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Birds chirped cheerfully as Gigi wandered away from the center of town toward her house on the hill. Her long skirt brushed against her ankles and she pulled the fabric up to stop the itch it caused against her bare skin. She hated those dresses, even though she’d been wearing them for as long as she could remember. 

“Lower your dress,” Jason Decker intoned as he passed her on the street. He didn’t even look at her directly when he spoke, his eyes fixed on the road ahead. Immediately, Gigi did as she was told, glancing over her shoulder to watch him continue on his path toward Main Street. 

How do they do that? She wondered, half-disgusted, half-awed. They see without looking. 

“Look where you’re going, Gigi,” Andrea Fowler said in front of her. “He is always watching and should you be. How do you expect to reach enlightenment if you’re not watching?” 

Gigi whipped her head back around to address the woman who had appeared seemingly out of nowhere. Like Jason, Andrea didn’t seem to be looking at her as she continued on her way but not without a final thought. “He is always watching.”

Which “he” is she referring to? Gigi wondered but she didn’t let her mind go there as she picked up the pace and hurried home. To Gigi, it seemed that any great number of eyes could be on her at any point in time. It was an unsettling feeling but one that had become commonplace. There was nothing she could do about it, even if the will to try was sometimes overwhelming. 

Gigi picked up the pace, determined to get home before anymore odd encounters. She was glad not to see anyone else along the way but the feeling of eyes on the back of her neck made the hairs there rise. 

Is he really watching or have we just been told that so many times that we believe it?

It was an unbidden thought, forbidden, really. She wasn’t supposed to question it. 

“An obedient woman is a woman worthy of enlightenment.”

She entered the house and shoved the trite scriptures out of her mind. They already kept her up at night as it was. She didn’t need to waste waking hours on them. 

“What took you so long?” Amber rushed out of the kitchen as Gigi entered. Her face was ashen but relieved when she caught sight of her daughter. A stab of guilt shot through Gigi as she realized what her mother must have been thinking. 

The Lawson looked up from their scripture reprovingly as she entered but silently returned to read in unison without saying a word. Amber yanked on Gigi’s arm and pulled her aside, shaking her head. 

She’s going gray, Gigi thought sadly. It’s this place. 

Again, she shushed her dark thoughts, lest he be listening to those too. 

“You should have been back an hour ago,” Amber hissed at her, eyes darting around as though she was worried she was being overheard. In their overcrowded house, shared with the Lawsons and Coltons, it was not hard to be heard. It didn’t matter if they were heard – there were no such things as secrets in their town. 

Which is what made Joey’s plight all the more interesting. 

“I went looking for that cheese you liked,” Gigi lied. “But no one seemed to have it. I don’t think dairy production has been very good this year.” 

“Screw the cheese!” Amber rasped with uncharacteristic harshness. “You know better than to go off schedule.”

“Mom,” Gigi sighed. “Why is there a schedule?” 

Amber’s eyes grew huge, her face almost opaque. Her mouth opened but it took a second before she was able to formulate a word to speak.

“What has gotten into you?” she whispered. “Are you crazy? Are you trying to get us in more trouble?” 

Gigi would have laughed at the question if the situation were not so dire. 

That’s rich. Am I crazy? And why would be in trouble? We didn’t do anything wrong! 

“Oh, the prodigal daughter returns!” a booming voice announced, causing Gigi to jump. She spun and eyed Mark Colton with thinly veiled disgust. It was not just the fact that he wore a pair of faded blue jeans and too-tight white t-shirt, flaunting the fact that he and the other men were permitted to wear what they wanted. His smirk and suspicious eyes had always made Gigi’s skin crawl. If the Reverend had anyone watching over them, Gigi’s money would have been on Mark. 

“Now if only we could find that prodigal son of yours, eh, Amber?” His gaze was cold despite the leer on his face. 

“I wasn’t gone that long,” Gigi snapped, moving his attention away from her mother, her patience wearing thin. Mark’s eyes narrowed. 

“That’s not a very nice tone to take with your elders,” he said coldly. 

He’s barely ten years older than me! 

But Gigi knew better than to speak her mind. She wished she hadn’t argued in the first place. 

“Gigi, go finish with dinner,” Amber ordered her, the tone of her voice leaving no room for argument. “I’ll set the table.” 

“Are you sure you have your daughter under control, Amber?” she heard Mark ask as she moved toward the kitchen. “The Reverend wouldn’t like to hear how she’s been acting lately. I think that everything is affecting her much harder than she’s admitting.” 

Gigi paused to listen to her mother’s response, ducking out of view. She didn’t need to hear this but she was curious to see how her mother would respond. 

“She hasn’t been the same since...well, you know we’re not supposed to talk about it,” Amber mumbled. Gigi felt her heart twinge, a combination of dread and sickness overcoming her. 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Mark said flatly and Gigi found herself wondering if he really had forgotten or was just abiding by the Reverend’s orders. 

Oh Mom, why did you bring up Joey? She thought, swallowing her nervousness. She knew the topic of her brother was forbidden. You’re so worried about how we’re regarded. The mention of him is bound to make everyone antsy. 

“What are you doing?” Kendra Lawson’s small voice caused her to turn around and she smiled weakly at the five-year-old. Despite the child’s deadpan expression, Gigi reminded herself that she was an innocent, dragged into all this just as she had been. 

“I’m just going to make dinner,” she explained. “Do you want to help me?”

“It’s not our turn to make supper. It’s yours,” Kendra said flatly. “It’s part of the schedule.”

Her lack of emotion chilled Gigi to the bone.

That’s what happens when you’re born into this place, she thought, rushing off to finish supper. The indoctrination starts young. Joey saw it. I see it. Why can’t anyone else?

Gigi found herself wondering if it was a lack of sight or a surplus of fear that kept everyone precisely where they were supposed to be. She wasn’t sure she’d ever find out. Not unless she tried to escape just as her brother had done. 

~ ~ ~

The intoning had faded to a jumble of words, the sermon ongoing for hours as it always did on Sundays. There was endless talk of enlightenment and living the right way but it was all the same to Gigi. Whatever she hadn’t learned by rote, she had no interest in hearing anyway. Gigi had long ago stopped listening to the charismatic leader at the altar. Instead, her mind played old songs she remembered from before Amber had gathered her and Joey and left their father twelve years ago. 

Or was it longer than that? 

Like everything else, time blurred together here. It was getting harder and harder to remember what life was like on the outside. 

There was no music allowed in their town. Reverend Wraith insisted that the only song needed was found in nature. 

“If you can’t find inner harmony, I suppose you’ll have to find solace in that of birds or the babble of the creek waters. I won’t have my flock listening to the filth that corrupts our light and keeps us from finding total enlightenment!”

That was easy for him to say but Gigi has heard the blast of his radio inside the SUV when he thought no one was about to hear him. He was the only one in their town who owned a car. Any use for travel or heavy farm work was done with horse and cart. But he was permitted a vehicle because someone needed to be in touch with the outside world. 

Gigi didn’t care about the modern luxuries so much. There wasn’t anywhere to travel beyond the limits of their town. Any magazines or modern literature would only serve to create a craving for the outside world and as much as Gigi longed to escape, she could do without the temptation. 

“Everyone bow your head and pray for me!” Reverend Wraith instructed. In unison, the three hundred souls packed into the church did as they were ordered, their heads falling as if they were marionettes on a string. Everyone but Gigi, whose crystalline eyes remained open, if only in slits. She eyed her mother on her right before covertly sneaking a glance at the men on the other side of the room. Not one other person seemed aware of her stares. 

How can they all just fall under his power like this? Don’t they see what he’s doing?

A sharp nudge to her ribs made Gigi gasp aloud and her eyes almost popped fully open when she glanced at her mother. 

“Pray!” she hissed, the words almost inaudible but the sentiment and panic was tangible. Gigi shut her lids but she didn’t pray. There was nothing to pray for but the impossible. 

It’s not impossible, a logical voice in her head insisted. Joey got out of here. 

But then what had become of him? Gigi had no idea if her brother had made it safe into the world beyond, one that she vaguely remembered now. 

“Open your eyes!” Reverend Wraith thundered. Sighing, Gigi did as she was told and glared in the direction of their community leader. To her surprise, a woman had joined him at the pulpit and she was dressed in the same kind of clothing the men wore – modern and casual. A low murmur of confusion drifted through the crowd but everyone was instantly silenced when the gaunt-faced clergyman held up his hand. 

“Brothers and sisters,” he intoned. “We have a new arrival.”

Gigi blinked and glanced at her mother. Amber’s face tightened as she leaned forward like the rest of the congregation. Gigi couldn’t remember the last time an outsider had been permitted into their fold. The Reverend often said that the town was self-sufficient now and no longer searching for recruits until everyone in his flock found the higher enlightenment. Then he vowed to bring in more when their group had achieved what he sought for them. 

Which is code for following him blindly, Gigi thought grimly. She didn’t know what the Reverend’s ultimate end game was, her world view far too narrow to know what history dictated in situations like this. The term “total enlightenment” meant different things to different people and Gigi was past the point of asking. 

But she didn’t have a good feeling about whatever it was – no matter how much Reverend Wraith tried to make it sound that way. 

“Flock, I want you to welcome Sister Nadia.”

There was a low chorus of, “Welcome” and “May the light be with you.” Gigi said nothing, studying what she could of the pale blonde from her seat. 

She kind of looks like me, Gigi thought, casting her mother a sidelong look. Amber had always said that she and Joey looked more like their father with their light coloring but Gigi remembered him well enough to know that wasn’t entirely true either. Kevin’s eyes were much deeper blue and his hair browner than blonde. Or at least that’s how Gigi remembered it. 

But this woman, Nadia, was almost a spitting image of her and Joey. Her hair was so light, it was almost white, the opaqueness of her eyes visible even from where Gigi sat. She glanced about the congregation and realized suddenly that there were several others who bore the same characteristics too. 

How did I not notice how many of us have such fair, pale features? 

She didn’t have time to ponder the phenomenon because the leader began to speak again. 

“Nadia will join the Miller, Gould, and Stevens house,” the Reverend went on. “You will accept her as one of our flock now and help her seek the light.” 

I guess I’ll be seeing a lot of her. She’s basically next door. 

Gigi wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or bad but she reasoned it was better another female than male. She was getting sick of the smug, self-important smirks of the men in their community. It was bad enough that the women were forced to attend to all the “traditional” roles of cooking and cleaning while the men labored in the various shops and farms. They were allowed more freedoms, Gigi was sure. 

That was how Joey was able to get away. 

“I expect you all to pray harder than ever for higher enlightenment today,” Reverend Wraith concluded. “The time is coming and few of you are ready.”

Is he done? I have to pee, Gigi thought with irritation. 

“May the light be with you,” Wraith finally concluded. 

“And with you!” the group called back enthusiastically. Gigi was the first person out of her pew, pushing against the crowd who fought toward the front. 

“Where are you going?” Amber demanded as her daughter bolted toward the door. 

“For a walk,” Gigi replied, half-honestly. Amber’s eyes narrowed. 

“A walk where?”

Gigi scoffed. 

“How far could I possibly go, Mother?” she asked coldly. Amber’s eyes narrowed but she didn’t respond. 

“Don’t be late for dinner.”

This time it was Gigi who didn’t answer. She hurried out against the crowd who moved like a herd of zombies to touch the Reverend before carrying on with their days. 

Outside, Gigi exhaled, noting the overcast skies. She stared up at the gathering nimbus clouds with renewed interest. 

I wonder if rain will effect them...

It was the first time the thought had ever crossed her mind but now that it had taken hold, Gigi could barely contain herself from sprinting. Most of the town remained in the church, giving her the advantage of moving undetected toward the outskirts, her steps growing faster as a rumble of thunder teased the atmosphere. The smell of ozone filled her nostrils, the scent nostalgic as always but Gigi was singularly focussed. 

Glancing over her shoulder to ensure she wasn’t being watched, Gigi ran forward, ducking through the ravine and taking solace against the new drops of rain and any potential witnesses. 

For once, she didn’t feel the oppressive eyes of...well, she wasn’t sure who it was she always thought was watching her. Surely the Reverend couldn’t keep an eye on everyone at the same time and their basic way of life ensured that there was no modern cameras or technology about but that didn’t stop Gigi from knowing inherently that she wasn’t delusional. The eyes had always been there but after Joey had escaped, she’d become more aware of them than ever. 

Anyway, the Reverend had already proven himself to be a liar with his luxury SUV and music pumping from the stereo system. For all Gigi knew, there were cameras everywhere. Yet she was sure that in the thick of trees, she was unwatched and she hurried forward until the clearing beyond the woods appeared. She reasoned that even if there were such cameras, everyone was still in church. She had a little bit of time to test her theory without being caught. 

There, looming ten feet high was the fence that encircled the entire town. Barbed wire laced over the top but that wasn’t the worst of it. A flash of lightning made Gigi jump but she continued forward until she stood in front of the blockade, her gaze trailing along the length. 

Biting on her lower lip, she inched forward, the rain pelting down over her best dress, reserved for the hours-long Sunday sermons. Slowly, she inched toward the fence, her fingers extended. 

I hope the rain disabled the electricity...

“DON’T TOUCH THAT!”

Gasping, Gigi spun about, the hem of her dress sticking to her calves. The newcomer, Nadia, rushed toward her, eyes wide. 

“It’s an electric fence!” she hissed, grabbing Gigi by the arm and pulling her away. “Are you nuts?”

Gigi’s own eyes narrowed slightly as she yanked her arm away, backing up but careful not to make contact with the barrier. 

How does she know that? She just got here. 

“What are you doing out here?” Gigi mumbled, ready to sprint at the sign of anyone else. She wondered if the Reverend had sent Nadia after her and her bowels turned to water. 

“I was following you,” Nadia replied without shame. “You’re Gigi, aren’t you?”

More alarm spiked through the younger girl’s veins and her instinct was to deny it but in a place like that, her lie would be easily caught. 

“How do you know my name?” Gigi demanded, stepping further back. Another crack of thunder followed by a two flashes of lighting only fueled Gigi’s anxiety. 

“I’m Nadia,” she offered. “I’m new here.”

“Yeah, I saw that,” Gigi growled in response. “That doesn’t answer my question.”

Nadia smiled patiently and moved closer. 

“Stay back,” Gigi ordered. “Or I’ll run.”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” Nadia retorted, sounding exasperated. “I’m on your side here...I think.”

Gigi blinked uncomprehendingly. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that I know your brother, Joey,” she said flatly. Gigi’s heart began to pound with such ferocity, she couldn’t breathe. 

“How? Where is he?” she fired out, her words tumbling over one another. Nadia sighed, and shook her platinum curls warily. 

“I don’t know,” she confessed. “I was hoping that you and your mom could help me figure it out.”

~ ~ ~

There were few places to go in town that projected the semblance of privacy. Gigi knew that the Reverend had done that by design and she didn’t try to sneak Nadia away. Instead, she marched the young woman back to the house and in through the front door. 

Amber’s mouth clamped shut when she realized her daughter had a friend. 

“I was getting worried about you,” Amber muttered, forcing a smile at the newcomer. Instantly, the Lawsons and the Coltons swarmed the front entrance to peer at Nadia. Gigi noticed that she handled the attention without embarrassment, as though she was used to being examined like an animal in a zoo. 

“This is Nadia,” Gigi offered. 

“Welcome, Nadia.”

“May the light be with you.”

The platitudes were flat but Gigi could tell that the others were frothing with curiosity. Like Gigi, they hadn’t seen a new face in years. 

“I’m showing her around town,” Gigi explained, looking pointedly at her mother. Amber didn’t understand her daughter’s look and seemed uncomfortable by the suggestion. 

“It’ll be time for dinner soon,” she mumbled. “And it’s raining.”

“We’ll just hang out in my room,” Gigi replied, already prepared for her mother’s arguments. “You don’t want to be rude to the new arrival do you?” 

Amber had no response for that. 

“This way,” Gigi said, leading the way toward the stairs. 

“Nice meeting y’all,” Nadia said, following after Gigi. The younger woman heard the murmur of the other in their wake. 

“Interesting bunch,” Nadia said when Gigi closed the door to the bedroom she shared with two of the Lawson girls. Neither was present and Gigi put her finger to her lips. 

“Keep your voice down,” she said urgently. “The walls have ears here.”

“That’s what your brother said too,” Nadia sighed. Gooseflesh erupted over Gigi’s arms. 

“What do you know about Joey? How did you even come to be here?” Gigi fired off, the list of question building as she spoke. “Where is my brother?”

Nadia held up a hand and this time it was she who silenced Gigi. 

“You need to keep your voice down too,” she reminded her quietly. “I’m Joey’s girlfriend.”

The words were a slap in the face to Gigi although she couldn’t say why. Perhaps it was because there was no such thing as a girlfriend in their insular village. Couples were put together according to Reverend Wraith’s instruction. There were no courtships or romances. Marriages were a matter of arrangement. 

“Girlfriend.” The word was foreign on Gigi’s tongue and Nadia gave her a patient smile. 

“The world outside of here is much different,” she said gently. “They do things in another way – do you remember it at all?”

“Some of it,” Gigi admitted, trying to recall the outside world in great detail but it was fuzzy now, just like the face of her father. 

“Joey said the same thing,” Nadia sighed. “I had to help him recall so many basic things.”

“Where is Joey?”

Nadia exhaled and sat on the edge of the mattress that lay flatly on the floor without a frame. It was Jenna Lawson’s bed but Gigi didn’t bother to tell Nadia to move. 

“I don’t know,” she said. “That’s why I’m here. I was hoping for some answers.”

“How did you even know to come here? How did you get the
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