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Kion walked slowly through the hallway so as not to disturb anyone or have anyone hear him. “If they hear me, they will grab me and take me to the disciplinary room to make me grovel to their will. I must escape to get to Aria.”  Kion walked a few more steps. not realizing he had stepped on a triggering weapon until the alarms went off and a voice rang out. “Someone is trying to escape the facility. Lock everything down.” 

“Why can’t someone push a simple button, and all this chaos stop at once?” Kion heard footsteps and buttons being pushed and doors opening and closing. “They’re close.” He started running, trying to find an escape. He ran down another hallway but ran into a wall that was a hologram. Kion ran down another hallway and saw another door in his frontal view. “Please don’t be another hologram.” Kion ran toward the door. As he got closer to the door, the further the door would move away from him. “It’s another hologram. I’m never getting out of here.” Kion heard the sound of footsteps running toward him. “They found me.” Kion stood there and braced for his pursuers to appear and take him to the disciplinary room. “This way.” Kion turned around. “Gautier?” Gautier was standing at the end of the hallway motioning to him. Kion ran toward him. Gautier pressed a code on the wall and the wall moved revealing the exit to the outside of the building. “Go. I’ll hold them off.” 

“Gautier why are you doing this? You work for them.”

“I’m doing this because of what I did.”

“What did you do?”

“Just go.”

“You’re not coming with me?”

“They want you, not me.”

“Me? Why do they want me?” 

“They want you because of the knowledge you possess about how their system operates. You’re a threat to them because of this. You single handedly figured out a way to escape under their watch. You can destroy them with this knowledge.”

“It’s not that hard. The system’s old.” 

“I couldn’t figure out the system and I work with them. You did, and that’s why they want you. They fear your mind. Go and save yourself and Aria.”

“Aria? What does this have to do with my daughter? You didn’t tell them about Aria, did you?”

“Just go. I will hold them off as much as I can.”

“They will kill you once they find out you helped me escape. Come with me.”

“I accept my fate. Save Aria and Elya. Maybe one day we’ll see each other again. Now go.”

“Thank you, Gautier. I won’t forget this.”

“Go.” Kion exited the tower and ran toward his house, where Elya and his daughter Aria were.

Elya was holding one-year-old Aria while she was in the bedroom when she heard the front door open. “Elya! Where are you?”

“I’m in the bedroom, Kion.” Kion ran up the stairs instead of waiting for the stairs to lead him to the second floor. Kion ran to the bedroom and saw Elya holding Aria. “Elya, we have to leave. Now!”

“Why?”

“They’re after me. We have to go. Now. Grab what you can for you and Aria. Leave the rest behind. Whatever we don’t have, we’ll purchase on the way.” Elya put Aria down in her crib. Afterward, Elya grabbed a backpack and started throwing clothes into it. She put the backpack on and picked up Aria from her crib and wrapped her in a blanket. Kion kissed Aria on the forehead as Aria held Kion’s finger with her hand. Brown eyes stared into brown eyes. Kion reluctantly pulled his finger out of Aria’s hand, causing Aria to cry. “I’m sorry Aria, but we need to leave. You can hold my finger when we get to the next city. I promise. Let’s go. Now!” Kion stepped onto the stairs with Elya following behind him while holding onto Aria. When Kion and Elya reached the bottom of the staircase, they heard banging on the front door and the sound of buttons being pressed to try to enter the house. “They found me. They must have tortured Gautier to get information about my location and then killed him afterwards.”

“Kion, what do we do?”

“Let’s go out the back door.” Kion and Elya headed toward the back door. Before they could go outside, the front door opened and a group of men with sunglasses on and wearing dark suits entered and grabbed Kion. “Kion, you and your daughter are coming with us.”

“Elya run. Get out of here. Save Aria.” Elya started running outside while holding Aria. One of the men grabbed her and tried to pry Aria from her arms. Kion escaped the men holding him and ran toward the man trying to take Aria and tackled him to the ground. “You are not getting my daughter. Elya, run and don’t stop until there is no one behind you.”

“Where will I find you?”

“I will find you and Aria. Go. Don’t look back. No matter what.” Elya ran, holding Aria, not looking back. 

Elya noticed an abandoned building in the distance and ran towards it. Aria started crying. Elya started rocking her. “Aria hush. We can’t let them find us.” Aria continued crying. “Aria. Quiet. They will find us if you keep crying.” Aria continued crying. Elya put her finger toward Aria’s mouth to quiet her. Aria started sucking Elya’s finger. “That’s why you’re crying. You’re hungry.” Elya entered the building. She looked around. The foul smell of death and decay engulfed Elya’s nostrils. Elya looked down and noticed many decaying mice and rats’ bodies. There was only one light hanging from the ceiling, and there was dirt and broken glass everywhere. The paint on the walls was fading and peeling off. There were old wires dangling from the walls. Elya noticed old, empty boxes scattered on the floor. “I wonder how old this building is and how it still exists?  Boxes haven’t existed in years. I apologize, Aria, for the smell and the decay. This building is all I could find.” Elya walked through the building being careful not to step on any dead rodents or broken glass. “This must have been a warehouse at one point.” Elya went and sat on the dusty stairs and lifted her shirt up to feed Aria. “What am I going to do?” Aria stopped feeding, closed her eyes, and went to sleep. Elya watched her sleep. “At least you’re able to sleep peacefully. I don’t know what to do Aria. Your father, Kion, isn’t here. He’s the one who transferred money into my account so I didn’t have to work and I could take care of you. Now what do I do? He let them take him to protect us. I don’t even know if he’s alive. Kion said he would find us but how? They monitor our every movement. If he finds us, they will find him and take us back to be under their control. Maybe it’s for the best. They control everything anyway. We can’t do anything without their knowledge. I apologize for what I’m about to do Aria. I’m going back. I have no way to take care of you without money.” Elya stood up and walked to the building’s entrance. As Elya was walking. she heard her cell phone ringing. “My cell phone. I forgot I had it.” Elya held Aria in each arm as she let her backpack fall to the floor. She sat on the floor, still holding Aria, and retrieved her cell phone from her backpack. Elya looked at the number on the screen. “I don’t recognize this number. It’s probably them. I will answer it and tell them to come and get us. I’m sorry, Aria, but I don’t know what else to do. This is Elya. If you want Aria, come to the abandoned warehouse. I surrender.”

“Elya?”

“Kion? Is it really you?” 

“Yes.”

“Kion, where are you? Are you coming to us? Did you escape?”

“I’m still at the tower. I can’t stay on the phone long. They will find me. Did I just hear you say you’re surrendering Aria to them? ”

“Kion, I can’t do this. I don’t have any money. I don’t know how to do this without you.”

“Elya listen to me. You can do this. This is what you agreed to when you decided to have Aria for me. That was your decision. I can’t stay long. I can hear them coming. Elya, this is what I need you to do. Go back to the house.”

“They will find me and Aria there.”

“You’re right. That’s why you’re not staying there. I’m going to escape and get a cell phone to you. I don’t want you to use the cell phone you have in your hand anymore because they monitor it. You’re going to use the one I give you. This will be our way of communicating. I created this cell phone without their knowledge. They won’t be able to track our text messages or our bank accounts. I won’t be able to be with you and Aria because they monitor us through other means, but I will be with you from afar. I will do the best I can to help you and Aria without them tracking me. Be aware I won’t be able to communicate every day, but I will try to communicate as much as I can. I have to go. They found me.”

“Kion. Kion. He must have hung up.” Elya looked down at Aria, whose brown eyes were fixed on Elya’s green eyes. “Aria, we’re going back to the house. Hopefully, we’ll see your father.” Elya stood up, still holding Aria. She kneeled and picked up the cell phone and put it in her pants pocket. She put her backpack on, being careful not to drop Aria, and exited the warehouse. 

As Elya was walking back to the house, she scanned the areas making sure she wasn’t being followed. Elya heard a noise. Hiding behind a bush, she saw the leaves of another bush being ruffled. She held her breath anticipating what would come from the bush. A feral cat leaped out of the bush. Elya let out the breath she was holding in. “Aria, we’re safe. It’s just a cat.” Elya came from around the bush. Her cell phone rang. “Kion.”

“Elya, where are you? Is everything okay? Is Aria okay?”

“Aria’s fine. I left the warehouse and was walking to the house when I heard a noise, so I hid behind a bush.”

“You heard a noise? What was it?”

“It was just a cat. I’m on my way back to the house. Are you there? Did you escape?”

“I escaped. I’m heading to the house, but I can’t stay with you and Aria otherwise they will find me and try to take Aria again. I can’t let that happen. I won’t let it happen. I have the new cell phone. I’m on my way.”’

“I’m heading to the house, Kion. I will see you there.” 

Elya arrived at the house, and the door opened. “Weird. Normally, you need a passcode to open the door. Kion must be here.” Elya entered the house. “Kion, I’m here with Aria. No response. He must be upstairs.” Elya stepped onto the stairs. The stairs led her to the second floor. Elya walked to the master bedroom. “Kion, I’m here with Aria. Still no answer. He must not be here yet.” Elya put Aria in her baby bed. “We’ll just wait here for your dad, Aria.” Aria closed her eyes, and went to sleep. Elya put her backpack on the bed and took her cell phone out of her back pants pocket. Elya called Kion. “Not in service? What do you mean not in service?’ Kion, where are you? Maybe I called the wrong number. Let me try again. Still no service.” Elya threw her cell phone at the wall, causing the screen to crack and the phone to go dead and to break once it hit the wall. She ran over to the cell phone and picked up the broken phone. “No. No. No. What did I do? How will Kion contact us? I’m so sorry, Aria. I destroyed everything.” Elya went to the baby bed and saw Aria sleeping peacefully. “You have the right idea, Aria. I will go to sleep as well. Hopefully, Kion makes it and wakes up so he can take us with him.” Elya walked to her bed. She put her broken cell phone on the nightstand next to the bed and climbed into the bed and laid down. “Kion will come here, wake us up, and take us with him. Then we’ll be a family again,” Elya said as she drifted off to sleep.

While Elya was asleep, Kion walked into the house and took the moving stairs to the second floor. He walked into the bedroom and saw Elya sleeping. Kion walked to the baby bed and saw Aria sleeping with a smile on her face. “My little girl.” He picked up Aria and held her to him. Aria wrapped her hand around his finger. “I wish I could be with you, Aria, but circumstances unfortunately will not allow me to be with you. Aria, know your father loves you and even though I can’t be with you right now, I will always love and protect you. Goodbye Aria.” Reluctantly, Kion pulled his finger out of Aria’s hand. He kissed Aria’s forehead and reluctantly laid her in her baby bed slowly so as not to wake her. He took out the cell phone he had created from his pants pocket and put it in Aria’s baby bed. Kion noticed the broken cell phone on the nightstand. Quietly, he walked to the nightstand so he wouldn't wake Elya. He took the cell phone and put it in his pants pocket. After one last look at Aria, he left,  and headed to the stairs. Kion took the stairs to the first floor, walked out of the house, and disappeared into the night.

Elya woke up to Aria crying. “Aria, what’s wrong?” Elya sat up in bed. “What time is it?” Elya looked toward the nightstand. “My cell phone. I had it on the nightstand. Where is it?” Elya exited the bed quickly and searched the bedroom for her cell phone. Desperation creeped in. “It’s gone, Aria. My cell phone’s gone. The only communication we have to Kion is missing. I looked everywhere,” Elya cried as she slid down the wall and sat down, tears pouring down her face. “What are we going to do, Aria?” Aria continued crying. Elya stood up and walked over to the baby bed and picked up Aria and held her. “I meant what I said, Aria. I can’t do this by myself. We’re going back to them. I’m sorry Aria. I know I’m supposed to keep you from them because you’re Kion’s daughter, but I don’t know what else to do. How am I supposed to take care of you? I have no money, no resources. Kion was the one taking care of us. The cell phone was our only communication, and now I don’t have that. We have no way of contacting your father because he’s still with them. I’m sorry Aria. I really tried. We’re going back.” Elya stepped onto the stairs and allowed the stairs to take her to the first floor. She walked into the kitchen and stood in front of the control panel and the panel door opened. Elya was entering a number when she heard a pinging sound. “Where is that sound coming from? It sounds like what a cell phone would make when it receives text messages. I don’t see a cell phone anywhere. I must be hearing things.” Elya walked back over to the control panel and entered another number. “Okay, this is getting ridiculous now. I know I’m not crazy. I keep hearing a cell phone.” Elya heard Aria crying. “Aria, I’m coming.” Elya left the control panel and headed to the stairs and stepped onto the stairs, and headed to the second floor.

Elya ran toward the bedroom once she reached the second floor. “Aria, I’m here.” Elya called out as she entered the bedroom. She went to the baby bed and picked up Aria. “Aria, what’s wrong? Are you hungry?” She put her finger to Aria’s mouth, but Aria didn’t suck on Elya’s finger. “You’re not hungry and you’re not teething because I felt nothing. Let me check your diaper. Your diaper’s fine. Now I’m hearing a pinging sound. It sounds close. I will search the bedroom. I searched this entire room but I can’t find where the sound is coming from but I keep hearing it. I must be either really tired or really crazy.” Elya put Aria in her baby bed, and Aria started crying again. “Aria, what’s wrong? Is it something in your bed? Is something hurting you?” Elya picked up Aria, held her with one arm, and patted the bed with her other hand. “Aria. Let’s see if I can find what’s hurting you.” Aria continued patting the bed. “What’s the? Aria, it’s a cell phone. I wonder if this is the cell phone Kion was talking about?” Elya put Aria back in the baby bed and opened the screen and saw the numerous text messages. “Aria. The text messages are from your father. Let me send him a text message so he knows I found the cell phone.”

“Kion, it’s me.”

“Elya? Why haven’t you been responding to my text messages? I’ve texted many times. Is everything all right? Is Aria okay?”

“Aria’s fine. I couldn’t find the cell phone you left me until now.”

“I placed it in Aria’s baby bed. I figured once you picked her up you would see it. I also took your broken cell phone you had on the nightstand.”

“That’s why I didn’t see my cell phone when I woke up. The new cell phone must have moved when I placed Aria inside the bed. That’s why Aria was crying. She felt it touching her.” 

Elya put the cell phone down, picked up Aria and kissed her. “You saved us, Aria. You found the cell phone your dad left us. We’re going to be a family again.” Elya heard pinging. She put Aria down in her baby bed and picked up the cell phone.

“Elya. Elya.”

“Kion, I’m here. So where do you want me and Aria to meet you?”

“That’s why I’ve been texting you. I can’t meet up with you and Aria. It’s too dangerous.”

“But Kion, we’re a family.”

“I understand, but everything will be ruined if I meet up with you right now.”

“What am I supposed to do? I can’t do this myself.”

“Yes, you can. I will help you as much as I can. Just know I can only help you through this cell phone. I can’t be with you or Aria right now.”
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Elya and seven-year-old Aria walked down the sidewalk. Aria’s curly brown hair was in two braids hanging down her back. The city was bustling with movement. People walked briskly past Elya and Aria. “Mommy. Why is everyone walking so fast?”

“They must be in a hurry. Stay close to me, Aria, so you don’t get trampled or lost.”

“Okay, Mommy.” Aria and Elya entered a grocery store. “We need to stock up on food. We need to head to the next city.”

“Mommy, how come we’re always on the road?”

“I told you, Aria, why we’re always on the road. You’re valuable. Someone might try to take you from me. I’m protecting you from those people.”

“Why is Daddy not with us?”

“I told you, Aria. Your dad is valuable too. If he could be here with you, he would, but he can’t. By staying away, he’s protecting you and keeping you safe. He’s making sure they don’t show up and take you away.”

“I wish I weren’t valuable.” Elya kneeled and stood at Aria’s eye level. “Aria. I never want to hear you say you wish you weren’t valuable. You are valuable. Not just to me, but to your dad.”

“If I weren’t valuable, Daddy could be here with us. Does he love me?”

“Aria your dad loves you very much. I don’t want you thinking your dad doesn’t love you. You are his most valuable prize. You’re his child. That’s why we have to be always moving, so no one can take his prize.”

“Am I ever going to meet my dad?”

“I promise you, Aria. You will meet your father when the time is right. Now let’s shop for food.”

“Okay, Mommy.” Elya retrieved a shopping cart and went through the different aisles to see what to stock up on while Aria walked next to her. The aroma of something sweet engulfed Aria’s nostrils. “What is that smell?” Aria walked away to locate where the sweet aroma was coming from when Elya’s back was turned. She came upon the produce section and noticed the strawberries standing there; plump and red, staring at her. Aria walked closer. As she came to the basket, the sweet aroma surrounded her. The sweet temptation was too much for Aria. She reached for a strawberry and bit into it, enjoying the sweet taste as the juice traveled down her throat. “I need to tell Mommy to buy these.” Aria turned around and started walking back to Elya when she felt someone grab her arm. “You’re not going anywhere, thief.” Aria turned around and noticed the female store clerk looking down at her. Aria’s eyes widened, then anger. “Let me go. Someone help me. Stranger danger.”

“What are you doing?”

“Let that child go.”

“Where’s her mother?”

“Let go of my daughter.”

“Mommy.”

“Aria, are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Mommy. Now that you’re here.” 

“Why would you grab my daughter? Where’s the store manager?” An older gentleman walked toward Elya. “I’m the store manager. What happened?”

“Sir, your employee grabbed my daughter. Is this how you treat customers?”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. I will handle this situation immediately. Celeste, why did you grab this child’s arm? Explain yourself.”

“Jaxon, this child is a thief.”

“What did she steal?”

“I caught her taking a strawberry from the basket.” 

“Is this true?”

“Aria, is this true? Did you take a strawberry from the basket?”

“Yes, Mommy.”

“Why?”

“I smelled it. Then I ate it. I like strawberries, Mommy. I was coming to you to tell you if we can get strawberries when this lady grabbed me.”

“You like strawberries?”

“I do, Mommy.”

“Then we’ll get some strawberries. I apologize for what my daughter did. Let me fix the mistake. Here’s my card. I will pay for the eaten strawberry plus one pound of strawberries.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“Jaxon, you’re the store manager. Are you going to allow her to get away with this?”

“Celeste. She’s a child. The mother is paying for the mistake. What is wrong?”

“By letting the child get away with this, you’re saying stealing is okay.” 

“She’s not getting away with anything. The child understands what she did was wrong and the mother is paying for it.”

“Do you want corporate to hear about this? You will lose your job.”

“What do you suggest I do?”

“The store should ban the mother and her child.”

“Banned? Don’t you think that’s harsh?”

“We need to show people this store doesn’t tolerate stealing.”

“I’m willing to fix the mistake.”

“It doesn’t matter. The damage has already been done.”

“Sir.”

“I’m sorry, but I am banning you and your child from the store. I’m a reasonable man, so pay for the items you already have in your shopping cart, then leave the store.”

“Fine.” Elya walked to the kiosk with her shopping cart and paid for her items. “Mommy, what about the strawberries?”

“I’m sorry, Aria.  It looks like we’ll have to get your strawberries from another store.” Tears flowed down Aria’s eyes as she and Elya walked out of the store with their groceries. “Mommy. Am I a bad person?”

“Aria, who told you that you’re a bad person?”

“That lady who grabbed me called me a thief, and thieves are bad people. So that makes me a bad person.”

“Aria, listen to me. You are not a bad person. I never want to hear you call yourself a bad person again. What you did was a mistake. That does not make you a bad person. Remember that. Okay?”

“Okay, Mommy.”

“Now step into the car so we can head to the apartment and pack our stuff so we can be ready tomorrow to head to the next town.”

“Okay Mommy”

Once Elya arrived at the apartment, they exited the car, unloaded the groceries, and entered the apartment and put the groceries on the kitchen counter. “Aria go and pack your things so we can leave first thing in the morning while I put the groceries away.”

“Okay Mommy.” Aria left the kitchen and walked to her bedroom while Elya stayed in the kitchen and unloaded the groceries and put them in the refrigerator. “Kion needs to know what happened to Aria today.” Elya took her cell phone out of her pocket and sent a text message to Kion.

“Kion let me know when you get this message.”

While Elya was putting groceries away, her cell phone vibrated. Elya walked over to the counter that her cell phone was sitting on and noticed a text message from Kion. 

“Elya, is something wrong? Is Aria okay?”

“Yes, something’s wrong, and Aria is not okay.”

“What happened?”

“A store clerk grabbed Aria because she took a strawberry from the produce section and ate it.”

“Someone grabbed Aria? Was she scared?”

“Yes. She called out stranger danger.”

“I can’t believe this happened. I should be there.”

“On a positive note. Aria told me she likes strawberries.”

“Aria likes strawberries?”

“She does. Aria was honest with me. She admitted she had taken the strawberry and eaten it. I offered to pay for the eaten strawberry. The store manager agreed to my paying for the eaten strawberry.”

“So why are you texting me if the store owner agreed to your paying for the eaten strawberry?”

“Because the store banned Aria and me from the store.”

“They did what!”

“I don’t believe the store manager wanted to ban Aria and me from the store.”

“Then why did the store manager do it?”

“The store clerk threatened to notify corporate, so the store manager banned us so he wouldn’t get in trouble with them. I believe the store clerk only did this because she wanted the store manager’s job. But’s that’s not what’s upsetting me.”

“What’s upsetting you?”

“Aria asked me if she was a bad person.”

“You told her no, right?”

“Of course.” 

“Why would Aria say that about herself?”

“Because the store clerk called her a thief, and Aria said since thieves are bad she is bad.”

“I will handle this. Thanks for letting me know.”

The next day, Aria and Elya prepared to leave for the next city. Elya opened the front door and noticed a small crate in her path. Elya walked outside, but no one was there. She peeked inside the crate. Inside were twelve containers of strawberries. “Where did this crate come from. I don’t see a name anywhere. Is this Kion’s doing? If so, how?” Elya picked up the crate and brought it into the apartment and put the crate on the counter just as Aria walked into the kitchen. “Mommy, I smell strawberries. I thought we couldn’t buy any.”

“It looks like the store we went to yesterday wanted to apologize for what happened, so they sent you strawberries to take with us when we leave.”

“Can we thank them, Mommy?”

“Sure Aria. See Aria. You’re a good person. You are not a bad person. Remember that.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

“We’ll drop by the store and thank the store manager for sending you strawberries. Now grab your things so we can leave.”

“Yes, Mommy.” Aria walked to her bedroom and grabbed her things then Aria and Elya exited the apartment and walked outside to the car. Aria entered the car after packing the car with food and supplies. Elya drove to the grocery store. Upon arriving, Aria noticed a sign on the front door of the store. “Mommy, what does ‘out of business’ mean?”

“It means the store is no longer operating, which makes little sense. Stay in the car, Aria, while I check it out.”

“Okay, Mommy.” Elya exited the car and walked up to the store. Elya peeked inside the store and noticed the store was empty and no one inside. Elya looked around. “I don’t understand. The store was in full operation yesterday. What happened?” Elya walked by the “Closed for Business” sign and noted extra writing on the sign. “As per the Commander’s instructions. What does that mean? Who’s the Commander?” Elya walked back to the car. “Mommy.”

“Sorry Aria. We can’t go inside and say thank you to the store manager. The store is empty, and no one is inside. Let’s head to the next city. You can have some strawberries while we’re travelling to the next city.”

“Thank you, Mommy.” 

Elya entered the car. Elya’s cell phone vibrated.

“Elya, did you receive the strawberries?”

“So, it was you. Yes, Kion. We received the strawberries, Aria’s happy.”

“Good.”

“Kion, there’s something I wanted to ask you.”

“What is it?”

“Did you have something to do with the grocery store being shut down.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The grocery store Aria and I were banned from yesterday is shut down. As per the Commander.”

“I had nothing to do with the store being shut down. Elya, who’s the commander? I never heard of the commander?”

“I don’t know Kion. If the strawberries didn’t come from the grocery store, where did they come from?”

“From a source I know. Are you on your way to the next city?”

“Yes, Kion. Aria and I are heading there now.”

“Good. Let me know when you arrive so I can tell you where to go once you get there. I’ll be waiting for your text message.”

Elya entered the car. “Are you ready to go to the next city Aria?”

“Yes, Mommy.” Elya drove to the next city.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]
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Sixteen-year-old Aria walked into the apartment where her mother Elya and her lived by themselves. Elya was sitting at the dining table with her cell phone in her hand. “Hello Mom. What’s for dinner?”

“Don’t you hello Mom me. Do you know what’s in my hand?”

“It looks like your cell phone. “

“It is my cell phone. Do you know what’s on it?”

“Is it a text message from Dad? Did he finally acknowledge I exist?”

“Aria, you know why your father can’t contact us.”

“Tell me again why my father can’t contact his only child? Or does he have another family that he’s hiding? Does he even love me? Is he even still alive?”

“Aria, don’t say things like that. Your father loves you. He would be here if he could, but he can’t.”

“Why not?”

“He’s protecting you. As long as he’s not here, the commander doesn’t know where you are.”

“Why does the commander want me?”

“Because you are your father’s daughter. You’re exactly like him. You have his high intelligence. You question everything. You rebel against the system. You don’t conform. Why do you think every school you attended expelled you? Everyone’s afraid of you, as they are your father. Your father told me when you were one year old and they were after him he would find us no matter where we went. I know he will find us, but it would be a lot easier for him if we could stay in one place longer than a year.”

“So, what did the text message from the high school say?”

“It said you were expelled. This is the second school you’ve been expelled from since you started high school. I don’t know what to do anymore.”

“Maybe stop trying to fit in. It’s tiring at this point.”

“We have to fit in. It’s the world we live in. We live under a new regime ruled by the commander. The commander monitors everything we do. We depend on him for everything. If we don’t, you know where he will send us. Promise me you will be on your best behavior when we move again. I’m tired of running, Aria. I’ve been running since you were one year old.” 

“I’m sorry, Mom. I’ll do better. I promise.”

“That’s all I ask.”

“So where are we moving to this time?”

“To a place called Posh Pick.”

“Who is this commander that’s monitoring us, and how come we never see him? He never shows his face in public, but everyone fears him. We have to be on our best behavior and do what he says without questioning it. He monitors our everyday lives, and no one questions it. We just have to accept it. Another thing. You never see him. He never shows his face on any screen. I’ve never seen his face on your cell phone, your tablet, or our laptops. When he speaks and you hear his voice, it sounds like a computer recording and not his actual voice.”

“Aria, quiet. He can hear you. She didn’t mean what she said Commander,” Elya spoke loudly. “Aria apologize.”

“Fine. I’m sorry, whoever you are, for what I said. I will be on my best behavior.”

“That’s better. Now go to your room and pack and get ready to leave. The commander wants us there tonight.” Aria walked upstairs and headed to her bedroom. Once she was in her bedroom, she took out her backpack and opened it. Then she went to her dresser and started taking out her clothes and putting the clothes into the backpack. Constantly being on the run with her mother, Aria knew about survival and only taking the essentials with her. Aria looked at her nightstand and saw the picture frame showing her with her father when she was born. Her father was standing next to Elya smiling, while Elya was holding her. Aria picked up the picture frame and started swiping through the pictures of her, Elya, and Kion. “Lies.” Aria thought about leaving the picture frame but took the picture frame with her. She put the picture of her with her parents in her backpack, then exited the bedroom and walked to the stairs, which took her to the first floor. Once Aria was on the first floor, she walked to the front door where her mother was waiting for her. “Let’s go.” Aria and Elya walked outside and headed to their car. The car that was in front of the apartment was not the car Elya had been driving for the past three years. “Mom where’s our car?”

“This is the car everyone uses at Posh Pick, so this is the car we will ride in from now on.”

“To fit in.”

“To fit in.” Elya and Aria walked to their car. The car door opened. “What the?”

“It’s a self-driving car, Aria. Everyone in Posh Pick rides in one. Get in.” Aria entered the car slowly and sat in the passenger seat. Before Aria could grab the seatbelt, the seatbelt locked itself into place. “This is going to get some use to.” 

“It’s different from what we’re used to, but this is how Posh Pick works. Change is inevitable. You either adapt or let it destroy you. There’s no other choice.”

“Fine, Mom.” Aria and Elya put their backpacks in the back of the car. The car doors closed. Then the car turned itself on and asked the question, “Where do you want to go?”

“Posh Pick.” The car drove to Posh Pick. 

While Elya and Aria were in the car Elya turned to look at Aria. “Aria, I’m serious. You need to fit in here. If you don’t, the commander will know, and he will come for us.”

“I promise, Mom. I will fit in here for you.”

“Thank you.” The car stopped in front of a two-story house, and the car doors opened. Aria stepped out of the car and looked at the neighborhood. “All the houses and the cars look the same. They are the same gray and white color. The lawns look the same, with the same number of trees. all in the same spots as all the other trees. Even the roofs are the same brown color. It’s weird.”

“That’s how they want it. They want every house to look the same. Let’s go inside and see our new place. Aria and Elya retrieved their backpacks from the car and walked to the front door. Elya stepped in front of the door. Suddenly a voice spoke. “My name’s Vicki. State your name.”

“Vicki, my name’s Elya.”

“That name does not compute.”

“Mom, what’s going on? Why does the house not recognize you? You said we’re supposed to be here.”

“Aria, I don’t know why the system is not recognizing my name. I’ll try again.”

“Vicki, my name’s Elya. Let my daughter and I in.”

“That name does not compute.” Aria approached the front door. “Vicki. I don’t know who programmed you, but my name is Aria. If you don’t let my mother and me in, I will find the location of your source of power and I will shut you down. Now let my mother and I into this house. Now!”

“The name Aria computes in my system. You may enter.” The front door opened, and Aria and Elya walked into the house. “Aria, how can I be of service to you?”

“To me? Don’t you mean my mother, Elya?”

“That name does not compute.”

“Vicki, I’m warning you.”

“Aria it’s okay. We’re inside. That’s all that matters.”

“Fine, Mom. Vicki what services do you provide?”

“I do everything for this house.” Elya and Aria entered the kitchen. “Vicki, show my mother and I what you can do.” Aria walked over to the stove. The stove turned on and off. Aria walked over to the refrigerator. The refrigerator door opened. Aria saw there was already food there ready for them. Aria walked into the living room, where Elya was standing. Suddenly the television turned on and off. Then, the air conditioner turned on. Elya and Aria wrapped their arms arounds them, their teeth chattering. “Vicki we understand what you can do. Please turn the air conditioner off before we freeze to death.”

“I am at your service, Aria.” 

“Mom. Let’s go upstairs and see the bedrooms.” Aria and Elya stepped onto the stairs. The stairs led them to the second floor. Aria and Elya stepped off the stairs and walked to the first bedroom. The bedroom door opened, and Elya and Aria walked inside. The bed was made, and there was a dresser and desk. On the desk was a laptop computer. Aria put her backpack on the bed. Aria walked to the closet. The closet doors opened. Aria saw pink blouses and pink skirts. “What the?” Aria ran out of the bedroom to the other bedroom where Elya was. “Mom, have you seen the closet?” Aria stopped when she saw the other bedroom. “Whoa. Your bedroom looks exactly like mine. Creepy.”

“Aria, what’s so urgent that you ran in here?”

“Mom, you have to come and see what’s in the closet in my bedroom.”

“What’s in your closet that’s so important?” 

“There are pink skirts and pink blouses in there.”

“I know.”

“Mom, how do you know?”

“Look at the closet in here.” Aria walked to the closet. The closet doors opened. “Your clothes look exactly like mine. Even the colors are the same. What’s going on Mom?”

“This is what we have to wear. The women and girls wears the same outfit, and the men and boys wear the same outfit.”

“The commander doesn’t want people expressing their individuality here? He wants us to conform?”

“Exactly.”

“Everyone here accepts it? No one speaks up or questions why?”

“He’s taking care of us.”

“No Mom. He’s controlling us. I’m the only one who sees this.”

“Aria, he hears everything we say. Remember? Be careful what you say.”

“What’s he going to do? I see what you’re doing, whoever you are. What are you going to do
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