feet in front of her, and she pursed her lips. It almost reminded her of the heat mirages she was so used to seeing back at the settlement.

	“Processing is just up ahead,” Brian called loudly from behind her. 

	≈

	“Processing is just up ahead,” the voice suddenly crackled out of the intercom. Andreas’ eyes darted to the screens and switches one last time, mentally checking them, then she focused on the glass, holding her breath. 

	≈

	Amber approached the light on the wall, furrowing her brow with curiosity. A flash of movement to her right caught her eye, startling her, then her mouth dropped open in surprise.

	It was a mirror, and the light she had seen was the reflection it cast on the wall opposite its surface. She stared at herself, fighting the urge to laugh. She was filthy; she almost couldn’t tell where the dust ended and her skin began. Every inch of her was layered in dirt, and lines of dark clay had filled in the creases on her neck. 

	Her gaze drifted, focusing on her face, and her throat instantly closed up as her mind flashed back to that last day at the grid with Ayn. He had captured her perfectly, and she reached up, gently touching the scar on her cheek. 

	Now, though, Amber could see the details he hadn’t been able to draw: short, sunbleached brown hair framed her dirt-streaked face, the new roots appearing almost black beneath the lighter strands. Her eyes were a golden hazel, and her lips were pink. She smiled at herself, inspecting her slightly crooked teeth. 

	You’re beautiful.

	Ayn’s voice echoed in her heart, and Amber glanced away, clenching her jaw as she forced herself to take a slow breath.

	“Let’s go,” she said, turning away and quickly stepping past the mirror. 

	≈

	The monitors began to beep loudly, and Andreas gasped as she stared at the data readouts that filled the screens. She lifted the recorder to her mouth.

	“Timestamp 07:55:26. Stimulation test 205 successful, data indicates increased activity that suggests emotional attachment and facial recognition. Further dictation to follow.”

	Noah began clapping, and Andreas turned to smile at him, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

	“I’d say that counts as a success, wouldn’t you?” she beamed, bending down to study the patterns captured by the monitors. “It’s time for the next dose, take care of it, will you?”

	Noah nodded, moving towards the center of the room and picking up a syringe. He stepped in front of a tall, plastic board that had been raised vertically to face the window, taking the cap off the needle.

	Amber’s alive. 

	She’s alive…she’s alive…

	The words echoed through Ayn’s mind as he forced a blank stare, ignoring the sharp stab of the needle as it jabbed into his thigh. He tried to calm his thoughts, breathing slowly as he counted his heartbeats. Amber was alive, and for the first time since arriving at the lab, he was grateful that they had faked his harvest rather than killing him outright. At least now he knew.

	Ayn moved his eyes slightly; Andreas was still staring at the monitors, and he knew she was seeing everything he had spent the last two weeks trying to hide. Despite his best efforts, there was no way he ever could have prepared himself for this, and for a moment, he was almost impressed by how brilliant the researcher’s idea had been. 

	Even so, he had no delusions about what would follow now that she had her data. She was going to break him somehow, or at least she would try. She straightened, turning to look at him, and Ayn relaxed his jaw as determination began burning in his eyes. 

	Let her try. 
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	A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR:

	 

	Thank you for reading the first installment in the RATION series! I hope you enjoyed it, but I won’t know unless YOU tell me!

	Please take a moment to leave a review for RATION, and feel free to send me a personal message to tell me what you thought. I do my best to respond to every message I receive, and I’d love to hear from you!

	Happy reading!

	 

	―Christina J. Thompson
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