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  Humbling Reviews




“Pretty good. Yeah. I don’t have much to say.”

—Gloria M., author’s ex-roommate



“I promise I wasn’t paid to read it or leave this review.”

—Spencer H., guy who cried on reality TV


“I needed a reminder to get back into your book… Not because it was boring. I promise.”

—Megan E., liar



“This is much better than I expected. It’s actually half-decent.”

—Author’s father, biggest critic


“You should consider grad school more seriously.”

—Ellen W., realist








  
  











To all the scummy landlords who inspired me to write a bestseller so I could one day afford my own house. May your pillow forever be warm and your toes always cold.
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"In the face of pain there are no heroes."—George Orwell, 1984









  
  MOORE'S CONFESSION


People love dualities. Light and dark. Good and evil. Heroes and villains. The discovery of Elysians threw humanity into a new duality: those who had powers and those who didn’t. Thus, the conflicts that had existed throughout human history became deadlier. So I did what I thought was necessary at the time and suggested the creation of Prohedria to the Duke and Duchess.



God forgive me for the lives I have destroyed since then.








  
  Ouch!


None of this is real. 
The words tugged me from my dreamless sleep, pulling me into a room swept over by a potent fog. The haze and airiness in my head made me wonder if I was still asleep. But then a cough caught in my throat. I tried to stifle it so I didn’t wake the other girls.
Another cough came, and I knew I needed to drink something before I caused a commotion. Pins and needles shot through the soles of my feet as they landed on the whining wooden planks. My eyes stung from the intense stench in the air, but I simply squinted and pushed forward until I reached the brass knob. At such a late hour, the metal fixture in the poorly insulated orphanage should’ve been cold. But tonight, the doorknob radiated a pleasant heat.
A tickle wrenched in the back of my throat. I covered my mouth and leaned into the door, desperate to clear the itch.
But as I opened the door, a thick, dark substance engulfed the room and consumed my lungs. My body lurched as I choked, slamming against the wall so loudly I woke several girls. Mistress Waller would be furious when she learned I caused a disturbance late at night. But instead of chastising me, the girls threw off their blankets and hurried to wake the others. I watched the madness unfold as the younger girls clung to each other and cried. The older girls scoured the room, desperation painted across their wide eyes and trembling hands.
“Over here,” one of the oldest yelled as she hoisted a window. The others surrounded the small opening like flies to a carcass.
“Mistress Waller!” a girl screamed against the chaos. Despite the haze, I could make out her thick red curls and face full of freckles. Sasha. She clutched a plush version of her favorite Elysian, Prism, against her chest. Tears and soot stained her normally confident face. “The fire. She’s going to die.”
The fire? It took the words of a little girl for me to realize the dark stench in the air was smoke. Our wooden orphanage would soon be up in flames, our bodies lost among the embers.
One of the windows to my left shattered as two dark boots collided with the glass, allowing a cloaked figure to roll into the room. She stood tall with a bow attached to her back and a quiver of arrows hung over her shoulder. Worra. A Guardian.
“Fletching is below,” she said in a calm yet confident voice. She shoved a hook in the wall by the shattered window. A rope connected the hook to the arrow she knocked in her bow and shot out the window. The rope went taut. “You can use this to slide down.”
The girls flocked to her—flies now enamored by a beacon instead of a carcass. She offered a single nod of encouragement before going to the other window. Once she secured a second rope, she cradled one of the smallest girls in her arms and slid down.
My heart fluttered. Worra—an actual Guardian—was here to save us.
I started for the window, but Sasha’s cries for Mistress Waller forced me to whip around. “Sasha,” I murmured through the thick air as I knelt beside her bed, “we have to go. I’m sure Mistress Waller got out already. She sleeps on the ground floor.” I tried to touch her arm, but she sprang toward the smoke-filled hallway before I could reach her.
Sasha would die if she tried to get to Mistress Waller. She needed a hero like Worra to save the day. After all, whenever someone in Prohedria needed help, a Guardian always came running. But even through the smoke, I knew Worra hadn’t returned to the burning building. She wouldn’t know Sasha needed her help until it was too late.
A surge of adrenaline coursed through me. Worra was the hero. But maybe I could be a hero.
I rushed after Sasha. Beyond the bedroom, flames licked up the walls of the wooden structure, and smoke loomed high in the air. I quickly realized I could only breathe if I crouched.
The staircase had succumbed to a mess of planks and golden-red metal. The flames roared and shifted. Even when I crouched low to the ground, the smoke still burned my lungs. My eyes watered and strained as I struggled to make out Sasha’s curls at the bottom of the stairs. I tried to yell for her, but I had no air to press out.
Pieces of debris crashed through the wooden floor. I crept down the staircase, cursing myself for not being quick like a Guardian. A low rumble echoed before the staircase imploded. I instinctively reached for the metal railing, but the blazing iron scorched my hands. I let go and crashed into the floor.
I wheezed as I rolled onto my side. Every ounce of my body ached and burned. The world grew heavy. Smoke swallowed the orphanage whole, letting not even the flickering flames through. I was no Guardian. Why did I ever think I could save Sasha?
Because you can.
The simple words rang in the back of my head. It sounded like my own voice, yet it held an intensity I’d never possessed.
You need to get up, Anna Marie.
I sat up, pushing past the pain of the splinters embedded in my blistered hands. My head spun. All around me, fire ate at the doors and smoke clogged the halls. Nowhere to go.
Find her, the voice—my voice—commanded.
My body wobbled as I forced myself to stand. I pressed my hand against one of the few remaining walls and limped across the room. My eyes darted around for any sign of Sasha.
And then I saw it. The plush Prism doll lay on the ground, covered in soot, its golden strands catching the light of the flames. Had my eyes not been drawn to that, I would’ve missed the tiny hand beside it.
“No,” I barely gasped as I fell to my knees next to the debris.
My hands acted faster than my mind. I clawed through the wreckage without any consideration for my burns. Finally uncovered, Sasha took in labored breaths but didn’t seem to be processing anything. A pole pierced her side. Dark blood mingled with ash stained her nightgown.
The metal was hurting her. That meant I needed to remove it, right?
I stumbled back as I hefted the pole out of her. The blood came faster, and her breath became more ragged. I stared in horror, not sure what to do. She was dying. I’d killed her.
No, you didn’t.
I rested my hands on her pale face. Her bright eyes flicked open to look at me. She might’ve been conscious, but her words were garbled. I tried to move my hands away from her face when a pressure rested atop them. I looked down, but I couldn’t see anything through the smoke.
And then I felt it.
My own consciousness moved down the back of my neck, through my arms and hands, and passed into her body. In an instant, I knew everything she felt. Burn marks on her legs. Ash obstructing her lungs. Her pierced ribs. My mind reached out and touched the wound in her side. Immediately, a mirrored pain filled my abdomen.
I jerked away and opened my eyes. I searched myself to see if something had fallen into me, but I was fine. I looked at Sasha. Her injury was smaller, and the blood had eased.
Had I done that? No. That wasn’t possible. I didn’t have any powers. I wasn’t an Elysian.
But as I stared at her injury, I realized I must’ve done something. I even felt pain in my side after her wound had shrunk. So I touched her face again. This time, I kept my eyes open and focused on her injury as my mind returned to her side. My own pain continued to grow as her wound healed in seconds.
I collapsed as soon as she was fixed. I could barely breathe through the agony.
“Anna Marie,” a tiny voice croaked to my side. Sasha squinted at me through the smoke. “What happened?”
I wanted to tell her I healed her. If I died today, I needed someone to know what I’d done, what I was capable of. But I didn’t say a word. I needed to pour all my strength into saving her.
I placed an arm under Sasha’s body and pulled her to her feet. The deep pain in my side made me scream before I fell into a coughing fit. But I pushed along the clearest path.
Sasha grew heavy in my arms. Her feet dragged. Something crashed behind us, but I didn’t turn around to see what it was.
The orphanage extended on and on into oblivion. And soon, that’s what my surroundings became. Darkness and heat engulfed us. I gulped the air, but nothing helpful entered my body. I crumpled to the ground, with Sasha collapsing on top of me.
My vision turned black as the heat reached such a high that I became numb. I stayed like that for minutes, maybe hours. The time extended indefinitely. I sensed death—a shadow of darkness lifting me from the ashes.
But death wasn’t hollow like I expected. Death grabbed me by the jaw and forced a device between my teeth. “Breathe.” I recognized the voice and basked in its comfort. “Easy. Focus on my words.”
The world regained light as my mind cleared. With each breath, gunk came out of my lungs and into the back of my throat. The orphanage stood ablaze in the distance as fire crews worked to put out the flames.
The hooded figure looked down at me. “What you did was very brave.” Worra balanced concern and admonition in her voice. “But you almost died. Don’t take a risk like that again. Leave the heroics to the Guardians.”
I wanted to tell her what I could do. But the words eluded me. On top of that, I’d been chastised. And I knew better than to talk back to authority figures.
The gunk in the back of my throat became unbearable, so I yanked the black tube out of my mouth and wretched, splattering black filth on the grass. The sight disgusted me, but Worra stood unfazed.
With the ash out of my body and my mind beginning to clear, I remembered what had just happened. “Is Sasha okay?” The words were raspy and raw against my throat.
Worra gave a single nod. “She’s in better shape than you. Barely a scratch on her.”
I couldn’t fight the smile off my face. I healed her. I was an Elysian. I meant something. “Worra, I hea—”
Worra shushed me before I could finish. She crouched down again, her face inches from mine as her eyes looked back and forth to see if anyone was nearby. “I saw the cut in her nightgown and the blood covering her. She doesn’t know what happened. But I do. Have you done this before?”
“No, never.”
“Good. Then this will be your first and your last time using your power.”
Maybe it was the fogginess of my mind, but that didn’t make any sense. “But I can help people. Just like you.”
“No, you can’t.” Worra stood. “You’re vulnerable. If people find out what you can do, they’ll use you. I know you only want to help, but doing so would put you in more danger than you can comprehend.”
I avoided her eyes by looking down at my cut-up hands with pink bumps blistering across my palms. With all the other pain in my body, I’d almost forgotten that I’d grabbed the railing. I focused all my energy and attention on my hands. My consciousness moved down my arms the same way it had when I healed Sasha. But no matter how much I concentrated, I couldn’t heal myself.
“Kid,” Worra said, pulling my attention back to her. I couldn’t hide in my thoughts any longer. “I need you to say you’ll never use your powers on anyone ever again. No matter how much you want to be a hero. Promise me.”
My eyes inched their way up to hers. She was perfect—everything I wanted to be. So I said the only thing I could under her gaze.
“I promise.”
I lied.






  
  A Flawed Beginning


A Not–Insignificant Amount of Time Later


“It’s time for the age of heroes to die,” Mistress Waller read from the first lesson of the cycle. The picture book was worn with images blurred and words fragmented by creases in the pages. But it was by far our most entertaining lesson, so all the younger girls sat at her feet and drank it in with bright eyes.
The older girls—those of us close to graduating into young adulthood—lounged on the couch behind the little ones, our minds somewhere else. Sasha estimated we’d heard the lesson about 30 times in our lives.
Most of the girls on the couch watched the TV off to the side. It played news coverage of Guardians stopping crimes across Prohedria. The law necessitated TVs to always be on so we would be alerted if a Flaw—an evil Elysian—attacked nearby. Mistress Waller muted it for our lessons, but even silenced, the TV was more entertaining than whatever she was saying.
Today, the news focused on Melody, a pop star turned Guardian who’d recently discovered she had the power to hypnotize people with her voice. Several hostages sat huddled together in a storage room as a Flaw and his goons piled cash into the back of a van. With the TV muted, we couldn’t hear Melody’s perfect voice, but we knew she must’ve been singing when all the crooks stopped what they were doing and turned away from the van. While they were paralyzed, a few less popular Guardians dropped into the bank and disarmed the thugs in a show of their multitude of powers.
I only spared the occasional glance. While most of the girls found solace or excitement in the news, I couldn’t stomach it any longer.
Not since Worra died.
Instead, I sat with a biology book on my lap, hidden under the coffee table, so I didn’t set a bad example for the younger girls. I’d pretty much memorized every word. After all, the government allowed only a few dozen books for teen consumption, and I’d been a teen for longer than most.
“The Parasite, the vilest of all Flaws, had the world in his grasp,” Mistress Waller droned on. “The President of the United States and the rest of the government were about to hand over complete control to him. That was until the first Guardians appeared. Regalia and Stalagmite stood against the Parasite. But they surely would’ve lost without the leadership of our Gracious Duke and Benevolent Duchess.”
Before Worra’s death, they listed her name beside Regalia and Stalagmite. Now, white ink hung on the page, blotting out her name and several others I never knew. I could make out their silhouettes in the drawing of Guardians attacking the Parasite. Though everyone except the Duke and Duchess were merely vague shadows. Just like I didn’t know the other shadowy figures, the rising generation would never know Worra. Not that they needed to. Worra existed in the past, and the only things we needed to learn from the past were those designated as important by the Duke and Duchess.
And the dead weren’t important.
A spindly hand shot up beside me. Sasha, who maintained an ironically fiery air since her near-death experience, always tried to rile up Mistress Waller during our lessons. She amused most of the girls. Mistress Waller, not so much.
“Yes, Sasha,” she said through gritted teeth.
Sasha leaned forward, and her hair fell in coils around her face. “What was the Parasite’s power that made everyone so scared?”
Mistress Waller feigned a patient smile as she licked her finger to turn the page. “We don’t know.”
“Well, Regalia and Stalagmite do. And the Duke and Duchess.”
“It’s classified information,” Mistress Waller offered the typical response.
Sasha could have pushed for more. And normally, she would have. But she’d already lost breakfast and lunch for the day, and her wrists housed swollen welts. So she slumped back in her seat and shoved her tongue against the inside of her cheek to fight off her smirk.
Mistress Waller took a deep breath and continued the lesson. “Once the Parasite was defeated, it became clear that the United States couldn’t handle the new world of Elysians. Thus, our noble Duke and Duchess took the burden of leadership upon themselves even as anarchists and criminals manipulated the weaker-minded citizens to fight against them. Thus, the Great Civil War ensued. While the Duke and Duchess reigned triumphant, the war tragically left the entire Western side of America a desolate landscape of nuclear waste.”
I looked up for this picture. Skeletons lay strewn across blackened fields. They said the land beyond the border remained barren—desolate at best and a death sentence at worst.
“But from the ashes,” Mistress Waller continued as her voice took on an air of pride, “a superior nation was born. Prohedria stands where the old United States fell.”
One of the younger girls on the ground squealed and hugged her friend. Sasha sighed loud enough for everyone to know how she felt.
“Chores and then free time,” Mistress Waller reminded us as she closed the book. “I’ll see all of you at dinner.” After looking over the other girls, her eyes stopped on me and lingered for a moment. I nodded, a solemn understanding of what my chore was today. “Remember, we have an Oracle to prepare for, so I expect all of you to be on your best behavior.”
The large woman heaved herself out of her seat as most of the girls took off for their duties. The younger ones giggled and shoved each other once they were sure Mistress Waller was gone. The older girls lounged for a bit longer, the air electric with anticipation for tonight’s graduation ceremony.
I wanted to feel their excitement, but my eyes landed on Sasha, her self-satisfied smirk still plastered to her face. I adored her like a sister—especially since the fire. But sometimes her snark got the better of her.
“You shouldn’t say things like that,” I broke the silence between us as I leaned over, my voice low so I didn’t call her out in front of everyone.
“I shouldn’t ask questions?” Her poise and air of confidence made me feel childish. She’d grown taller than me, her skirt falling a few inches above her knees while mine hung low. She’d come a long way from clinging to her plush Guardian doll and running into danger.
I leaned back and bit my tongue to control my words. “It’s not that you ask questions. It’s how you ask them. Like you’re trying to poke holes.”
“Can’t be a very strong system if a little uneducated orphan can poke holes in it.”
“It’s the best system we have. You really want what we had before the Duke and Duchess took over? We’ve seen the pictures, heard the stories. It was chaos. Mothers killing their children. Mass suicides just to get away from the pain. Does that sound better to you?”
“I’d just like a little transparency, is all. Wouldn’t you?”
I sat silently and feigned consideration. “They’re as transparent as they need to be without giving any Flaws the upper hand.” I stood, hoping I’d left her with something to consider, but I knew by now that Sasha was a lost cause, destined for a low accolade position in society.
Laughter and voices ran through the halls as girls scrubbed floors and cleaned windows. The chores represented the small part we played in thanks to the Duke and Duchess for our generous living conditions. We also knew they prepared us for a life of service and civic responsibility once we graduated from the orphanage.
My eyes flicked to the now unmuted TV. It had transitioned to coverage on everyone’s favorite Guardian couple, Prism and Eco.
The news always focused on the major cities across Prohedria, each protected by a Guardian—or Guardian couple. Prism and Eco defended Indianapolis. Before their marriage, Eco had been in Louisville as an obscure Guardian. Now, he stood beside his more popular wife, alongside the greats like Regalia and Stalagmite. Even the Knight—the most prominent non–Elysian Guardian and protector of my city, Charlotte—considered him a friend.
A crunch under my shoe drew my attention away from the TV. I lifted my foot to see a Worra action figure, the painted plastic stuck in my rubber sole as she hung by her cracked leg. No one had played with her since her death. The younger girls moved on to more relevant Guardians, and the older girls grew out of toys in general.
But I had a harder time letting go. She’d pulled me from the flames and taken the time to talk to me. I would always be indebted to her for that heroic act. Well, assuming I could still be indebted to the dead.
I picked up the action figure as feelings of pity and guilt swirled in my stomach. Her bow had snapped under my weight, the arrow hanging at an odd angle. I stuffed her in my skirt pocket with the intent to glue her back together if I ended up with an extra minute before dinner.
I continued toward my chore, the young voices and occasional bursts of laughter fading behind me. Soon, only my footsteps and creaky floorboards accompanied me through the halls. The orphanage had been rebuilt after the fire with the same dry wood and frayed carpet that easily carried a flame. “The orphanage was built to burn,” Sasha had pointed out when we moved back in. Those words stuck in my mind like an infection whenever I was alone for too long.
In contrast to the simplicity of the orphanage, a large portrait of the Duke and Duchess hung in the entrance. It weighed as much as me and took up most of the wall. But that was necessary. The grandeur of the size complemented the royal image of the Duke and Duchess with their bronze-painted skin, gem-filled crowns, and metallic robes.
Two Prohedrian flags hung from the top corners of the portrait. They were silver with 23 gold stars patterned into one large star as a representation of the states that remained after the Great Civil War.
I made a point to stop in front of the portrait and place my hand over my heart as I bowed my head. Every household and business in Prohedria had one of these portraits in their entryways so everyone could show proper respect to those who had raised us from the ashes of the fallen world. They were non–Elysians who triumphed by their pure goodwill and tenacity. Even though most who could remember the war were dead, we all needed to contemplate our history so we would never take what we had for granted.
After offering the obligatory salute, I continued down a rarely used hallway. A door stood at the end—one that had always appeared darker than the rest.
I pushed it open to see the single light that hung from the ceiling of the gutted room. I once found the dim light uninviting. But over the years, I noticed hints of rat droppings and cobwebs. I’d learned to appreciate the shadows that hid the grime.
Mistress Waller stood beside a filthy man with a large gash across his forearm. Blood flowed from his open wound and dripped onto the cement floor. He sat in the only chair in the room.
The man tilted his head toward me and flashed a gold-toothed grin. With so many clients, I often forgot their faces. But I recognized his dilated eyes and patchy skin. The scratches across his face were fresh, a sign he’d recently clawed himself raw.
“It’s been a while, kiddo,” he said with a hint of amusement.
I hugged myself and turned to Mistress Waller. Her cold eyes peered into me, void of any empathy or remorse. The old Mistress had never been a soft woman, but her walls had hardened since learning she could make a quick buck off my powers.
“He’s high again,” I tried to say with at least an ounce of confidence. But instead, my words came out in a whisper that could barely rival a mouse’s squeak.
The man’s chair creaked as he stood up. His footsteps padded against the floor as he made his way to my side. His stare seared my skin. “I had to manage the pain before I got here, now didn’t I?”
“Let’s not drag this out,” Mistress Waller said, “I have an Oracle to prepare for.”
I looked at the stream of blood from his elbow to his fingers before reaching out and trying to touch a part of his arm that wasn’t covered in crimson. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. My attention drifted to my fingertips and through his skin. The feeling of interconnectedness continued down to his wound and back up as a shooting pain in my forearm. My hand gripped him, nails digging into his skin to control the agony enveloping me.
The moment I finished, I stumbled back and held my arm where the stabbing sensation had appeared. My eyes drifted to the thin scar on the man’s arm resting under the trail of blood. The picked patches on his face were also gone. Had I not been so consumed with the pain in my arm, I would’ve felt the scratchy spots on my forehead and cheeks.
Even his pupils had contracted back to their normal size. The single bulb in the room overtook my vision and bathed everything in a blinding light. I didn’t need a mirror to know my eyes had dilated to an unnatural size. The pain I absorbed seemed to exist on a neurological level. But that meant any symptoms connected to the brain affected me physiologically. At least, that was my theory, given the experiences I’d had and my lackluster biology education.
“That’s more like it,” he said as he held up his arm to the light. “You sure she isn’t for sale? I’m sure a Flaw like Goblin wouldn’t mind having a helpful little thing like her in his corner.”
I shrunk. Worra had warned me that people would want to use my powers. Yet I ignored her admonition if only to impress Mistress Waller after she burned herself on the stove a few weeks later. Since then, I’d been forced to heal every wound imaginable. Still, the horrors I experienced in the orphanage paled in comparison to the idea of serving a Flaw. Not only were their wounds far worse, but I’d also be a co-conspirator in their crimes. The man I just healed was no star citizen. But he was normal—relatively harmless. A Flaw with access to my abilities would be too powerful to stop.
I thought back to the story of the Parasite, my insides twisting into knots. What if he’d had a healer on his side? The Duke and Duchess might not have been able to win and save our great nation.
Mistress Waller laid a rough hand on my shoulder and pulled me away from the man. The sudden jolt made my stomach churn. “She isn’t for sale. And if you so much as mention—”
“Relax.” He raised his hands in mock surrender. “All I’m offering is an introduction.”
“I’m not interested. No one short of a Conroy could afford my price.”
The Conroys were the most elite non–Elysian family in the nation. Well, outside of the Duke and Duchess, of course. Martha and Howard Conroy helped our noble leaders win the Great Civil War. Their youngest child, Robert, maintained their legacy after they and his older sister died tragically within weeks of each other. His parents’ previous prominence and the major company he ran—Punnett Industries—kept him in the spotlight even in a nation filled with more powerful beings. Robert Conroy could undoubtedly offer me a better life than what I had. But I couldn’t fathom the idea of being sold like a commodity rather than being seen as a person.
“Whatever you say.” The man shrugged. “Just know a girl like that won’t stay a secret forever. Someone will come, someone powerful. And when that happens, you’ll wish you had taken me up on my offer.”
Mistress Waller glowered. “Enough. If you expect her to heal you again, I suggest you leave my orphanage immediately.”
The man smirked and shrugged as he walked by us slowly, slouchily. His eyes bore into me one last time before he pushed his way out of the room.
He was right—even if Mistress Waller liked to pretend otherwise. She’d already received threats from powerful criminals. Soon, more people than she could control would catch wind of my existence, and I would be left at the mercy of monsters.






  
  African Ants


“Ipledge allegiance to the Duke and Duchess and to the last great nation for which they stand, one Nation defended by Guardians, for stability and protection for all,” we all declared with our hands over our hearts and our eyes turned toward the portrait of the Duke and Duchess, our usual ritual before every meal. 
As soon as we finished, we sat in our seats, dinner plates before us. The other girls dug in, their words light with jokes and laughter. I didn’t engage since I was too busy trying not to scream.
Pain from injuries always subsided faster for me than it would’ve for the person I healed. Withdrawal symptoms followed a similar pattern. But because the process was already drawn out for a normal addict, I often spent a few days in misery as I fell from a high I’d never experienced.
The craving for a substance I’d never tasted—never truly felt—coursed through my veins. It created an irregularity in how my heart thudded in my chest and made me want to lie in a cold, dark room as I trembled and hid from the overstimulation. But that wasn’t an option.
I sat at the end of one of the two long tables in the main area of the orphanage. Mistress Waller had told me after the drug addict left that I could go to bed early. But she only said that because she knew I wouldn’t miss tonight’s ceremony.
Every word and giggle from the girls split my head open. The simple clanks of forks and knives against glass plates sounded closer to stones scraping across windowpanes. My lunch came up with every bite they took. I closed my eyes and pressed my hands over my ears, but that didn’t help with the smell.
Like usual, though, no one cared. Sasha spared the occasional glance my way. But the rest of the girls were oblivious. They probably assumed I’d come down with the flu. After all, “poor Anna Marie always seemed to be coming down with something” was a common motto for Mistress Waller.
After what felt like hours, the entrance to the orphanage opened. All conversations hushed in an instant as Mistress Waller walked into the room. A wrinkly woman in an ornately decorated dress and head covering trailed behind her. The woman stood a few inches shorter than me, which was quite a feat. Her blue eyes were so light they verged on silver. A single glance pierced me.
This was the same Oracle who always came for the ceremonies at the orphanage. Anywhere from dozens to hundreds of Oracles worked across Prohedria, but the number was never officially revealed. They worked as the Duke and Duchess’s hands, maintaining order through ceremonies and prophecies.
We weren’t allowed to know much about them, so I made sure not to ask too many questions. I hoped to one day read a sanctioned book on Oracles. After all, they were the only people who could overwrite the trajectory of a life as messed up as mine.
“Ladies,” Mistress Waller began with her usual authority, “tonight we are blessed to have an Oracle in our presence.”
The tiny woman behind her stepped forward. She looked over the room but showed no discernible emotion as she spoke. “Blessed be our Gracious Duke and Benevolent Duchess.”
“Blessed be our Gracious Duke and Benevolent Duchess,” we said in unison.
“Tonight is a night of celebration.” Even when the Oracle turned her head, the shade of her eyes made me think she was staring at me. “First, let us offer accolades to the three of you who have earned favor in the eyes of our great leaders.”
This part had been my favorite as a child, back when I often sought out opportunities to win myself accolades. But since developing my powers, I no longer had the energy to spy on the other girls and make as many reports as I once did. At least, that was what I told Mistress Waller whenever she questioned me for not making more reports. The real issue was that I now understood pain better than anyone. And I knew that making a report would cause someone pain I was unwilling to inflict on them.
“Janelle, for reporting journaling. Charlotte, for reporting timekeeping. And Beverly, for reporting blasphemies.”
The three young women stood up and made their way to the front. Beverly, the oldest and nastiest of the girls, made a point to ram Sasha’s chair with her hip as she passed by. I knew better than most that Sasha was far from an ideal citizen, but I also knew any claims Beverly made were exaggerated to garner more accolades. 
The Oracle looked over the three of them with a stone face of indifference, but we all knew she was proud. “Thank you for being good citizens. As encouragement for you and everyone else here, we are putting these accolades toward your futures.”
Accolades and futures were difficult for us to comprehend within the confines of the orphanage, but they meant a better life after aging into young adulthood. Those with higher accolades would get a better job, move to a more desirable city. Further down the line, accolades affected who you could marry and potential promotions or demotions in your career.
I still believed in the system. But inside the orphanage, we often tattled on the smallest things to inch ahead in the race of life. The worst part was that after you told on someone, you had to sit across from them at every meal and sleep in the same room as them every night.
As soon as the three girls reclaimed their seats at the table, the Oracle continued onto the most important part of the ceremony, “The Council of Oracles has sent me to determine if anyone here is prepared to leave the orphanage and enter young adulthood.”
All the girls leaned forward, but the older ones—including myself—were the most engaged. Oracles oversaw all major life events. They advised parents on baby names, verified that marriage unions would last before they could begin, and offered final words of encouragement to the dying. As such, only an Oracle could excuse girls like us out of the orphanage and into adulthood.
Over the years, I’d seen countless girls come and go as they aged out. The term “aged out” was used symbolically, of course. Ages were a remnant of the past. When the Duke and Duchess established Prohedria, they abolished the metrics used to track age, as they believed people should be judged on their current state, rather than how they ought to be, based on a random number associated with their birth.
Not that we didn’t measure time at all. Every day was composed of 24 hours. Each week, five days. And each month, five weeks. But these metrics were only maintained for basic planning purposes. We were taught to treat days like footsteps. Only an insane person would count every footstep they took in their lifetime. It was the same with days. Each one came and went, and we didn’t need to keep track of them in our modernized society, especially when the Oracles could sense when someone was mature enough to move into the next stage of life.
Like everything the Duke and Duchess put forth, I wholeheartedly agreed. But it had become difficult to ignore my growing resentment. I’d been in the orphanage longer than any of these girls and watched many who I knew were born after me step into the real world first.
I met all the qualifications to move on. I’d stopped growing. I’d finished the government-issued curriculum and read all the required books. My aptitude scores indicated a high enough level of competence and maturity to contribute to society. Yet every time the Oracle came for graduation, I was never selected.
The Oracle looked us over. We knew what would happen next, but we had to wait for her to lead the ceremony. “May all potential citizens please line up.”
I stood up, as did Sasha, Beverly, and two other girls. We’d all stood side-by-side last time the Oracle came and determined none of us were ready.
But this time felt different. Maybe it was the pain in my arm or the pounding of my head, but I knew I couldn’t stay in the orphanage any longer. Today would be my day.
The Oracle stepped in front of each of us. As she did, she pressed two fingers against our foreheads and looked up at the ceiling while she whispered something incoherent to normal ears like mine. I swore electricity surged through my body as she brushed my forehead. She spoke her words, made eye contact, and moved on. Like always, she was unreadable.
Once she’d gone through the line, she took a step back and looked over all of us. Finally, she said a single name: “Sasha.”
I was sure the other girls in the line were disappointed, but none like me. None of them would be forced to suffer the pains of broken bones and pierced organs as they waited for the Oracle’s next visit.
None of them had just lost their only friend.
My mind tried to disconnect as Sasha stepped forward. I saw her as the child who clung to her doll and needed to be saved from the fire. She’d always been younger than me. But from this day forward, she would be older.
The Oracle took Sasha’s hands and stared into her eyes. “Sasha, today the Council of Oracles grants you the status of young adult. As you become a member of the real world, we also recognize the importance of giving you a surname. From this point forward, you shall be known as Sasha Alexander.”
With that last name, she received an official seal of citizenship. According to her accolades, she could work, live in an apartment or house, get married, and have a family. She would be recognized as an actual person with potential. Not as an orphan. Not as a tool to be used by other people.
The Oracle continued, “Will you be a useful and happy member of society?”
“I will,” Sasha offered the obligatory phrase, sealing Oracle’s proclamation.
The Oracle reached her left hand up and rested her middle three fingers on Sasha’s forehead. She craned her neck back, closed her eyes, and muttered something in the Oracle tongue. As soon as she finished, the Oracle’s eyes met Sasha’s, and she dropped her hand. “Tonight, Sasha Alexander, you leave.”
Sasha looked back at me for a fleeting moment as the Oracle took her by the hand. Pity consumed her eyes. Pity for the girl who once saved her. Pity for the one who had waited longer. Pity for her friend.
And then she left.
As soon as Sasha and the Oracle were gone, Mistress Waller cleared her throat. “The rest of you may rejoin the girls at the table,” she said, like it was a mercy rather than a sentencing.
The four of us who remained in the line walked back to the table. I should’ve continued staring at my food and figuring out how to not be disgusted by the scents and sounds engulfing me. But my eyes stayed on Sasha’s chair. It wasn’t right for her to leave before me. Of course, I wanted what was best for her. But this had to be a mistake. She was so much younger. It was like I’d been forgotten.
I stood up, my chair screeching against the floor. Mistress Waller was halfway to the door when she glanced back and saw me. Conversations hushed as the other girls watched, eager for some excitement.
“Mistress Waller, may I speak with you?” Like always, I meant to sound confident, but it didn’t work.
Mistress Waller rolled her shoulders back as she looked me over. She gave a single nod and led me out of the dining room. We walked through the hallway, the squeaky floorboards acting more like our companions than each other. She stepped inside her office first, and I moved behind her, making sure to close the door.
Like the rest of the orphanage, her office was cramped. It held an oversized desk and two chairs. Charts, reminders, and group pictures of all the girls who’d lived in the orphanage since she became Mistress hung on the walls. Each one was taken when someone came or left, which meant she would soon be adding one more to her collection. I was in more of those pictures than anyone.
Mistress Waller sat in her leather chair behind the desk. I considered sitting in the chair that faced her, but I decided I wanted to stand in case… Well, I wasn’t sure why. But the idea of letting my guard down made my stomach tighten.
“What is it this time, Anna Marie?” She didn’t look at me as she evened out a stack of papers between her hands. “Are you going to complain that the lights are too bright again?”
I stuttered as I tried to come up with intelligible words. “No, I, um… I guess I’m just confused.”
Mistress Waller raised a judgmental eyebrow. “Clearly.”
I diverted my eyes. “I guess I just don’t understand why Sasha is moving into the real world before me.”
“You must not be old enough,” Mistress Waller offered her typical argument—the only argument.
“But we both know I’m older than her,” I retorted, my voice quiet and cracking.
Mistress Waller sighed and set the papers down. “Just because you were born first, doesn’t make you older.”
She had me there.
Mistress Waller stood up. She walked over to the wall of pictures and looked over each of them. She meant it as a reminder that my time would come, but it only reinforced the idea that I’d been forgotten.
“As a child, my grandfather told me about these ants from a place that once existed called Africa. If they needed something for their shelter or maybe some food, they’d obtain it together. But sometimes, there’d be an obstacle. Perhaps a small stream. How do you think they handled a situation like that?”
I racked my brain for an answer, but the grogginess made it impossible to think. “They’d… go around it?”
She huffed as she turned to face me. “They’d go through it. The first ants would attempt to traverse the water, knowing but not caring that they’d die. And because of their sacrifice, the rest of their colony could use their corpses as a bridge. A small sacrifice in the grand scheme of what the colony needed.
“We are a nation of ants, Anna Marie,” she continued. “We were built by ants who gave their lives in the War. We are maintained by ants who fight as Guardians against the evil Flaws. We are all ants, doing what we must to maintain our great nation.
“You are a sacrificing ant, Anna Marie. And while you haven’t been called to lay down your life for the greater good, your stagnation and discomfort while staying in the orphanage are recognized as a sacrifice to Prohedria. To the Duke and Duchess. I don’t know why you’re still here. But I trust in the systems in place. Don’t you?”
My body shook. The power of her words sent goosebumps up my arms. “Of course.”
“Good.” Mistress Waller lifted her chin. “You should get some sleep, Anna Marie. Think about what I said.”
I turned to leave. Ants. That single word repeated in my mind over and over again as I made my way through the hall. I stopped in front of the portrait of the Duke and Duchess.
I placed my hand over my heart as I craned my neck to evaluate it. I was their ant. They’d placed the Oracles over us to maintain order, which meant their words were as good as the Duke and Duchess’s themselves. So I’d stay and do what I was told. I’d be their ant.
Even if it killed me.






  
  Ripple


Islept fitfully for a few hours before the girls filed into the room. I rubbed my eyes and watched them as they whispered about Sasha, their words laced with awe and envy. 
In general, the room was plain with cold drywall painted a drab shade of grayish-green. The floors and beds creaked as girls moved about and threw themselves down on the overused mattresses that whined under their weight. I normally tuned out the sound, but it was unbearable with my withdrawal-induced headache.
The only pops of color in the room came from the posters that hung over some of the girls’ beds. Most were of Guardians. A few of the girls argued over who would inherit Sasha’s poster of the Triple Threat, the most famous teen Guardian team of all time.
Vibe stood front and center, even though he wasn’t the team leader. His hand hung above his head, levitating a ring of pebbles to show off his geological manipulation abilities. He had a perfectly sculpted face with deep brown eyes and cropped curly hair. His orange and white suit provided a vibrant contrast to his dark skin. He wore the same charismatic smile on the poster and during interviews. It seized my heart every time I saw it.
Not that the other two weren’t good-looking in their own right. Fletching, the actual team leader, stood to Vibe’s left. He wore a black suit similar to Worra’s, with a quiver of arrows strung over his shoulder. His hair fell to his back and blew in the wind to show off his sharp cheekbones and pointed jaw.
And to Vibe’s right was the Knight’s sidekick, the second Chevalier. He was the only one who didn’t smile, which aligned with the strangely villainous scar streaked down his face. Interviews with him were sparse. But when he did talk, he was always broodier than the other two. His blond hair and the yellow accent on his gray suit were the lightest things on the poster. Yet they felt dark attached to him.
Most of the girls went gaga for Chevalier. Something about the “bad boy” persona drew them in. It also helped that he was more relatable since he didn’t have powers. Of course, neither did Fletching, but Chevalier protected our city with the Knight. I could certainly see how he drove the girls crazy. But I pushed down any feelings I had for him since I knew Elysians and non–Elysians of the opposite sex weren’t allowed to be together. A simple crush was probably innocent enough, but I didn’t want to flirt with such dangerous and prohibited feelings.
Anyway, being the star Guardians in our age group, they were every teen girl’s obsession. Or, at least, they had been.
Fletching died alongside Worra. Their identities were revealed post-mortem as Artemis Barton and Fletch Barton, mother and son—a fact none of us knew until the end.
After Fletching’s death, Vibe and Chevalier disbanded the team. Vibe had remained popular and inherited the protection of Boston. Chevalier retired. Unlike other prominent Guardians who left the limelight, Chevalier did so quietly. Usually, the Duke and Duchess held a ceremony of appreciation, but when Chevalier’s time to step away came, no one batted an eye.
“Sasha was my best friend,” one of the girls grumbled with fists pressed against her hips.
The other girl rolled her eyes, walked up to the poster, and snatched the corner. “She promised it to me before she left.”
“Oh, really? Then why didn’t she tell any of us that?”
I tried to tune out their petty argument as I shivered inside my cocoon. I turned on my side and pushed my head into the pillow to control my body’s shaking.
After a while, the conversations died down. I tried to close my eyes and drift back to sleep, but I couldn’t find rest. I turned on my side and peered out at the night sky. The Charlotte cityscape twinkled in the distance as thoughts of Sasha in her new life flooded my mind. I wondered if she had so few accolades that she’d be sent to a worse city and given a job in an industrial district. She was probably huffing about it with a few eye rolls thrown in. But if I were in her shoes, I would accept that. I would appreciate anything that didn’t tether me to the orphanage. 
I rolled to my other side and forced the daydreams of a new life out of my head. But I still couldn’t sleep. I flopped back and forth. The chills intensified even as sweat drenched my blanket.
After a while, I gave in to the wakefulness and sat up. I pulled my legs over the edge of the bed and slipped my shoes on. I looked over the room and took in the rhythm of breaths and snores.
The Worra action figure I’d picked up in the living room sat on my nightstand, its bow still broken. I meant to fix her earlier, but with the healing session and ceremony, I hadn’t gotten the opportunity. So I picked her up and shoved her in my pocket.
Before heading downstairs, I decided to freshen up. I reached the bathroom at the end of the hallway and stepped inside. Brown diamonds lined the frayed wallpaper. A single unlatched window provided a view of the outside. On windy nights, the window banged in its frame. Tonight, however, the world stood still.
Normally, I would’ve turned on a light, but the moon splashed enough of a glow into the room for me to see my surroundings. It was the first pleasant surprise of the evening, as I couldn’t have handled the bright fluorescents.
I walked over to the sink and splashed some water on my face. It cooled me and washed away the sweat. I stared at my reflection as water dripped from my dark, sickly skin.
Most of my clients were regulars. The man I’d seen this afternoon had visited me half a dozen times. He didn’t even bother pretending that he didn’t time his visits so he always came in right before a crash. I might not have liked it, but I understood. After all, why wouldn’t you get high if you knew you’d never have to deal with the fall?
I stared at my reflection for a few minutes, then turned to go find some glue downstairs. But before I left the bathroom, voices came through the open window.
I crept over, careful to keep my back pressed against the wall so no one outside could see me. To my surprise, Mistress Waller was with the same Oracle from earlier. Strange. I’d assumed she’d left hours ago with Sasha.
“You can’t keep that girl here forever,” the Oracle said.
Mistress Waller pulled an envelope out of her pocket and handed it to the Oracle. “That’s for me to worry about.”
The Oracle opened the envelope. I strained to see what was inside, but I was pretty sure it was cash. A payment for the ceremony, maybe? Though I’d never heard of anything like that.
“Then worry, you shall,” the Oracle said as she thumbed through the envelope. “Her departure is fast approaching.”
“You approve Anna Marie, and I’ll get you exiled
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