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“Hello?” I call out. Thankfully, there’s no reply. I hate the showers. It’s even worse if there’s someone in the neighboring stall who wants to chat while you’re trying to bathe. 
Stepping into the small white-tiled enclosure, I shiver as my toes touch the cold floor. Closing the frosted glass door behind me, it automatically pressurizes and locks with a shur-thunk. Twisting and turning the knobs, I set the shower to my preferred settings. Squeezing my eyes as tight as possible, I take a deep breath and hold it.
I hesitate for a second before pressing the button labeled “on.” Motors behind the wall whirl to life and, with a hiss, twelve vents in the shower open. I hate this part. Steam and chemicals shoot out of the vents, hitting me from every angle.
Even with my eyes closed, the heated chemicals still spray into them. Without thinking, I yelp in pain, allowing the bitter mixture to fill my mouth. My yelp switches to gagging from my stupidity.
If anyone saw me right now, they’d think I’m dancing in the shower. In truth, I’m doing all that I can to limit the steam from the three bottom vents from scalding my feet. I’ll be walking a lot today, so I can’t afford to have blistered feet. With the scrubber in hand, I quickly rub the coarse bristles over my body.
Even though they’re only once a week, I hate showers. Frankly, I don’t care if I leave dirt or dead skin on my body. As usual, I focus on my face and hands, since that’s what people see. After the hands and feet, I focus on my armpits and areas, um, below the belt. You know, because that’s where people’s stink comes from. The rest of my body gets a quick once-over, then I press the button again, stopping the torture.
The motors wind down, the vents close, and the door releases the pressure with a hiss. Once freed from my prison, I grab an old shirt, wiping away the chemicals that linger on my body. Technically, it’s against the law to wipe down, but I don’t care. Whatever chemicals they use in the shower always make me feel ickier than my sweat and stink. If I get caught, I’m fine going without a meal and a day’s worth of water. It’s worth it.
After showering, I change into a clean shirt and I put on the standard green Chronicler overall-dress. Exiting the shower room, I walk through the hallway towards the Library’s main stairwell. Heading down the stairs, I exit the Chronicler living quarters and pass the Administration Level. At the bottom of the staircase, I enter the main public space of the Library.
Maneuvering myself through several shelves of books, I make my way to my assigned area. Grabbing the large stack of books in the return slot, I go to work placing them back where they belong on the shelf. It’s quite boring, and I’d rather be reading them than putting them away, but this beats being assigned to Restructuring.
Every time I’m on Restructuring, my wrists get overused. All I do is rewrite old, unusable books onto new parchment. Heaven help the reader who has to decipher the images I had to redraw.
“Morgan,” a familiar voice says in a loud whisper. I turn and smile to see my friend standing behind me. “What are you doing?”
That’s a strange question to ask. It’s quite obvious. “Hope Marie, now that’s a silly question to be asking me. I’m putting my books away, duh. I don’t need Sophia coming down on me… again for not getting my work done.”
Hope is my best friend. While not a Chronicler, she spends most of her time in the Library. So, she’s aware of the goings-on here. Don’t believe what people say about us. We don’t go looking for trouble; it just sort of finds us.
Hope covers her eyes with her hand and shakes her head. Looking up, she takes the books from my hands. “You’re supposed to be in Documents and Records training today.”
I curse under my breath. “Not again.” With the last of the books out of my hands, I run towards the stairs. I say, excuse me or pardon me, as I bump into fellow Chroniclers and Library patrons. I’m sure they’ll all report me to Sophia. They usually do.
By the time I reach the third floor, I’m winded. It’s been a while since I’ve had to exert myself this much. Being a Chronicler for the State is a cushy job. You can read any book you want. Spend most, if not all, of your day indoors. And best of all, you’re taken out of the pool of potential brides for needy Capital men. The job only sucks when you forget where you’re supposed to be. Which is me ninety percent of the time.
What can I say? I enjoy spending time with the books, not all the other stuff.
Reaching Sophia’s office, I stop short of running into its large double doors. I adjust my dress, shake the chemicals left over from the shower out of my dark reddish brown hair, and knock on the door.
There’s an immediate reply: “Enter.”
That is never a good sign.
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“Miss Laoch, punctually late as always, I see,” Sophia says as she snaps her pocket watch closed. She purposely enunciates my name, Lay-oh-sh, meaning there’s a fifty-fifty chance I’m in big trouble. “Have a seat, please,” she gestures to either of the chairs in front of her desk. I can’t help but wonder how long she’s been standing in that exact spot, waiting for me to knock.
Sophia Tidesear, the great Headmaster of the Memphis Chroniclers. Most Chronicler Headmasters get assigned to take charge of a Library in their late sixties. Sophia received her promotion while in her thirties. Two decades later, she still runs a tight ship. Except for me, I’m the leak that’s going to capsize us.
As Sophia stands behind her desk, she keeps her back to me while looking out the window. Even when I know I’m in trouble, I can’t help but admire her. She’s my complete opposite. Prim and proper, always wearing a high-neck green dress. Her long gray hair, as always, is put up in a tight bun without a strand of hair out of place.
“I see you forgot your ledger I provided for you.” Before I can reply, she picks a new one off her desk and hands it to me. In the top right corner, she’s had my name engraved on it. “Try not to lose this one.” She gives me the look that says, I know you’ll lose it, just like the last three I gave you, so I stamped your name into it.
“Now, as this is your third week of lessons, I thought we’d change things up a bit.” Please don’t say it, please don’t say it. “It’s time for some hands-on experience.” She said it. My shoulders slump, and I curse the day Sophia manipulated me into taking on Documents and Records training.
“What do you want me to do?” I ask in a sullen tone.
She smiles. It’s the type of smile that means whatever she’s going to say will be a sweet victory for her and a bitter punishment for me. “Nothing too difficult. I need you to run over to the Governor’s Office—“
“The Governor’s Office?” I blurt out, interrupting her. She holds up her hand. I close my mouth, knowing that it’s best to just shut-up and listen to what she has to say.
“…the Governor’s Office and record the transfer of Captain Dan back to the Capital and transferring Captain Locke into Memphis.”
“Danny boy’s finally getting to retire back to the Capital, huh? What’s this Locke guy like? Have you met him?”
Sophia sighs at the way I, so call, disrespect practically everyone. I can’t help it. If they have a title, I automatically want to give them a nickname. “Yes, Captain Dan,” she says with emphasis to correct my informality, “is being reassigned back to the Capital where he’ll finish out his last tour. Yes, I’ve met Captain Locke. He’ll make an excellent replacement for Captain Dan. In fact, his last deployment was under the Commander.”
Oh hole no, she better not be talking about who I think she’s talking about. “Which Commander, Sophia? There’s a lot of them.”
“Your father, of course. He didn’t send word that one of his subordinates was heading up the Memphis National Police Unit?”
I can feel my face warming up and it becomes flushed. “No, Sophia, he failed to mention it when he mailed me my annual birthday card four months ago. Maybe he’ll mention it when he sends my next birthday card.”
“How many times do your mother and I have to tell you? Don’t resent him for the work he does for the Capital.”
“If they’d allow him to return to Memphis, he’d come back,” I say in unison with her. It’s the same old line every time. It’s like the two of them got together and created a special chant just for me. He probably has another wife and daughter with him in the Capital while Mother and I are struggling in the Mississippi Delta Desert. Deep down, I know this is how it’s supposed to be. We’ve all got our roles to play to keep this dried up dying world alive.
“Careful with that teenage rebellion don’t want to say or do something stupid. I don’t need my star pupil getting herself deported over to the Wasteland.”
I can’t help but smile and laugh. “‘Star pupil’ nice one. And my teenage rebellion has all but left me. I’m practically twenty, so I’m probably reaching the pessimistic stage of my life.”
This time it’s her turn to laugh. “Don’t sell yourself short.” She opens her pocket watch again, checks the time, then closes the lid. “Better get to the Governor’s. Don’t want you to be late.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I say in defeat. Rising from my chair, I head to the door.
“Miss Laoch,” I hope she’s going to tell me this was all a joke as punishment for being late.
“Yes,” I say, turning around with a smile. My frown returns when I see she’s holding the ledger.
“You don’t want to forget this.”
I take the book and head back out. Just as I’m closing the door, Sophia feels the need to add, “Please do us all a favor and mind yourself. Remember that you’re representing the Library.”
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Exiting the Library, I give the statue of Tom the cat a pat on the head and make my way across town towards the Governor’s office. Like all towns in the Kingdom, Memphis used to be a college campus. During the Water Wars, most of the population died of dehydration. With the population so reduced, everyone who still lived got moved into the nearest campus. And for the last several hundred years, this has kept the population closer together, which has allowed the government to help keep us safe.
After a brisk walk, I reach his office in less that fifteen minutes. Thankfully, this autumn the heat hasn’t been too bad. It’s only gotten up to the mid-nineties once. Entering the building, a burst of cold air hits my face. The Governor’s office is one of two buildings in Memphis with air conditioning. The other is the Council of Elder’s Pyramid. Past the entryway, I open the glass doors and am greeted by his receptionist.
She gives me a pleasant smile and says, “Miss Laoch, so good to see you. Governor Braun is expecting you. They’re waiting for you in the Study.” I must have a confused expression on my face because she adds, “Straight back, third door on the left.”
I thank her and walk directly to the Study. Reaching the door, it’s slightly ajar and I hear three men talking. Two of them, I recognize undefined the Governor and Captain Dan; the other I can only assume is the new Captain Locke.
“You’ll learn real quick, Locke,” It’s the Governor’s voice, “these people need to be set in their place. It’s one reason I put in this transfer request. No offense, Dan, but you’ve become too complacent with these riffraffs. They may be citizens, but they’re not Capitalists.”
How very interesting. So, Braun put in the request. Knowing how much trouble I’ll get in if found eavesdropping, I knock on the door and push it gently open.
“Ah, Miss Laoch, please come in,” the Governor says happily. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile or speak positively about me, ever. Can’t really blame him; I probably hate him as much as he hates me. He’s pompous, arrogant, and thinks that just because he comes from the Capital that he’s better than everyone here.
Just look at the way he dresses, in that fancy three-piece white suit of his. There’s not a single speck of dirt on it. We’ve had some decent Governors in the past, but Governor Braun leads from an ivory tower instead of down on the ground with us.
“Captain Locke, may I introduce you to one of our Chroniclers, Morgan Laoch.”
Locke stands and walks up to me and shakes my hand. “Your father’s told me a lot about you.”
Before I know what I’m doing, I blurt out, “You can forget all that he told you. It’s all out-of-date intel, anyway. He hasn’t seen me in seven years.” And there it is. The Governor’s smile vanishes instantly at my rude remark.
Locke goes full-belly laugh. “Same sense of humor as the Commander too, I see. Don’t you worry, your mother’s been keeping him up-to-date with all of your antics. Or, as he likes to say, shenanigans.”
My mouth drops open in shock. I didn’t know Mother kept in contact with him. Next time I see her, I’ll have to have a word with her about it. “Please come sit down.” He gestures for me to take one of the empty chairs. Braun’s sour face tells me he’s not happy that the new Captain is playing nice with the locals.
Locke is a lot younger than Dan. By my guess, he’s got to be in his early thirties, which is typical, I guess, for a Lieutenant to get promoted to Captain. Dan, if I remember correctly, just turned fifty-something. Or was it sixty-something? Either way, he’s been the Captain of Memphis since before I was born. What’s left of his gray hair is a stark contrast to Locke, who still can strut around with a thick head of dark brown hair. Poor Dan hasn’t received a new uniform in quite some time. It’s now faded gray with black patches sewn throughout it. Locke, on the other hand, is sporting a brand new solid black suit with shiny gold Captain insignias on his lapel.
With the four of us sitting around in a makeshift circle, they all look at me as if I’m in charge of this little meeting. And then I realize, oh yeah, I am. “So um, Dan, I mean Captain Dan, are you looking forward to moving back to the Capital?”
The big smile on his face brings out all of his hidden wrinkles, showing just how old he’s gotten. “Oh, I’ll miss this place, Morgan. Memphis has been good to me. But yes, it will be nice to go back home.” He pauses for a moment, then gives me a wink. “Less dust back home, too.”
“Miss Laoch, we’d like to get back to our important meeting, so can you take care of the transfer documents, please?” The Governor does a poor job of hiding his disdain towards me. But I have to play nice for the Library and Sophia’s sake.
“Yes, Governor, sorry for any delay I’ve caused.” I open the ledger and can’t help but smile. Sophia has already prewritten most of the document for me. I just need them all to sign their names and list out their new assignments.
“Captain Dan, since you have seniority in Memphis, let’s start with you. What is your new assignment?”
“Records and Bookkeeping security.”
After I copy what he said, I realize what he’ll be doing. “You’ll be working with the Capital Chroniclers?”
“Yes, ma’am, I’ll get to hang out with you bookworms all day.”
We cut our laughter short when the Governor clears his throat. “Very good,” I say, trying to sound as professional as possible. Because I already know he’s going to complain to Sophia about me. “Captain Locke, your new position I can assume is Captain of the NP unit stationed here in Memphis?”
“Correct,” he says with a smile.
Governor Braun makes a point to remind me to spell out National Police and not to use its common abbreviation. I make a point to ignore his comment, as I already know this.
“There we go,” I say, adding the last bit of information to the page. “All I’ll need from the two of you is your signatures underneath your respective assignments.” They pass the book to one another and sign on the dotted line. “Now if you would, Governor, please sign at the very bottom, finalizing the transfer.” He, of course, swoops and swipes his signature twice the size of any normal person’s signature, then hands the ledge back to me. “Thank you.”
Without even looking up at me, he orders, “You may go.” I start mumbling, what no thank you, but stop myself.
Standing, I repeat the quote we’re trained to give after a formal meeting. “May the King of the Union continue to bless our Nation. Long live the Capital.”
The three echo in unison, “Long live the Capital.”
My whole life, we’ve been chanting that mantra. And while I believe every word, it still seems a little cheesy to say it over and over again. I’m just glad that Sophia isn’t so strict with these formalities. We all owe our lives to the first Monarch, King Robert. Who after the Water Wars, developed the only known process for creating mass amounts of water to provide for citizens. And while it’s not a perfect system, the Government is what keeps us all alive.
As I reach the door to leave, Captain Locke says, “Wait a moment. I just had a thought.” I turn back to face the men. “If the Governor has no objections, would you care to show me around the city?”
“Well, I don’t know…” The Governor stutters.
“I’m sure we can finish our discussion later this evening. Now that the transfer’s complete, Dan needs to be given his send-off and returned to the Capital as soon as possible. Not to mention I’d like to get the lay of the land by a local. Who better than a Chronicler, don’t you think?”
In my head, I’m laughing hysterically at the sight of the Governor’s face turning an extra shade of red. Maybe Locke and I will get along as well as I did with Danny boy.
“I suppose you have a point,” he seethes. Then changes his tone, hoping to persuade me not to go along with the new Captain. “Unless you’ve got other assignments, Miss Laoch.”
He and I lock eyes, and I nod, and he beings to relax. That is until I smile and say, “No sir, my morning is completely assignment free.” Not technically true, but true enough. “I’m more than happy to take Captain Locke around and show him the sights. Maybe he can tell me fun stories about my Father.” Not that I really want to hear any of them.
“Excellent, shall we go?”
“Right this way, O Captain my Captain.” He tilts his head slightly and gives me an inquisitive look. “It’s from an old book.”
Exiting the air-conditioned building, the warm autumn air feels like a furnace. Captain Locke puts his hat on his head and asks, “So, where to first?”
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That’s a mighty fine question. I’ve never played tour guide before. “Well, I guess our first stop should be the Library.” I hold up the ledger. “I should probably get this turned in to ensure the transfer gets officially completed.”
“Lead the way,” he says with a grin.
As we walk, he goes on and on about my Dad and what a “great” leader he is and how lucky I am to have him as my Dad. I do my best to avoid having to acknowledge what he’s saying and instead point out what’s in each of the buildings as we walk. “Merchants’ Row is over there. So if there’s something you’re wanting to buy, it will be there. Medical Center’s that way. I’m sure you already know, but that’s where my Mom lives.”
“You don’t like it when I talk about the Commander do you?” I try to lie, and he sees right through me. “Every time I bring him up, the next thing out of your mouth is about another building.”
I stop walking and turn to face Locke. “Look, Captain, I don’t mean to be rude, but it’s been seven years, going on eight, since I last spoke to my Father. While he apparently keeps in contact with my mother, the most I get from him is a birthday card once a year. He just signs the card, doesn’t even write a message in it. So forgive me if I don’t care to hear how wonderful he is. Because frankly he’s a crappy parent.” I turn as quickly as I can from him so he can’t watch as I unexpectedly begin to tear up. “This way to the Library.”
We both remain silent until we get home. I pat the statue of Tom again and walk up the steps into the Library. Sophia stands just inside the entryway. I smile and shrug my shoulders when she gives me a look of, why is the new Captain walking in with you?
“Master Tidesear, I’d like to introduce you to Captain Locke, the new head of our NP Unit. Captain Locke, Master Tidesear, head of the Memphis Chroniclers.”
They shake hands, and Sophia says, “It’s nice to see you again.” Ah crap, that’s right. Sophia told me they’d met earlier. Oh well, at least I used her proper title during the introductions. “So, Captain, what brings you to the Library?”
“Miss Laoch volunteered to show me around town.”
Sophia knows me better than that, raises an eyebrow and asks, “Did she now?”
“Well, technically, the Captain asked if I would show him around and I said yes.”
“Fair enough,” Sophia smiles.
Handing her the ledger, Sophia opens to the first page, looks it over, then tucks it under her arm. “Excellent. I’ll get this processed right away. Welcome to Memphis, Captain Locke. You’re in capable hands with Miss Laoch.”
Back outside, Locke strikes up the conversation again by mentioning my father. Or rather, “I apologize for before. I forget sometimes it’s difficult living outside the Capital walls. While we all have our roles to play in this dust bowl of a world, it is difficult to sacrifice being away from family for so long. I promise not to bring up the Commander again unless you wish me to.”
If he’s a liar, then he’s a good one. But I don’t think he is. The sincerity in his voice makes it easy to believe that he truly means what he says. “It’s okay; don’t sweat it. Come on, let me show you more around town.”
Walking to the next building, he asks me if I could give him some insight into the town and what he should expect.
Of course, he knows that I’ve lived in Memphis my whole life. As a border town to the Wasteland, we have to deal with the occasional raid from gangs of escaped prisoners. But seeing as they only happen once every couple of years, it’s nothing to worry about. Dan did a good job of leading the NPs to take care of problems fairly quickly. “If my Father trained you, you’ll have no problem keeping the wolves at bay.”
“I’ve heard rumors that your Elders have a fairly unique meeting hall.”
Of course he has. Everyone has. Anyone who’s visited our town always asks to see the pyramid. Most of us from Memphis have only seen it once in our lives, the day we get assigned our task for life. In my case, being called as a Chronicler. “We don’t really go there except on special occasions. The Government forbids most citizens from owning vehicles. So, no one really feels like walking eight miles to a building that they can’t go into.”
He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a set of keys. “Well, lucky for us as an Officer in His Majesty’s National Police, I have a truck.”
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He either drives fast or NP vehicles just go fast naturally. I’ve never ridden in a vehicle before, so I have nothing to compare it to. The windows have a thick, dark coating, which keeps most of the sunlight out. To counteract the difficulty of seeing out, every window has a heads-up display that digitally shows what’s outside.
In no time at all, we’ve driven past the crumbling buildings of Old Memphis and park in front of the glass pyramid. He exits the truck and instructs me to follow. I’m not comfortable being so close to the Great Divide. With all the gun turrets and the extra security surrounding the pyramid, I know we’re safe, but it’s still unsettling.
Locke walks up to the front doors and opens them. “We’re going inside?” Without answering, he steps through the door and looks back at me. With a tilt of his head, he silently instructs me to follow.
Similar to the Governor’s office, the moment we walk into the building we’re greeted by a gust of cold air. The only difference is this air’s filled with the sweet smell of flowers.
It’s just as incredible as I remember it. Walking into the atrium, we’re met with every type of plant you can think of. Scattered throughout this impossible garden is an infinite number of flowers with infinite color schemes. Half of the town’s water supply goes to this garden. Granted, the garden is growing fruits and vegetables that get processed into our meal supply. But it’s still hard knowing that water we could use to drink is making flowers smell pretty.
Sophia always tells us, don’t just ask questions, find the answers as well. Of course, I figured the answer is the bees.
One of the Keepers of the Pyramid, an older woman wearing a light gray dress, walks up to us. I don’t know her name. In fact, I don’t know any of the Keepers except for one of my old childhood friends. Once someone becomes a Keeper, they spend the rest of their lives inside this place.
“May I help you?” She asks in a shaky voice.
“Yes, ma’am, my name is Captain Locke, Captain Dan’s replacement. I’m just going around town familiarizing myself with everything. I was hoping to get a tour of this unique building.”
Her little smile fades when she sees me standing there. Turning back to Locke, she says with a new smile, “Certainly, Captain. But the Chronicler must wait outside.” He’s about to say something when she cuts him off and continues. “This is not up for debate. With full respect for your rank and authority, this Chronicler cannot be present inside the Council of Elder’s Pyramid.”
She raises her arm and snaps her fingers. Instantly, two other Keepers walk up and stand on either side of me. Each grabs one of my wrists and, with their other hand, places them on my back to help push me out the door. I do my best not to fight against them, but it’s hard not to. Don’t they know I’m perfectly capable of walking out the door on my own? I don’t need them to be so pushy. Mumbling, I say, “I didn’t even want to be in here, anyway.”
Unceremoniously, they push me out of the threshold so hard I fall to the ground. Standing, I dust myself off and curse under my breath. Not once did they acknowledge me. They could have easily just said, please leave. And I would have happily turned and walked out the door. Bunch of weirdos. But I guess that’s what happens to you when you are stuck inside a strange building your whole life.
As I find a place in the shade to wait, I laugh out loud. I’m one to talk. If I could, I’d stay in the Library my whole life and just read books. But no, we have to socialize with the entire town.
Sitting in the shade, I look toward the Great Divide and the banks of the Wasteland. In every direction, dirt and rock, as far as the eye can see. As long as I don’t see any people walking around in the Wasteland, then I won’t need to panic.
It takes about an hour before Locke comes outside, eating an apple. “Sorry that took so long. Ready to get back to town?”
“What are you doing?” I ask, looking more at the apple than at him.
“What, this?” He holds up the half-eaten fruit. “We have a bunch of apples back home, and I asked if they tasted anything like the ones in the Capital.” He takes another bite. “So my guide offered me one to try. It’s close, but not as sweet as the ones back home. Would you like to have some?” He asks as he extends the apple out to me.
Frankly, I don’t know what to say or do, which is a problem I don’t normally have. On one hand, I’ve never eaten fresh fruit before. All fruits and vegetables are processed into dehydrated meal packets. So, by the time it reaches my plate, I’m stuck with a random assortment of tasteless chips. So of course, I want to see what it tastes like. On the other hand, I find it rather appalling to eat fresh fruit. It’s such a waste. It’s possible to process one apple into a single meal. In its natural state, it’s just a snack.
He must have been able to see my dilemma. The next thing he says is, “How about this? As the new Captain of Memphis, I order you to take a bite and try it.” He smiles.
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I take the apple and nibble off the smallest of bites. But it’s enough to teach me what I’ve missed out on my whole life. The sweetness is almost too much to bear. Handing it back to Locke, he says, “Good, isn’t it?” I just smile and nod. It is good, but I’m not used to the sweetness.
On the drive back, Locke decides that while he hasn’t seen a lot, it’s enough for now. “I’ve taken up a lot of your time, and I’m sure you’ve got Chronicler stuff to do.” He pulls up directly in front of the Library and stops. I thank him for saving me a walk and exit the truck.
Back inside the Library everyone I pass asks me stupid question after stupid question. Every question about Locke. “Is he cute?” “Was it really just the two of you?” “Do you like him?” “Master Tidesear wants to see you.” No, yes, I just met the guy, and what did I do wrong now?
Back where I started this morning, I knock on Sophia’s large office door. This time, she takes a moment before inviting me in. She’s at her desk reviewing and signing off on a giant stack of paperwork. As the head of the Memphis Chroniclers, she is required to sign off on all written documents for the entire city.
“Have a seat, please,” she says without looking up. “Just trying to finish up this last document.”
I sit and wait. What feels like hours, in reality, is only less than five minutes. She scribbles her name at the bottom of a page and places her pen back in its inkwell. “Finished,” she says triumphantly. “Sorry for the wait, Miss Laoch. I wanted to get this finished as fast as possible. It’s the Council of Elder’s request to the Capital for a five percent increase in our monthly water supply. With the increase in births we had this past year, we’re going to need it. So, please report on your morning.”
I tell her everything, from when I entered the Governor’s office to when Locke dropped me off. The whole time I’m speaking, Sophia sits quietly, listening. When I finish, she remains silent, quietly processing everything I said. When she’s ready to talk, all she asks is, “How would you describe the taste of the apple?”
Clearly, I must have misunderstood what she just said. “I’m sorry, what?”
“Describe to me what the apple tasted like.”
“What does that have to do with the new Captain?”
“Nothing, or maybe everything. That’s not really the point. The point is, I want you to describe to me what the apple tasted like.”
I hate when she does stuff like this. “Sweet, I guess.”
She raises an eyebrow. “You guess?” Leaning back in her chair, she folds her arms and smiles. I know that smile; every Chronicler knows that smile. She’s going to give me homework. “Sounds like you have given little thought to the unique experience you just had. So, by the end of the day tomorrow, I would like you to write a one-thousand-word poem and describe the taste of the apple.”
I’m about to protest when she picks up the next document and begins reading it. It’s her usual tactic to get out of any further conversation. Standing, I make one final attempt to explain how this is an unfair assignment when she starts reading the document out loud. It’s her way of telling me to get lost, so I leave.
All Chroniclers hate poetry. We’d rather read or write about straightforward facts than something that’s verbose, and she knows it. She says it helps expand our vocabulary. But I don’t believe her. Heading upstairs, I avoid everyone who keeps wanting to know more about Locke. I don’t even stop to tell them I’m busy. I just keep on walking.
Slamming the door to my room, I walk over and slump myself into the chair at my desk. I scribble ideas of what I can write about. I list out the first things that come to mind when thinking about what it tastes like. Then, I write out the feelings I was having. Lastly, I describe the events that led up to and include when he gave me the apple.
With a new piece of paper, I go to work writing the first draft.
After four hours and an enormous pile of crumpled up paper, I don’t even have my first line. Have I mentioned that I hate poetry? Looking at the clock, I realize just how much time I’ve spent accomplishing nothing. Not to mention that everyone’s probably at dinner by now.
Heading down to the main lobby, I make my way towards the exit to join everyone at the dining hall. Instead, I find myself veering off course and heading into the poetry section of the Library. We keep the poetry books separate from the rest. In fact, there’s a room dedicated solely to poetry.
The room is small. Only about a twelve-by-twelve square. From my understanding, years ago—like a hundred years ago or something like that—there was a fire in the Memphis library. Except for these poetry books, the fire destroyed most of the original books. The Head Chronicler at the time made sure to keep them safe, and we’ve preserved them ever since in this room. Or at least that’s how the story goes.
Sitting at the table in the center of the room, I read several of the books, hoping that they’ll inspire me. They don’t. I find most of the works boring and superficial. Not to mention I keep getting distracted by the painting that’s hanging on the wall.
It’s a painting of a courtyard at night. It’s nothing fancy, but I keep thinking that I’ve seen it somewhere before, but can’t place it. The painting is of Memphis, but it doesn’t look quite right. After staring at it for a few minutes, I finally realize what’s wrong with it. It’s not Memphis; it’s a painting of a different campus.
Great, now I want to know more about the painting that I do about poetry. Curse my Chronicler curiosity.
Thankfully, we have a display of every town in the Kingdom. I make notes about the painting, then walk over to the display. Encased in glass are dioramas of each city in the Kingdom. Each has a plaque explaining the history and how King Robert the First re-purposed Universities into towns. This way, we could live in one central area as opposed to being so spread out in the crumbling cities.
While they all have similar features, none of them match the description I wrote. Turning to leave, my eye catches something in one of the glass casings. It’s a reflection of Columbus. While the town’s diorama doesn’t line up with the painting, its reflection in the glass is a perfect match.
My new question is, why is there a painting of Columbus here in Memphis and why did they paint it in reverse?






  
  Chapter two
Uncovering Secrets
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Back in the poetry room, I stand in front of the painting, giving it a closer inspection. Gently, I lift the painting, or rather, I attempt to lift the painting. It won’t budge. Running my fingers between the frame and the wall, I discover the picture doesn’t hang on the wall; it’s glued directly to it.
Even more questions.
In the town of Memphis there’s a painting of a town over five-hundred miles away. It’s painted backwards and glued directly onto the wall. None of this makes any sense. There’s only one thing I can do. I need to do some research.
My search doesn’t take me too far. Next to poetry is a section dedicated to the history of Memphis. History specific to after the Water Wars. The Government has deemed history before the Wars as heretical. I grab a stack of books and bring them back into the poetry room for further study.
The voices coming from the front of the building let me know that I’ve missed dinner. Once again, my quest for an answer has caused me to go down a dust bunny hole of information. Not even realizing it, I’ve spent a good two hours in this room reading book after book.
“You missed dinner again.” It’s my friend and fellow Chronicler, Rose. “Hope was looking for you. We told her, you got grounded.”
We both laugh. It wouldn’t be the first time Sophia’s told me to stay home and not go to dinner.
“What are you doing in here, anyway?”
I tell her about the stupid apple and how I now have to write another poem. I then try to show her the painting, but before I can go into what I’ve discovered, she holds up her hand. “You missed dinner because you got sidetracked about something random and useless?”
“Well, I-I mean look at it, the painting’s it’s…” I stammer and can’t think of a good defense for myself.
Rose just smiles at me and shakes her head. “You’re hopeless, Morgan. You really are. Last week, you were ‘researching’ dust bunnies. You were certain they were genetically modified during the Water Wars.” I’m about to explain why that research failed when she continues, “And the time before that, Sophia’s a Wastelander spy.”
“Hey,” I interrupt, “I didn’t start that rumor. You know as well as I do that one’s been going around for years. I was just trying to prove it, one way or another.”
Rose crosses her arms and looks me directly in the eyes. “And what did you find out?”
Her glare forces me to look away. I mumble the answer under my breath.
“What was that? I couldn’t hear you.”
Looking back at her, “I learned nothing new.”
“Face it, Morgan,” she says solemnly, “you suck in the research department. Don’t get me wrong, you’re amazing when it comes to knowing where everything is in this place and even in the whole town, but looking deeper into matters is not your strong suit.”
I know she’s only saying this because she cares. She’s right, but I’ll never tell her that. I know what I know. I just can’t prove any of it. It’s like the last bit of information is just out of reach.
“Come on,” she says. “Better get to bed and work, whatever this is, tomorrow. You remember the last time Sophia caught you after lights out, don’t you?”
A shiver runs down my spine. Of course I do. She made me write an essay about the importance of sleep and had me read it to the entire town. “Yeah, yeah,” I say as I get up from the desk and turn the poetry light off. “Guess I’ll just work on it tomorrow.”
In my room, I change into my nightgown and look out the window toward the Medical Center. “Night, Mom.” Then I crawl into bed and turn off the nightstand light. It’s the same routine as I’ve done since becoming a Chronicler. I really should go visit her. I haven’t seen her since last week. She deserves an earful for keeping in contact with Dad without telling me.
Tossing and turning, the image of the reversed painting keeps popping up in my mind. I can’t sleep, so I’ll have to take the only medicine that will help. My Mom prescribed it to me years ago. Sophia hates when I take it. It causes nothing but trouble; she says. But Mom’s the Healer, not her. “If you can’t sleep because your mind won’t relax, then give your mind what it wants.”
I tiptoe downstairs with a flashlight and make my way into the poetry room. Closing the door behind me, I head to the back of the room to the painting. Why has no one noticed or cared that it’s a backwards painting of Columbus? By the way Rose was acting, it’s as if since it’s been here forever, no one needs to worry about it.
Touching every inch of the painting, nothing feels out of place. None of the books I read earlier mentioned anything about this painting, even though the books mention practically every other artwork in town. It’s as if this one just showed up out of nowhere.
As my eyes grow heavy, I figure I should get back upstairs. I’ve lucked out being down here this long, and I probably shouldn’t risk it anymore. Just as I’m about to leave, the light from my flashlight causes something on a shelf to twinkle.
On the bottom shelf of a bookcase, I find one book that has metallic paint on the cover. Upon closer inspection, the book’s title reads: Poetry for Reflection and Revelation. Pulling the book from the shelf, there’s a soft click from behind the painting.
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The painting swings open easily. Inside, I find an old blue leather journal and a silver necklace. Two details stand out. The first, imprinted onto the journal are the initials KR. Second, attached to the end of the necklace is an elaborate pendant that looks like a bunch of knots tied together. Between a few of the knots, blue jewels have been encrusted in them.
Now my curiosity’s piqued. Don’t get stupid, Morgan, I tell myself. Take it up to your room. Don’t be a dummy and get caught like last time. With the secret items in hand, I close the painting and replace the Reflection book. Once again, I hear the click as the painting locks back in place. 
Making my way through the lobby and back up the stairs, I keep my sound to a minimum. Turning off the flashlight, I take each step on the staircase in the dark. Sophia lives on the second floor. Passing this area has always been the hardest. All the Chroniclers are certain that Sophia has super hearing. Because nine times out of ten we get caught. I’m sneakier that the others, so I’m usually the one that gets away with it.
With a sigh of relief, I make it to the third floor. I’m about to turn the flashlight back on when someone else’s flashlight turns on directly in my face. Blinded by
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