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	For Thomas.

	I consider you my best friend in life and in love.

	I can’t picture a day without you in it and I’m so

	thankful to have you in my life.
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One

	“We can’t permit outsiders to take over our land,” the man with the thick, gray hair screams to those of us watching him on the display that hangs in our classroom. “We must stop then from infiltrating, by any means necessary. These defectors are a threat to our peaceful existence. If we don’t do something to stop them from entering our colony, the citizens of Navarre will be in great jeopardy. Our security and future depend upon eliminating this threat from our borders. I will do anything and everything necessary to safeguard our people.”

	Many in my class cheer. Our history teacher, Mrs. Moran, has to hush them up so we can listen to the rest of the debate. 

	“We’re all of the same country,” the man’s opponent states. “We can’t just turn our backs on them. It would be like turning our backs on our own citizens. This colony was founded on freedoms the other colonies don’t offer, which is why they flee here. We must allow them to live here or they’ll die in the desert. It’s our human dignity that must be preserved, and in order to do that we have to help all who are in need. That includes all colonial defectors.”

	Another group in my class cheers for the opponent, while others boo and hiss at the older woman. I’ve never seen a selection so heated before. This is the only time I’ll get to see any of the debates between the candidates since my parents won’t allow it to play in our home. They’re fed up with both candidates and are longing for this to be over. I’m not sure where I stand in regard to the upcoming selection, but my opinion doesn’t matter since the elders of our wards are the ones who’ll make the choice. The citizens don’t have any input on it whatsoever.

	“You act like this country is one big happy family,” the man says, throwing his hands in the air. “Get your head out of your ass, Ramera, and pay attention to what’s been happening. We need to ensure our safety against their degenerate behavior.”

	“There are policies and procedures already in place, Edmond. Navarre is just as safe, if not safer, than the other colonies. We have rules and regulations that our police enforce every day to prevent any such harm or violence—”

	“That’s not enough!” the man shouts, interrupting the woman. “Have you not seen the escalation in crime? The drain on our government resources? Are you not watching the nightly news reports? We can’t live like this anymore.”

	“There’s nothing wrong with our colony. We have the freest society in all of Ceylon. We’re very prosperous.”

	“We can be better,” the man says, slamming his fists down on the podium he’s standing behind. “The first thing we need to do is remove those who aren’t native to Navarre, then secure our borders to prevent any further incursions.”

	“And what do you suggest is the answer for your imagined beliefs?”

	“A man-made barrier encircling all of Navarre. This will prevent any illegal infiltration into our area and will ensure that we’re safe from the defectors and anyone else who may want to cause chaos and dissent in our colony.”

	The classroom erupts. Many are in favor of the proposal, while others start yelling at the monitor against the idea. The colonies are already separated by wide rivers, so I’m not sure why adding an additional barrier would do any good. Maybe he’s talking about the southern section of our colony, which blends into the Zura Desert, where those who’ve left their colony of origin are said to be living. For years our elders have been trying to determine the best approach for increasing our security along that section, but all efforts so far have failed. 

	So, would some type of fence really be such a bad idea? 

	At least it would make us safer from those entering our colony illegally. I’m tired of hearing everyone complain about the increase in violence that started a few months ago, which is the same time the influx of people began. We’ve heard that one of the colonies may have collapsed, so their citizens are flocking to the other colonies, bringing their anarchy with them. We the citizens aren’t told any specific information by those who rule us as they don’t feel it’s relevant to our needs. Only the elders know if it’s true or not. The rest of us mainly speculate. 

	Navarre, the colony I live in, is supposed to be one of the freest in the country. We have eight governmental freedoms guaranteed to us, which is more than any of the other colonies. We have the right to gather, practice any religion we so desire, and can speak about or against anything. The media isn’t censored, our homes can’t be searched, and our property can’t be seized without a warrant. The police can’t arrest someone without cause, there isn’t any cruel and unusual punishment meted to law-breakers, and everyone has the right to own a weapon. This is why everyone else is trying to enter here, and I can understand their desire to live in a freer society. I couldn’t possibly know how it feels to not have those freedoms.

	“You’re ridiculous,” the woman says. “We trade with these colonies. If we cut them off completely, we’ll lose millions of dollars in revenue that we desperately need.”

	“We’ll become self-sustaining,” the man says, interrupting his opponent again. “The other colonies will envy our success. We will then be able to duplicate our system in the other areas and watch this country turn around, but we have to start locally. Now!”

	Mrs. Moran turns off the monitor before physical fights break out in the classroom. She calls for our attention, which takes several minutes because everyone is arguing. 

	“The elders will be making their choice in the next few days. I would like each of you to write a five-page paper outlining who you feel is the best candidate and why,” Mrs. Moran says, leaning against her desk. “Tomorrow we’ll have a mock selection.”

	“Why?” someone in the back asks.

	“So that if any of you are lucky enough to eventually become elders, you’ll know how the process works. Also, it’ll be very interesting to see who everyone votes for. This is happening in the entire school and is mandatory. Be prepared to give up your lunch time tomorrow to partake.”

	The bell rings, dismissing us. This is the last class for the day, so I head to my locker and collect my bag before going to the bus. The halls are crammed with students trying to make their way through the large school. It’s obvious the announcement about the voting tomorrow was made in all final classes since the majority of the student body is talking about it. Like my parents, I’m getting tired of all the nonsense associated with the selection. I wish it was over with already so we can all move on with our lives.

	The sun is shining high in the sky when I step out of the modern brick building. The bus pad is a block down the street, so I follow the crowd that’s making their way over to it. The buses are lined up according to wards, so I board the bus for Ward Nine and make my way towards the back. Mya is sitting in the last seat and moves her belongings so I can sit down. She’s been my best friend since elementary school, but over the last few weeks her demeanor has changed. She’s no longer the fun, bubbly person I knew. Instead she’s quiet, reserved, and pensive. 

	“Were you forced to watch the debate?” she asks once I’m seated.

	“Unfortunately,” I answer with a sigh.

	“Where do you stand with the choices the elders have?”

	“I’m not sure. I know my parents aren’t pleased with either of them.”

	“I didn’t ask what your parents thought,” she snaps. “I want to know your opinion, or don’t you have one?”

	“What’s with the attitude lately? Did I do something to offend you?”

	Mya sighs, and her shoulders slump forward. “No. Sorry. It’s just that all this talk of banishing defectors who already live in Navarre is taking a toll on me. Why can’t people understand that everyone deserves a safe place to live? They’re not asking for much, just a better life than what they had.”

	I wrap my arm around her shoulder, pulling her into my side. I can’t possibly imagine what Mya is going through. Her family migrated to Navarre when she was five. This is the only home she’s really known for the past thirteen years. If Edmond Taggon gets his way, her family could be forced to leave. She’s the only close friend I have and losing her would break my heart.

	“What’s Mya crying about now?” Rand asks, taking the seat in front of us as the bus is pulling away from the pad.

	“Shut up,” I respond.

	He laughs then turns his back. 

	I have to do my best not to punch him in the back of the head. He’s always had it in for Mya because she’s different. Her skin is tanner than most so she sticks out a little. This is only because of where she came from. They had to leave the colony of Brigan and then spent a couple of years in the Zura Desert before legally entering Navarre. For Rand, it doesn’t matter. If you’re not like him, then you don’t belong. His parents are the same way, however, they’re a lot more vocal about it. Rand will at least keep most comments to himself. His parents will shout their sentiments at anyone who’ll listen. 

	Mya eventually pulls away and focuses her attention on the high-rise office buildings we pass. 

	Our school is located in the center of Navarre in the Civic Borough, along with all the other public service and government buildings. Each ward has a boundary with the borough, which is why the buses are segregated by ward. We still have to travel some distance before entering the residential section for Ward Nine. Only businesses are permitted to line the first ten miles before the borough in each ward, so it’ll take us a half hour to get to the first stop. Thankfully, this is the stop that Rand gets off at. He makes an annoying noise towards Mya before getting up from his seat. She flips him off, which only eggs him on.

	“Watch who you fuck with, Mya,” Rand says, moving closer to our seats instead of away. “You’ll soon regret ever moving here.”

	“Hey,” the driver shouts towards us. “Rand, get moving.”

	Rand’s eyes narrow at Mya, then he turns and leaves. 

	The bus slowly empties over the next several blocks. Mya and I are the last ones to be dropped off. She crosses the street and enters her home as I walk up the pathway to mine. Neither of my parents is home since they both work, so the house is eerily quiet when I enter through the kitchen door at the back. I drop my bag onto the table and rummage for something to eat. There isn’t a lot in the house, but I find some protein bars that will hold me over until dinner. I avoid the television since I’ll definitely not be getting my homework done if that’s on, so I play music instead and get going on my paper. I’m halfway through it when my Mom walks in. I stop what I’m doing so I can help her set up for dinner, which is done before my Dad gets home. Normally we eat as a family, but tonight Mom says to eat wherever and that Dad will be home late. I fix my plate and sit at the kitchen table. Mom joins me, but she’s unusually quiet.

	“How was work?” I ask, trying to get a dialogue going.

	“It was fine. How about school?”

	“They made us watch some of the debate.”

	“Damn it, they should’ve asked us parents if we were all right with that. I hate when they pull this type of bullshit.”

	“It’s no big deal. It was a waste of time anyway.” I was going to tell her about the assignment but, given her reaction, I’ve decided not to. I eat a little bit more before continuing the conversation. “Why is Dad working late?”

	“I don’t know, Hannah,” she says angrily.

	“What is with everyone today? First Mya and now you? Why is everyone snapping at me?”

	Mom puts her fork down, reaches across the table, and takes one of my hands. “It’s not you, sweetie. We’re all a little stressed at the moment.”

	“Because of the selection?” I ask.

	“Yes.”

	“I thought you just wanted it over with. You’ve never stressed over a selection before. This one doesn’t seem to be any different.”

	“Let’s hope so.” She takes her hand back, picks up her fork, and continues eating. “Is everything all right between you and Mya?”

	“I think so, but she’s been keeping her distance from me lately.”

	“Are you two still going out tomorrow night?”

	“As far as I know.” 

	“It might do her some good to get out of the house and have some fun. She may not have as many opportunities if the selection swings Taggon’s way.”

	I stare at my Mom. She’s made sure not to listen to anything either candidate has to say, so she must be hearing this from those at her work. I know the results will have a direct impact on her job since she’s a nurse at one of the many government sponsored health clinics, but I’m not sure to what extent and she refuses to discuss it with me. I clean the dishes while Mom puts the leftovers away and heads up to bed. I go to my room after finishing the paper, put on an old movie, and try to relax. 

	 

	Shouting rouses me from my sleep. My parents don’t normally fight, so hearing them argue is odd. I get out of bed and make my way downstairs to the living room. The television is on, but muted. My parents are standing in front of it, jabbing fingers at each other while yelling, but neither is listening to the other.

	“What the hell!” I shout to be heard.

	They turn and look at me, embarrassment on their faces. 

	“It’s nothing, Hannah, go back to bed,” Dad says, waving me off.

	“No, she should hear this,” Mom pipes in.

	“Why?” Dad rages on. “We have no control over what the elders will do, so why even bother learning about what the possibilities a new government could do to our colony?”

	“New government?” I ask, getting closer to them. “I thought they were just replacing the Premier.”

	“Yes, but how the colony prospers and grows will be determined by who the winner is,” Mom says. 

	She gestures for me to have a seat on the couch, while she picks up the remote for the television and rewinds the live news feed to where the broadcast began. Dad sits opposite us and renews his objection about me seeing what they watched. Mom dismisses him and hits the play button. An anchorman begins addressing the viewers as he sits behind a long desk. The two empty chairs beside him are soon occupied by candidate Edmond Taggon and his head councilman, Arthur Boyd.

	“Thank you both for joining us this evening, Mr. Taggon and Mr. Boyd,” the newsman begins. “As you know, yesterday we had Ramera Crosby and her lead council member on the show, so we feel it’s only fair to give you the same courtesy.”

	“And I appreciate that,” Taggon says, folding his hands on the metal desk and leaning into it. “I’m all for fair reporting and setting any records straight that my opponent may have misspoken about last night.”

	“Oh, you watched the show?” the anchorman asks, sounding genuinely surprised.

	“No,” Mr. Boyd answers, rather quickly. “I did. Mr. Taggon was busy preparing for Sunday and everything that needs to happen rather quickly if he wins.”

	Arthur Boyd is a tall, thin man with long arms. His light brown hair looks to have blond highlights in it, but that could just be from the harsh lighting of the set. His suit looks new, as the dark blue of the jacket doesn’t have any creases or fades in color. He’s much younger than Taggon, which surprises me. His voice is charming and his smile is nice, but he constantly has to push his thin-rimmed glasses back up his long nose.

	“So, Mr. Taggon,” the anchorman begins, turning his chair away from Boyd, “we’ve heard a lot from Ramera Crosby about the difficulties that the citizens could face if you’re selected to office. What difficulties will they face if she’s selected?”

	Taggon clears his throat, adjusts his tie, and takes a sip of water from the glass in front of him. “Personally, I like Ramera. We’ve known each other for years and I highly respect her. I just don’t believe she has a complete grasp on the true issues the citizens of Navarre are facing on a daily basis. Our economy could be better, as could our educational system, our courts, and our healthcare. We need to take what we currently have and modify it to fit today’s standards. The current situation of our colony is one that can’t be handled lightly. We’ve already seen the collapse of one of Ceylon’s colonies, so we have to do everything possible to prevent that here. Ramera doesn’t know what needs to be done to prevent that.”

	He really didn’t answer the question, did he?

	“What Edmond is getting at,” Boyd says, jumping in quickly, “is that we’ve seen an uptick in defectors entering our colony, which is causing hardships on all our native people. This is probably from the collapsed colony, but we’re going to seek out those responsible for our increased violence and remove them as quickly as possible. Ramera Crosby will have a difficult time justifying her leniency towards the defectors and the chaos they cause. The citizens of Navarre want answers to why so many non-natives are being let in, and Mr. Taggon feels Ramera can’t provide that answer.”

	“I see,” the anchorman says, rubbing his chin. He looks confused by their responses. 

	So am I.

	“So, what changes do you plan on implementing to ensure our safety and growth?” the anchorman asks, once again turning his back to Boyd and focusing on Taggon.

	“There will be only minor changes to our existing policies and procedures, but I guarantee that we will sustain our eight governmental freedoms so, rest assured, those aren’t going anywhere. We will need to shore up the loose ends of how we permit people from the other colonies to enter ours. We will also need to take a look at our current trade agreements with the rest of Ceylon, as I feel we’re being cheated out of a substantial amount of money. We may have more freedoms than the others, but we’re also the poorest. I plan on bringing a lot more money into Navarre by any means necessary.”

	“And one way we’re going to do that,” Boyd adds, “is by no longer outsourcing our everyday needs. We rely too heavily on Brigan to provide us our energy. We’re a technology-driven society, so we should be able to do that here. We’re also the most educated colony, so we need to use that to our advantage. We can become a model that all other colonies will want to aspire to.”

	Mom pauses the show. “See, they just talk in circles.”

	“Nothing they say is going to affect us,” Dad responds. “You and I both work in fields that’ll always be needed, especially now. There will be more jobs once the defectors are gone, especially for Hannah and Josh.”

	“My best friend was once a so-called defector,” I almost yell.

	“Yes, but they entered Navarre legally and are highly regarded doctors. Nothing will happen to them,” Dad answers. 

	“That’s not the point,” Mom says. “If Taggon keeps spouting his hate for the other colonies, they may decide to jack up their prices and who does that get passed down to? Us. We’re barely making it as it is, especially with Josh at the university and Hannah going there next fall.”

	“If Josh were home now, he’d agree with me,” Dad states, jabbing a finger at Mom.

	I sincerely doubt my brother would side with our dad, but we’ve never really talked politics before, so I don’t know where he stands. I can tell Mom is getting more aggravated by the minute, as her face turns red and she begins to rub her temples.

	“Fine,” she says after a brief silence. “Whatever. I’m going to bed.”

	She throws the remote at Dad’s head, narrowly missing him, and storms up the stairs. 

	“I love your mother, but I think she takes things a little too personally,” Dad says once she’s out of earshot.

	I laugh slightly. “She overreacts to everything,” I add.

	“Just take her rantings with a grain of salt, Hannah. She’ll calm down once this is all over with.”

	Dad hits the play button and continues to watch the show. I take this as my dismissal and go back to my room. 


Two

	The school day is dragging, probably because it’s Friday and we have the mock selection coming up in an hour. I’m not looking forward to giving up my lunch period for this, but an announcement was made during our first class that those who don’t participate will receive detention. We were also advised that all votes will be kept private from the students except for the name of the winner, which will be given during our last class of the day. In the halls, many students are talking about who they’re going to vote for. If a Taggon supporter finds out their friend is on the fence or wants to vote for Ramera Crosby, that person is getting automatically hounded, bullied, and pressured into voting for Taggon. The supporters for Ramera Crosby are a little more subtle with their attack tactics. I’m keeping my mouth shut as I roam the halls so I don’t have to deal with any of that bullshit.

	My stomach rumbles as I make my way to the gym, where the voting is taking place. When I enter the large room, it’s wall to wall students with only a few faculty. The entire back wall is filled with voting booths, each covered in a thick, black drape. We’re divided based on last name, so I’m placed with the group towards the front. When it’s close to my turn I overhear a faculty member tell the person in front of me that we’ll need to enter our student number before we can access the voting screen. Once the names of the two candidates appear we just need to tap on the one we prefer. Nothing too complex. I hesitate when it’s my turn to the point that I forget my student number for a brief moment. When the two names appear my finger wavers, unsure of which one to select. I know who my parents would choose, but I’m still undecided. I don’t have much time since there are still plenty of students who need to vote, but I just can’t seem to make up my mind.

	A faculty member on the other side of the drape clears his throat loudly, probably as a way to signal for me to make my choice. I tap on a name and a checkmark displays, indicating my decision has been recorded. I step out of the booth and am told to head towards my next class. I stop by my locker first to grab my lunch. Thankfully the teachers don’t mind if you eat in class, especially on a day like today.

	The rest of the afternoon passes quickly. Mrs. Moran doesn’t even bother calling everyone to order when class is supposed to start. I don’t think she can even if she tries. All anyone is talking about are the possible results and what they could mean. They’re all acting like we’ve made this big decision that’ll impact our colony, but it wasn’t even real. I lay my head down on my desk and try to block everyone out. A whistle sounds over our heads and the display at the front of the class turns on, showing our principle. He’s an older man, maybe around Taggon’s age. His demeanor is calm, which doesn’t help in letting any of us guess as to the outcome. He clears his throat as he straightens his tie.

	“Good afternoon, students. We only had a few of you refuse to participate in today’s mock selection, so you’ll report to the detention room after this announcement. The rest of you will be dismissed early.”

	Everyone cheers about the shortened class period, but it would’ve been better if the day had been cut in half and not just the last class.

	“The numbers were close, but the staff and I have been able to determine the winner.” He clears his throat again and picks up a small card that is resting in front of him. “The new Premier for Navarre would be Ramera Crosby.”

	Anger erupts in much of the class. Some throw their books, others come close to throwing punches at those they know voted for Ramera Crosby. Mrs. Moran has to scream to be heard over the chaos. 

	“Enough!” she shouts as the monitor behind her shuts off. 

	The majority settles down, but not all.

	“You can’t act like this, ever!” she continues. “We live in a society where everyone has the right to express their opinion, and you must respect it.” She moves around to the back of her desk and sits down. “If I hear that any of you have threatened, bullied, or hurt anyone who opposes your views you’ll receive an automatic suspension when school resumes Monday. Is that understood?”

	Some say yes, while others nod. She dismisses us and everyone practically runs out the door. I’ve never seen her get that angry with a class before. It was actually quite frightening. I leave the room, go to my locker, and then out to the bus pad. Mya is sitting at the back like always, so I join her. After a few minutes the bus pulls away, but Rand isn’t onboard. I ask the kid he usually sits with and he tells me that Rand didn’t vote, so he’s serving a detention. This surprises Mya and me. I thought for sure he would’ve done the opposite, maybe tried to vote more than once. I wonder what his parents will think when they find out. 

	Mya tells me as we get off the bus to meet her at the transit platform a block away at nine. The Ravage doesn’t open its doors until ten and we need to take a cab to get there, which usually run about ten minutes behind schedule. I step into the kitchen, drop my bag on the table, and am in the process of diving into the fridge for a snack when a noise from the living room catches my attention. I cautiously head into the room since both my parents are at work and no one else should be in the house. The room is empty, but I sense someone is there. Arms wrap around my shoulders as I’m being dragged backwards. I start to fight back, but I’m wrestled to the floor. The person attacking me is laughing hysterically.

	“I haven’t been able to do this to you in years,” Josh says behind me.

	“Get off me,” I say, shoving my elbows into his stomach.

	He moans and rolls off, but is still laughing. “Is this any way to greet me? I think you busted a rib.” He grips his side and acts like I seriously hurt him.

	“What are you doing home?” I ask, getting back to my feet.

	“Am I not allowed to visit?” he asks, still sitting on the floor.

	“Don’t be an ass. I’m just surprised, that’s all. I thought you wouldn’t be coming home until winter break.”

	He grunts slightly as he stands. “The university let us have a couple of days off because of Selection Day, so you’re stuck with me for a few days.”

	I go back into the kitchen, take an apple from the fridge, and sit at the kitchen table to eat it while Josh gets himself something to drink. 

	“Well, Mom and Dad will be glad to see you,” I respond when he sits across from me. “You should’ve heard the two of them fighting last night.”

	I fill Josh in on the details and ask if he agrees with Dad.

	“I’m not sure whose side to be on,” he responds. “That’s so unlike them. Dad must’ve done or said something to really piss Mom off.”

	“Why would it be his fault? She could be just as guilty.”

	“True.”

	Josh says he’ll make dinner, while I go upstairs to take a shower as I continue to wonder why he’s here. It’s nice to have him home, but I’ve never heard of the university giving a break in the fall before. That’s just unheard of and it’s definitely never been done during any of the previous selections, so what makes this one so special? Josh yells that food is ready just as I turn off the water. I wrap my long auburn hair up, slip on my robe, and go downstairs. He makes up my plate, loading it with rice, vegetables, and chicken. There’s no way I can eat that much food, but I take it anyway and eat what I can. We’re talking about school when Mom walks in, her jaw almost hitting the floor when she sees Josh. The hug she gives him goes on for minutes, or so it seems.

	“When did you get here?” she asks while he makes a plate for her.

	“A little after one. I scared the shit out of Hannah when she walked in. It was awesome.”

	“That’s only because you tackled me from behind.”

	“How else do older brothers say hello?” He hands Mom her plate along with a glass of water, then sits back down in his seat. “It’s just a short visit. I have to return by Wednesday.”

	“Your dad will sure be happy to see you,” Mom says between bites. “What time are you meeting Mya?” she asks, moving her attention over to me.

	“At nine.”

	“How long will you be out?”

	“No later than one.”

	“Just don’t stay out too late.”

	“Mom, I’m eighteen, so technically, you can’t tell me how late I can or can’t stay out,” I answer with a little bit of a tone I didn’t know was going to come out.

	“Where are you going?” Josh asks.

	“The Ravage,” Mom answers for me. 

	“I haven’t been to that place in years. I’ll tag along and make sure she gets home at a decent hour,” he says.

	“Hell no!” I scream. “I’m not spending my evening out with my brother chaperoning me.”

	“It’s not a bad idea, Hannah,” Mom says.

	“Seriously? I don’t believe this.” I stand up so fast my chair almost falls over. “This is why I hate it when you come home,” I yell at Josh. “I’m back to being the baby in the family and my life is no longer my own. I have a lot more freedom when you’re not around.”

	I storm upstairs and slam my bedroom door closed. My blood is boiling at the idea of Josh going with me. My parents, more specifically my mother, always sees me as a little girl when Josh is around, no matter how old I am. I decide to change the plans and rush to get dressed. I blare music in my room to hide the noise I’ll be making sneaking out of my window. I lock the door, dress in black pants and a blue sequined top, grab my purse, and climb out onto the windowsill. It doesn’t take much effort to jump to the tree next to my window and climb down since I’ve done it hundreds of times before. I cut across a couple of yards before crossing the street and backtracking to Mya’s. Her house is a single story, so I find her window and tap on the glass.

	“What are you doing here?” she asks as she helps me pass through the opening she’s made.

	“Josh is home.”

	“Ah.”

	I don’t have to explain anything to Mya. I just mention my brother’s name and she gets why I do some of the things I do. She’s an only child, but growing up across the street from me has given her an adopted brother she never asked for. He treats her like he does me, which makes her just as upset. 

	“Why is he home?” she asks, closing her window.

	“The university gave them a few days off because of the selection, so I’ll be hiding here a lot more now.”

	“That works for me,” she says with a smile.

	We spend the next few hours talking about school, our friends, and life after we graduate in spring. I’m planning on going to the university just like Josh, but I want to study something other than structural engineering, which is his major. Thankfully he’s graduating in the spring, so I won’t be stuck with him while I live on campus. 

	 

	It’s not nine yet, but we decide to leave for the platform. Mya tells her parents about what time we’ll be back as we exit through the backdoor and slip through a couple of yards before going onto the sidewalk. I know Josh will more than likely come to The Ravage tonight anyway, but I’m hoping we can avoid him if we get there early and are swept into the crowds. The platform is practically empty when we arrive, so we grab the first cab we can and head to Ward Three. The ride should only take an hour, but for some reason it’s taking much longer tonight. The cab will only take us to the closest transit platform. No vehicles of any kind are permitted to stay or stop in front of any building, unless of course it’s for an emergency or they’ve been given special clearance from the courts. They can only move from platform to platform. Very few people own personal cars, so there isn’t much private parking in the wards anyway.

	Mya pays the cab driver once we stop. The platform has more people on it than the one we left. We recognize several from school so we join their group and make our way to The Ravage, about ten blocks away. A few want to talk about the mock selection, but they’re doing everything not to actually bring it up. Personally, since it’s done there isn’t any point in discussing it, I figure. All it would do is bring up hurt feelings and anger. Our group gathers more people as we make our way. Unfortunately one of them is Rand.

	“I thought for sure you would’ve been grounded,” someone says to him.

	“I was, but since my parents are out to dinner with Taggon and his head councilman there’s no one at home to monitor me,” Rand says with a slight laugh.

	“How come you didn’t vote?” Mya asks.

	“I didn’t see the point. I’m sure the elders have already made up their minds on who they’re going to choose, so what would a mock selection prove? Nothing. It was only meant to ferret out who everyone would vote for if it was open to the public.”

	“What do you mean by that?” I ask.

	“Think about it, Han. If Taggon wins, then everyone who participated in the mock selection will be a target of his administration. Your student number is how they’ll track who you voted for. You’ve made your family a target without knowing it. If Crosby wins, then no one will become the enemy.”

	“You make it sound so dire, Rand,” the girl in front of him says. “Navarre is a free colony so everyone has a right to their own opinion. No one’s going to take that away from us as long as our governmental rights are intact.”

	Some make noises that they agree, but I can tell Rand isn’t buying it. He looks like he’s about to respond, but instead bites his lower lip in order to keep his mouth shut.

	What does he know that he’s not telling us?

	The line to enter The Ravage is at least a block long, but it looks to be moving. Word spreads down the line that they’ve decided to open the doors early because of the massive crowd. The building is a single story tall, in the shape of an octagon, and sits between two office high-rises along the outer edge of the business district by the Civic Borough in Ward Three. You have to be at least eighteen to get into the building and twenty-one to gain entry into the bar area. There’s only one set of doors for entry and another set to exit. Security sits between the two and checks everyone’s ID as they enter. The music from the dancefloor on the right is competing with the noise from the arcade on the left. 

	Our group splits up and I follow Mya to the arcade. More than half the games are being used so we have to search for a couple of empty stations. We find a pair across from each other so we sit down and call up the menu of games that are programmed into the console. I lose myself in the diversion. The battle on the screen in front of me catches my attention and immerses me into a world of death and destruction. I’m so caught up in it that Mya has to practically punch my arm to get my attention.

	“Wow, I’ve never seen you play so intensely before,” she says as I end the game.

	“I know, I was surprised myself. What time is it?”

	“Just after eleven.”

	“What? I had no idea I’d been playing that long.”

	Mya takes my arm and guides me to the dancefloor where the rest of our group is. The only person I don’t see is Rand. Someone tells me he’s over at the snack bar getting something to eat. My stomach rumbles at the thought of food so I exit the dancefloor and pass through the lounge at the back of the building to get to the snack bar. At the counter, I order a soft pretzel and small drink. As I stand at the counter waiting for my food I sense someone behind me. The man clears his throat. I don’t need to turn around since I know who it is.

	“I was wondering how long it was going to take you to find me,” I say to Josh, though I’m still not facing him.

	“Mom is so pissed. You really need to stop acting out whenever I come home.”

	“Then don’t start shit,” I say, this time turning to face him. “You have no idea what it’s like when you aren’t there. I’m treated like an adult, but the moment you get home I’m the baby again. I’m sick of it, Josh. Either you say something to them or I will.”

	I take my food from the lady working the counter and have a seat at Rand’s table. I don’t relish the idea of sitting with him, but right now anyone’s company would be better than my brother’s. Josh follows me, which does nothing but make me angrier. I’m about to yell at him when shouts echo through the building. Rand and I ignore it, assuming it’s just drunks having too much of a good time, but Josh goes to investigate. He rushes back in a few minutes later and practically pulls me from my chair.

	“We have to leave. Now,” he says as I almost fall to the floor.

	“Why?”

	The shouts are replaced by screams. A brawl has broken out in the arcade and is spilling onto the dancefloor. People are scrambling to get to the exit, but there’s only one door so they’re getting stuck.

	“Where’s Mya?” I yell to Josh. “I’m not leaving without her.”

	He drops my hand and disappears into the crowd. Rand stands beside me, his mouth wide open at the display in front of us. Fists fly towards one face, then another. There are bodies on the floor, but I can’t tell if they’re injured or if they simply dropped to take cover. The madness surges further into The Ravage. Rand grabs my arm and pulls me behind the snack bar so we’re out of the way. Sirens ring through the building as people flee through the emergency exits, but the chaos doesn’t appear to be dwindling. 

	Josh pushes his way through with Mya hanging onto him, blood pouring from her nose. Rand points to the kitchen where there’s another exit. We burst into the cold night air with the remaining kitchen staff. Red and white lights reflect off the surrounding buildings, indicating that the police have arrived. We go around the structure towards the front and spot medical personal tending to the injured, so we sneak Mya into their line to have her nose looked at. Rand disappears for a few minutes, and when he comes back he takes Josh by the arm and pulls him aside. I follow, but Rand waves me off angrily. 

	Who the hell does he think he is? When did he and Josh become buddies?

	The two eventually signal for me to join them, and I can tell from their demeanor that it isn’t good news.

	“What?” I ask as I wrap my arms around my body to try to stay warm.

	“Someone at school got a hold of the selection list and student numbers,” Rand says between shivers. “The riot started when it was leaked.” He removes his cellphone from his jacket pocket, unlocks the device, and shows me a mass text message he received. “The names also began flashing on the displays inside. Friends began beating each other when they found out who each voted for.”

	“This fight was because of some stupid list?” I ask.

	“Yes,” Josh responds. “Everyone is taking this selection way too seriously and it’s having severe consequences.”

	“But it’s just so stupid,” I say. “No one cares what happens in the school. The elders make the final choice, so people just need to get over it.”

	I storm away and look for Mya down the row of ambulances. She emerges from one with her nose bandaged. Bruises are starting to form around her eyes and she looks like she’s in pain. I take her over to Rand and Josh since we need to get home. 

	 

	The transit platform isn’t as crowded as I’d expected it to be, but I assume that’s because everyone is still dealing with the chaos at The Ravage. Rand takes his own cab since he’ll need to be dropped off at a different platform than the rest of us. 

	No one speaks the entire ride back to Ward Nine, which is fine with me since I’m not in a talking mood. I’m much too focused on what Rand said about someone leaking the voting list. I know people are passionate about their candidate, but I’ve never seen anything like this during any previous selection. I don’t know how to process the feelings coming over me. 

	I wonder if my name appeared on the screen or in the text. Which candidates’ supporters actually instigated the brawl? How many from our group were hurt besides Mya?

	Josh nudges me in the arm when the cab stops at the platform. Our parents are waiting for us on the sidewalk when we round the corner. Mya’s parents hug her tightly, then proceed home. My night won’t go as easy. I do get hugs from both my parents, but I can feel the tension and anger in their muscles. The moment we enter the house my Dad starts berating me about my behavior. Josh stops him mid-sentence.

	“She’s been through enough, Dad. Let her get some sleep.”

	“Fine, but you’re grounded, young lady. We’ll discuss for how long in the morning.”

	“Fine by me,” I say as I trek upstairs.

	The music is no longer blaring in my room and the door lies wide open. Josh has always had a knack for picking locks so he probably picked mine. I lock my door, discard my clothes, get under the sheets, and fall asleep.

	 

	 


Three

	Mom and Dad are both gone when I wake. Josh said they were called into work because of what happened last night. Mom is at the clinic, tending to those who couldn’t go to the hospital, and Dad, who’s a public defender, has to meet with those responsible for the chaos and try to plea down the charges. Josh is sitting at the kitchen table eating breakfast, so I pour myself a bowl of cereal and take a seat at the far end, away from him. 

	“Do you want to know everything that happened last night?” he asks in between sips of orange juice.

	“Why? Has anything changed?” I respond, my voice heavy with sarcasm.

	“How many of your friends were there?”

	“What does that have to do with anything?”

	“Of the three hundred people at The Ravage when the fight started, fourteen were trampled to death.”

	My hand freezes midair. I turn towards him and finally notice the sadness in his eyes. “Did they release any of the names?”

	“Yes. Three of them I recognized as ones you normally hang out with after school.”

	My eyes fill with tears.

	“The five who stole and distributed the selection lists are being charged with involuntary manslaughter.”

	“Why them? They didn’t make everyone start to panic and punch each other,” I say.

	“Yes, Hannah, they did. If they hadn’t broken into the school’s computers none of this would’ve happened.”

	“It’s people’s arrogance that caused this.”

	“That may be, but there’s always something that drives the intolerance first. In this case, it was the posting of that list.”

	 “Everyone just needs to get over what’s going to happen tomorrow. It’s not like we can control any of it,” I say, getting frustrated with the whole thing.

	“People are scared, Hannah. This is a natural reaction when someone feels their life is being threatened, and this probably isn’t the end of it. It could get much worse depending on who wins.”

	“I just don’t want to deal with this shit anymore.”

	“You and me both.”

	I go back to my room after eating and don’t leave it for the remainder of the day. I find footage of the event online and skim through a couple of videos taken from people’s cellphones. No one in our house owns a cellphone, which I find weird. My parents don’t think we need them since we have the computer and home phone to communicate with the outside world. Josh and I both disagree with their decision, but until I can get a job and pay for one myself there won’t be any cellphones for me. 

	Mya comes over during the late afternoon to tell me about those killed, even though I already looked up the names. We make plans to attend the services once they’re announced. We’re both still in disbelief about what happened and how it turned so violent so fast. Mya says she was hiding under a table near the bar after the fight broke out. She’s not sure who or what hit her. Neither of us is feeling much like ourselves so she heads home after only visiting for a short time.

	My parents don’t get home until well after midnight. They’re both so exhausted that they crash on the couches in the living room to sleep. I cover them with blankets before heading off to bed. I don’t get much sleep since I’m too anxious about what’s going to happen in a few hours. The selection itself will only take a couple of minutes, but the rest of the day will be filled with media coverage of the new Premier moving into office and establishing his or her full council to assist in the running of the government. Any changes the new Premier wants to make will be put into effect immediately. It doesn’t give the colony much time to adjust to any new policies or procedures, but not a lot of them have changed in the last fifty or so years. 

	Josh rouses me from bed just after sunrise. The selection will be taking place in a matter of minutes and he wants to make sure I don’t miss it. I follow him downstairs, where our parents are sitting in front of the television waiting for the event to start. I sit on the couch next to Mom while Josh sits on the floor between us. The television is already tuned to the channel that’ll show the selection results, so at the moment we’re just waiting for the two candidates to enter the small room where the votes will be tallied. We won’t see the elders as they cast their votes since their identities are kept secret from everyone, including the candidates. We’re not even told which ward votes for which candidate. There’s one elder per ward and in case of a tie, since there are ten wards in Navarre, the current Premier casts the deciding vote. 

	The announcer states that the candidates will be entering the room in a matter of moments; however, they’ll be separated by a divider since the race is so contentious. The lights on the screen go from low to high, illuminating the gray walls with cerebral paintings and two chairs. Taggon enters first, his confidence high on his shoulders, and is escorted by Arthur Boyd, who stands stoically behind him. Ramera Crosby enters with her head councilwoman. She looks confident and waves at the cameras as she sits.

	“Citizens of Navarre,” the announcer begins off-camera. “The elders are casting their votes as I speak so we’ll have the results momentarily. This has been a very heated rivalry between these two candidates as well as their supporters. This is going to be a long day for the whole colony as we continue to broadcast the change in power throughout.” 

	He takes a few breaths before continuing. “The results are now in and they are as follows: with five votes, Edmond Taggon. Also with five votes, Ramera Crosby. Therefore the current Premier will need to cast the deciding ballot and we’ll have those results in just a few moments.”

	The seconds tick by like minutes.

	“With the final vote cast, the new Premier for Navarre is Edmond Taggon. We’ll take a short break while Premier Taggon is escorted to his new dwellings and begins his transition.”

	Mom curses up a storm as Dad leaves the room with Josh to get breakfast started. I’m not overly surprised at the results. From what I heard, Ramera Crosby barely won the mock selection, so to have Taggon win the real one isn’t a shock. Mom is on the verge of throwing the remote at the screen when I take it out of her hands.

	“I don’t fucking believe this shit,” she says, her face getting redder by the second.

	“Why were you and Dad fighting the other night?” I ask, hoping to distract her.

	“What?” she asks, apparently not having heard me.

	“Thursday night. What caused you and Dad to argue?”

	“Oh, that. He just wasn’t understanding why some of the things Taggon had said upset me. I stormed off before you watched that part of the show.”

	“What did he say?”

	“He was mentioning how Ramera isn’t really in touch with the issues, especially since she’s a woman. That she doesn’t think with her head, but only her heart. That type of nonsense. Your dad couldn’t understand why that made me mad. After twenty-four years of marriage, he still doesn’t get it.” She takes a deep breath to help calm herself down before continuing. “The things that Taggon said made me feel worthless, almost less than human. It was like he was attacking women everywhere, and not just Ramera Crosby. He’s already vowed that no one on his council will be female. That Navarre needs strong leadership and that a woman doesn’t have the right mentality to handle such things.”

	I now see why my Mom reacted the way she did. I probably would’ve, too. 

	“I don’t want to think about it anymore,” she says. “The deed is done, so we’ll just have to live with the consequences.”

	She gets up and goes into the kitchen. I sit and stare at the television for a little bit, wondering what the rest of today is going to be like. I know we’ll watch the whole transition, but if Mom is this angry about Taggon winning I doubt she’ll be able to stomach it. 

	 

	After breakfast, she heads out to the clinic as a way to distract herself. Dad goes down to his office in the Civic Borough since he’s still working on a plea bargain from The Ravage brawl. Josh goes out to meet up with friends while he’s home, and I get comfortable on the couch to spend the day watching the fiasco, as Mom has started to call it. The first several hours are dedicated to Taggon’s move into the Premier’s estate. Taggon has no wife or children so he doesn’t have much to move. He does, however, allow Arthur Boyd to take up residence in the manor, which is uncharacteristic for a head councilman. Normally, they keep their own living quarters, or wherever they reside. 

	Once that’s completed, Taggon calls a session in the elaborate conference room in the manor to discuss who his council members will be. Typically, there’s one council member per ward, which is a different position from being an elder, that way everyone is represented equally. However, judging by how Taggon is rattling off names, it looks like there will now be one councilman for every two wards. Cameron Duvea is named as the councilman for Wards Nine and Ten.

	“Tonight, every councilmen will meet with their constituents and discuss the new laws going into effect,” Taggon says. 

	A camera sweeps around the room, focusing on each person for a few seconds before returning to Taggon.

	“The first change that’ll go into effect immediately is that Arthur Boyd will be heading all media outlets. Nothing will be aired or printed without his consent or approval.”

	So much for keeping our eight governmental freedoms. With Boyd determining what the media can report, that brings us down to seven. I wonder how many more freedoms Taggon will get rid of. It’s at this time that I notice not a single newsperson is in the large room. Normally, they’d be peppering the new administration with questions, but there isn’t a single one there. 

	 “Now, in order to save money, I’m consolidating the various responsibilities each ward handles into one conglomeration. Currently, each ward is responsible for the training and maintenance of their own police force. That ends today. I’m combining the police forces in all wards, as well as their fire departments, into one entity. This new department will be headed by Director Glascon and headquartered in the Civic Borough.”

	 The camera moves to the far end of the room where six men in dark suits sit against the wall. One of them stands, heads over to the table, shakes Taggon’s hand, then sits with the rest of the council. 

	“Although Director Glascon will run the police force, I’ve decided to keep the justice department and its entities separate from that division. They’ll now be headed by Director Huntley.”

	An older man, perhaps older than Taggon takes a seat at the table, but his back is to the camera so I can’t get a good look at his face.

	“Two more departments that I’m consolidating will be trade and commerce. Currently, these are being handled by two individuals and it’s been that way for far too long. Tomorrow morning, the two offices will move to one building and be led by Director Abbernathy. This, of course, will cause a certain redundancy in positions, so expect layoffs to begin the following day.”

	Another man moves from the far end of the room and sits at the table after shaking Taggon’s hand. I don’t think this level of change is what anyone expected so far, and the day isn’t over yet.

	I wonder if any of the five elders or the former Premier are regretting their decision.

	“And finally, I would like to introduce you to Director Craige, who will be in charge of healthcare; Director Dunway, who will head our education department; and Director Palmer, who will head transportation.”

	The three remaining men join the others. Everyone at the table looks pleased with themselves, but none more than Taggon. His eyes are sparkling as each man congratulates the others on his new role in the government. 

	“At this time we will take a short break for lunch and then resume with the rest of the transition,” Taggon says before adjourning.

	Instead of returning to the anchorman the screen goes black then transitions to a symbol I’ve never seen before: a black eagle with a long sword clutched tightly in its talons over a map of Navarre. We’ve never had a symbol like that before. The only one I’ve ever seen is the one for Ceylon, which consists of a vast desert with an oasis in the center containing deep blue water and lush palm trees. It’s on all our currency so I wonder what this new one could possibly mean. 

	I’ve had enough of the nonsense so I turn off the television and go upstairs to shower and dress. I’ve spent the majority of the day in pajamas and I feel gross because of it. I eat a late lunch then go over to Mya’s, but no one answers the door. I walk around the house and check the back door. It’s locked, but nothing looks out of place. 

	Maybe they went out somewhere, I think.

	I return home and enter just as the phone begins to ring. I pick up the receiver in the living room before the caller hangs up. I look at the caller ID on the handset and see it’s my father’s office, so I answer.

	 “Hannah, tell your mom that I won’t be home for dinner tonight,” my Dad says, anxiety high in his voice. “In fact, I might not be home for a few days.” 

	“Why? What’s wrong?”

	“I can’t talk about it. Just give her the message when she returns.” 

	He hangs up so abruptly that I stare at the handset for several seconds before replacing it in its unit on the end table. I turn the television back on, but only a blank screen greets me. I flip through a couple of the channels, all with the same result. Not all the stations I checked are state-run media ones, so those should at least have something playing on them. I turn the television off and go up to my room. I try accessing some websites from my computer, but I’m only getting a ‘an error has occurred, please try again later’ message. Email is the only thing that doesn’t appear to be affected by whatever is going on. I have one new message, so I click on it, but quickly regret it.

	 

	Hannah, we saw your name on the list of students who voted for Ramera Crosby. We couldn’t get to you at The Ravage, but we will at school tomorrow. It would be best if you didn’t show, otherwise we won’t be responsible for our actions towards you. –TFL

	 

	“What?” I say out loud, which is more of a reflex action than actually asking myself a question.

	Who the hell is TFL? I don’t know anyone with those initials.

	I try to access the school’s webpage, but it’s also down. I leave the message up while I go into my closet to dig out last year’s yearbook. I prop the hard-covered book against the edge of the desk and flip through pages that list faculty and students by name. No one in the entire school has TFL as initials. I throw the book on the floor, delete the message, and turn off the computer. As I stand, I catch a glimpse of Mya and her parents returning home. I rush downstairs and out the door, but when she sees me she starts to scream.

	“Get away from me, Hannah!”

	“Why? What happened?”

	“As if you don’t know,” her mother says, just as angrily.

	Mya’s father waves for them to go inside. Once they’re out of earshot, the older man comes over to me with sadness heavy on his face. 

	“I’m sorry for that, Hannah. You have no way of knowing what’s happening. Please give your family our best.”

	He disappears inside without another word and I’m left standing on the sidewalk with my mouth hanging open. I don’t know how long I stand there, but Josh is approaching from down the block as the sun is setting. He takes my arm and leads me back into the house. 

	“I don’t understand,” I mumble as Josh sits me at the kitchen table and I explain to him what just happened.

	“I’ve been getting the same treatment,” he says as he rummages under the counters for several pots. “I think everyone is just on edge because of Taggon winning. It’ll all blow over in a few days.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“No, I’m not, but I don’t know what else to say to you.”

	“Did you see any of the transition?”

	“I caught pieces of it when I was bouncing around from house to house this afternoon. I know we won’t have any television until Boyd has reviewed all the programming and given his approval.”

	“I thought it was just for the news.”

	“Apparently not, which worries me. What other changes will Taggon and Boyd make that’ll have a significant impact on our lives?”

	The same question had crossed my mind, but I didn’t really want to dwell on it. I tell Josh about Dad’s call, which doesn’t surprise him. He and I get dinner ready, but Mom isn’t home when it’s done. I put away the leftovers while Josh cleans up the dishes. We both sit in the living room, waiting for her to come home, when a siren sounds from the television screen. I’d forgotten I’d left it on. The noise is followed by a message, which is so bright it lights up the room all on its own.

	 

	All citizens are encouraged to begin making their way to the amphitheater on the west side of Ward Nine. The town hall meeting with your new councilman will begin in thirty minutes.

	 

	“Do you think we should go?” I ask Josh.

	“Probably, since Dad can’t and Mom isn’t home yet.”

	We take our coats from the closet under the stairs and head out. The transit platform is crowded with all our neighbors. The government must have anticipated this type of crowd, as large buses enter the platform instead of cabs. I try to crane my neck to see if Mya and her parents have joined us, but I don’t see them. Then again, the platform is so full they could simply be lost in the crowd. We board a bus, take our seats, and begin heading west once it’s full. The amphitheater sits between Wards Nine and Ten, so this is probably why the location was chosen. It’s an outdoor venue, primarily used during the spring and summer months, and it’s the only building that can hold the capacity of both wards. I’m not looking forward to sitting in the cold for what will probably be several hours. 

	Josh takes my hand when we disembark, probably afraid I’ll get lost in the massive crowds. We file into the theater slowly and are shown to empty seats by one of the theater’s ushers. We’re stuck in the center of our row so there isn’t any chance of being able to leave early. 

	The stage below is brightly lit to the point that it hurts my eyes just to look at it. People are still trying to find seats when someone off stage announces that the councilman has arrived. No one cheers. No one boos. Everyone just gets really quiet. A spotlight flashes on and follows a tall, thin man as he enters through a door just off the stage. Cameron Duvea can’t be older
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