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  Synopsis

[image: ]

"Feelings are real. They often become one's reality. But they are not always based on truth . . ." 

New Eden Township is more than a dungeon for Fillion Nichols. Sealed inside the experimental Mars colony, there is no escape from anyone, especially the young woman who has haunted his life for nearly six years. To preserve his sanity, he focuses on one goal: decoding the mystery behind the Watson deaths.

Meanwhile, to prove his worth to the Daughter of Earth, a young nobleman ventures beyond the walls of the biodome and experiences the Outside world for the first time. But his quest takes an unpredictable turn when he meets Lynden Nichols and Mack Ferguson, who draw him into their world--an underground community also confined and isolated by society.

As worlds converge, each young man faces a choice that will affect the survival of an entire community. And to save the generation they fight for, both men must defy the boundaries of everything they know.

Are you ready to discover what is real?


A salivating blend of MEDIEVAL VILLAGE LIFE meets THE NEAR FUTURE in this gritty young adult eco-dystopian series, brimming with angsty, slow burn romances, psychological games of survival, and strong found family themes. 






  
  Dear Reader

Fun Features and Content Warnings

[image: ]

Thanks for diving into my near-future eco-dystopian faerie tale. I hope you enjoy the clash of old world meets new world. 


First, before exploring the fun features found in this ebook, a few content warnings for you:
	On page funeral rites

	Toxic relationship with parents (a theme through the whole series)

	Strained sibling relationship (that improves over time)

	Underground punk society with on page descriptions of prostitutes and hackers, but nothing gratuitous 

	Underage drinking, smoking, and drugs

	Swearing (all the words, including a few in Japanese)

	Dystopian themes of human suffering, including patriarchal themes in the biodome world and the corporatization of people in the outside world (but with the premise that those in those situations will shake the system)





While I do keep things as mildly described as possible, please put your mental health first. 

And now the FUN FEATURES . . .
THE CODE — the governing document the residents of New Eden Township live by. Read through (before  to better understand why the residents are so old fashioned. Just don’t sign it, or you might find yourself a part of the experiment ;-) Maybe that’s what you want? I’d read the series first, though. Sometimes utopias are the worst kind of dystopia.
Also, if you’re a listen-to-music-while-you-read type, I have an entire Spotify Playlist with 17 hours worth of music. Each of the 259 songs inspired me while writing The Biodome Chronicles.
And if you enjoy Audiobooks, definitely check out Sunny Patel’s narration of The Biodome Chronicles. He is fantastic!

One last thing . . . a couple other features at the end of this book:
Hacker Terminology
Anime and Japanese Terminology
Translations

And with that, I’ll leave you with Leaf, Willow Oak, and Fillion.

Happy Reading!
Jesikah Sundin








  
  Dedication

[image: ]

To my sister, Adriel Nicole Frantom 

… ahem … Nicki 








  
  [image: Map of New Eden Township, the Earth bound Mars prototype biodome community]




  
  Epigraph 1

[image: ]

Fillion Nichols, 17-year-old son of Corporate World Leader Hanley Nichols, is rumored to have entered the biodome city of New Eden Township, along the Salton Sea in California, to serve 90 days of Community Service Rehabilitation, as sentenced for selling falsified identifications to minors in the state of Washington. Sources state that a young adult from the famed medieval community has emerged in exchange for the business world’s Corporate Eco-Prince, a possible requirement for sustaining balance within the mysterious commune. Management from New Eden Enterprises and New Eden Biospherics & Research are declining to comment at this time. Nevertheless, public interest in the Earth-based Mars colony has spiked in the last few hours, with Internet communities eager for a glimpse of the first potential quasi-Martian to visit our planet. 
 — Tony Dulaney, “Martian Activity along The Salton Sea,” Science Bits & Bolts, October 3, 2054  

If you have a son who does nothing good … deliver him at once into the hands of a merchant who will send him to another country. Or send him yourself to one of your close friends… Nothing else can be done. While he remains with you, he will not mend his ways.
 — Paolo of Certaldo, 14th century Florentine merchant discussing the European Medieval practice of fostering *







  
  CHAPTER ONE

Coal Hansen

[image: ]

 New Eden Township, Salton Sea, California
 Saturday, October 3, 2054
 Year 19 of Project Phase One
 Day One of The Exchange
COAL’S MIND FADED IN AND out of consciousness, and it took significant effort to open his eyes. When they did open, the view was fuzzy and he sought relief by closing them once more, blinded by the intense light that shone overhead. Strange sensations encouraged his body to return to sleep, but his mind shouted that he was in danger. The first tingles of adrenaline hit his bloodstream, and he mentally groped for awareness. 
He did not remember falling asleep. Shortly after his arrival, he was whisked into a room by Michael—a scientist he had met upon entering the biospherics lab—who encouraged him to enjoy a tumbler of water as a team sifted through paperwork to receive parental permission for his extended stay and travels. Now, he found himself in a foreign room with a low rhythmic chirp in the background.
 What made that noise?
 A groan escaped his dry and cracked lips as he rolled to his side and craned his neck toward the sound. Coal’s arm winced with a dull ache, and his eyes widened. The chirp belonged to a strange box-shaped machine perched atop a metal pole with a flat rope or twine that traveled his direction before disappearing into the wall. Numbers flashed on the black box, and he sucked in a quick breath as they continued to write and rewrite themselves, over and over again.
 Was he in a dream?
 A nightmare?
 His eyelids fought the urge to remain closed. He forced himself to remain focused and to follow the twine. The blurriness of his vision irritated him, and he lifted his hand with the intention of rubbing his eyes. Mid-air, however, he stilled at the sight of a small, pipe-like object partially dangling from the back of his hand. He drew his hand closer for inspection. It did not appear to be a living object. Nevertheless, the pipe burrowed into his body, fastened to his skin with what appeared to be a secretion.
 Alarmed, he sat up and sharply turned his head, taking in the undulating whitewashed room while squinting from the bright, unnaturally white light overhead. The constant motion made his stomach sour, but he pushed past the feeling.
 What had happened to him?
 Where was he?
 Coal yanked off the mechanical parasite on his hand, wincing as the small pipe emerged from his body, and hurled it to the floor awkwardly. In his mind he was quick and sharp, but his body betrayed him when it lacked both strength and control. A drip splashed onto his breeches, and he watched as another drop of blood pooled along his hand’s skin and then fell through the air, landing on his foot. He wiped at the droplets and stared wide-eyed at the smeared blood along his fingers.
 The machine screamed in protest, a loud high-pitched sound that pierced the air. He recoiled, covering his ears as he rolled onto his knees and tucked in his head. An unexpected shadow crossed over him, and Coal jumped, further terrified.
 Coal squinted at the figure standing before him. Eventually Michael came into focus; he watched Coal with a thin frown. Then, the scientist reached out and steadied Coal’s wobbly body, which perched precariously on the edge of an oddly narrow and shortened cot. The bed was covered in a thin paper-like material, crinkling with a sound similar to the dry leaves that rustled and blew across the grass in a bio-breeze. Coal readjusted his position, covering his ears once more as the room tilted and spun with his sudden movements.
 With heavy-lidded eyes, he watched as Michael walked behind the bed and tapped a yellow circle on the black box machine. A picture with words appeared in the air, brightened by blue-lit lettering. Coal gasped. Panic consumed him once more when Michael touched and commanded the words with his finger until the sound stopped. With a sharp wave in the air by the man, the floating image dissipated as if mere vapor.
 Adrenaline pulsed through Coal’s bloodstream and he lurched back in response. His limbs grasped the air as he fell, finding nothing to save his descent. Pain shot through the back of his head as he crashed against the wall, then slid to the floor with a solid thud. Although he fared well, Coal decided to remain still. He possessed no desire to see the magic Michael had used. Then, too, Coal floundered for an explanation as to why he was experiencing this disorientation, petrified that, somehow, he was under a spell.
 Footsteps echoed in a hurried rush and the cot was pushed to the side. Michael knelt next to him on the floor, leaning down until he could study Coal’s eyes. In response, Coal blinked against the fuzziness in his head, his anxiety growing. The scientist pulled a thin, metal stick out of his pocket, the length of a twig, and pushed the top, which caused a light to appear on the bottom.
 Coal pressed himself tight against the wall, each muscle tensed in anticipation. “No!” He placed his hands in front of his face.
 “Coal, stop before you hurt yourself again. I’m trying to help you.”
 “What is the object in your hand, sir?” The words formed thick and gritty in his parched mouth. “What are you doing to me?”
 Michael considered the stick for a moment and then slowly met Coal’s eyes. “It’s a flashlight,” he said.
 Michael tugged on Coal’s hand and lifted the flashlight. Coal wrenched his hand back and drew it close against his body with a glare. Insistent, Michael took Coal’s hand once more, offering a friendly smile, and placed the stick against Coal’s index finger. Before Coal could protest, the tip of his appendage lit up and he tilted his head in curiosity and horror.
 “Feel any pain in this finger?”
 “No, but perhaps this is a trick, another spell from your . . . flashlight . . . to control my mind.”
 An amused smile stretched across Michael’s face. “Oh goodness, no. We don’t cast spells. A sedative was placed in your drink.”
 “I was poisoned?”
 “It’s a drug to relax your body, usually resulting in sleep. We needed to inoculate you right away and didn’t want to distress you with that process. State law, health regulations . . . Don’t move. I’m going to shine this light in your eyes to make sure you don’t have a concussion after that fall of yours.”
 Michael gradually raised the light to Coal’s eyes. Breaths came more quickly as Coal attempted to make sense of what was happening. “Follow the light with your eyes,” the scientist murmured, “but don’t move your head.”
 Coal complied and followed the light as Michael moved it up and down and left to right. Satisfied, Michael turned the flashlight off and tucked it away in the front pocket of his white tunic.
 “You’re okay.”
 Pondering Michael’s words, Coal rubbed the forming lump on the back of his head. He felt awkward and sluggish; and he squinted his eyes against the unnatural brightness of the room. The walls were a crisp white, as were the ceiling and tiled floor. His fingers brushed along the floor as he contemplated the smooth and slightly grooved surface. It did not feel like wood or stone. And it was not compacted earth.
 Three white cupboards were fastened on the wall, just below the ceiling. The cupboards blended in with the whitewashed walls. This intrigued him, having never seen cupboards hover in such a fashion. In New Eden they had pieces of upright furniture that only rested upon the floor.
 His gaze wandered across the room and stilled when spotting the pipe-like object. He peered at the back of his hand. The transparent secretion had dried onto his skin in a grid of black and gold lines. “What was placed on my hand and in my body?”
 Michael looked over his shoulder at the items. “The square sticker is a WiFi oxygen sensor. It adheres to your skin. We wanted to monitor you while you were sedated. Just an extra precaution since you’re breathing a new atmosphere. And that is a catheter, just in case you had a medical emergency.”
 Coal drew his eyebrows together, once again not fully grasping Michael’s words. With a mildly slurred voice, Coal asked, “And what is in-oc-ul-ate, sir?”
 “We gave you medicine to fight the infections of this world—viruses and bacteria that would disable or even kill you. Since New Eden is hermetically sealed, its residents haven’t been exposed to as many illnesses. Your immune system, the part of your body that fights infections, is not as mature as ours. We want to make sure you get home after those ninety days, whole and healthy.”
 “Could I contaminate my world?”
 “Yes, it’s possible. We’ll quarantine you for a couple of days before re-entry, though, just to be safe.”
 “Did Corlan get quarantined?”
 Michael turned his head away and said in a low voice, “No, he didn’t. There wasn’t much time. We gave him extra meds to boost his immunity and to kill any viral infections he may be hosting. He also got a UV scan to kill any topical parasites.” A frown dipped the corers of Michael’s mouth while he studied Coal for a few heartbeats and then he stood, offering Coal his hand. “Let me help you up. The sedative causes dizziness.” Coal grabbed his hand and stood, feeling his head swim for a moment. “I’ll show you to the restroom. I don’t think you’ve gone since you’ve arrived, and it has been a few hours.”
 A few hours?
 Did he need to lie down somewhere different until the drug no longer addled his head?
 Each step took effort, akin to walking into The Waters, and his head ached. They left the room and entered a hallway equally as bleak. Coal slowed, placing a hand onto the wall to steady himself. Another scientist in a long, white tunic gave Coal an inquisitive once-over as she passed. Feeling uncomfortable with becoming an object of novelty, Coal lowered his head and looked away.
 Michael slowed as they approached a door and tapped a silver object on his ear. The door opened without human assistance and Coal took a step back, spooked. Doors do not open themselves.
 Maybe he simply failed to see Michael use a knob. The drug warred with his concentration and he felt paranoid with the lack of control. He let out a long sigh and fought against the feelings that continued to rise in his chest.
 The soft rug beneath his feet changed to a pottery floor as he walked into the rest-room, the cool, smooth surface hard against his bare feet.
 Where were his shoes?
 Did he walk out of New Eden shoeless?
 Until this moment he did not realize they were missing. No matter, he preferred to be barefoot. Coal was about to ask about his shoes when a bewildering fascination cut through his anxiety. Coal stood before his full reflection. Mesmerized by the clarity of the image staring back at him, he walked forward until he could touch the looking glass.
 A few within New Eden possessed small hand-held looking glasses, but none were large enough to take in one’s full reflection. Otherwise, reflections were sought after in water, polished silver, and in windows, muted and dull images that had been satisfactory, until this moment.
 His eyes roamed over his broad frame and muscled arms. Labor-worn fingers reached up and softly touched his long, light blond hair, watching as the strands slowly fell back against his face, skin bronzed from standing before The Forge. Golden Boy, indeed. He tucked the neck-length strands behind both of his ears and allowed his fingers to explore his reflection, marveling as they slid against the metallic surface in perfect symmetry with his false self.
 What did Oaklee think when she looked upon him?
 Coal licked his dry lips and angled his head, noting how he and Ember shared a similar nose and mouth. His twin sister’s brown eyes were indeed as dark as his, and he blinked as memories of his sister floated past his mind’s eye. She was now a married woman and bound the Earth Element nobility with the Fire Element house.
 His hand fell, landing in a large depression along a long table. Water instantly poured out of a silver spigot and Coal jumped back. He could not help but chuckle, however, over the pleasure of an effortless indoor well.
 How did the water pump?
 More importantly, how did the water know his hand was there?
 Coal looked up with a big grin. “I am astonished,” he said, returning his attention to the warmed water spilling over his fingers in a gentle stream. Freshly dried blood washed off his hand and fingers, tinting the white bowl a light red. It was all rather eerie, conjuring thoughts of invisible helpers; nevertheless, Coal was intrigued.
 How did the water heat without fire and an iron pot?
 The scientist smiled. “The porcelain bowl is a sink, and the water pours from a faucet. There are sensors that detect your hand and reward the motion with running water.”
 Sensors?
 “Fascinating.” Too groggy to make sense of such explanations, he skimmed his gaze over the room and asked, “Where do I lie down?”
 “What do you mean?” Michael’s smile faded.
 “You insisted that I should visit the rest-room. Where shall I rest?”
 “Oh, that’s funny. I never thought of it that way before.” Michael started laughing and Coal clenched his jaw as he realized that he had misunderstood something. “Okay, so a restroom is not actually a room for resting,” Michael said. “It’s where one goes for bodily functions, like urinating.”
 “Oh?” Coal glanced around the space. “How on Earth has it come to be known as a rest-room?”
 Michael eyes crinkled with humor. “That’s a mystery to me, too. But you’ll discover that we have a nickname for everything, and that the outside culture explains its every move and thought way too much.” Michael walked over to a small metal door and rested his hand on the top. “So, these are stalls, and inside each one is a toilet.”
 At first, Coal believed Michael referred to a place where one grooms himself. However, Coal was mistaken, much to his chagrin, and cataloged that toilette held an entirely different definition to Outsiders. Instead, it was a white chair featuring a gaping hole filled with a small pool of water. Coal studied the contraption, bending over to see the underside. It was indeed a solid piece, and not an extravagant bucket. Pipes disappeared into the wall, and he was curious about their purpose. As he stood, he felt a wave of dizziness and grabbed the stall door for support.
 “Easy, make sure you stand up slowly for the next hour or so. We don’t want you to fall over and bump your head again.”
 Coal nodded with understanding, then walked inside the stall and shut the door. Dubious, he unlaced his breeches. As the water turned yellow, his anxiety began to escalate, unsure of how to make the clear water return. His mind furiously studied the toilette of the rest-room as he re-laced his breeches, jumping against the stall door when a loud whoosh sounded. Wide-eyed, he gaped as the tainted water disappeared as clear water arrived simultaneously.
 “Where did it go?” Coal felt stupid as soon as the words left his mouth.
 “The water is taken away through pipes to a treatment plant that sanitizes it.”
 “We use plants to sanitize our water as well,” Coal said. “Norah oversees the wetland room where the gray water is filtered.” He walked out of the stall and stopped at the humorous slant of Michael’s lips once more.
 “A treatment plant is actually a building that is a machine.”
 “I see.”
 Coal released a heavy sigh as he dropped his hands against his sides in defeat. Once again, he did not see. How could a building appear like a plant but be a machine to sanitize water? He gave up and decided that perhaps he really did come from a different planet. They used the same language but the meanings were worlds apart. Frustrated, Coal pushed past Michael toward the door only to face another annoyance as there was no knob or handle. “How does one leave the rest-room?”
 “First put your hands in the UV light for ten seconds.” Michael pointed to a box on the wall with a purple light peeking through the top.
 There seemed to be a box to perform some mysterious task in every room.
 Tentatively, Coal lifted his hands above the light and then shut his eyes tight as he turned his head away. Every muscle tensed in anticipation. A light pressure on his arm jolted Coal’s eyes back open as Michael gently guided Coal’s hands into the box. The ethereal light blanketed his fingers and Coal held his breath as he internally counted to ten, slowly pulling them out upon completion. He flexed and curled his fingers and accounted for every sensation that should exist, relieved with the results.
 “We’re going to a meeting room down the hall,” Michael said casually over his shoulder. The scientist then stepped before the entry and the door opened.
 The stark hallway startled Coal’s senses. Nevertheless, the rug again caressed his bare feet and he luxuriated in the soft sensations. Fantastical rooms, open to the hallway, appeared from time to time. Each space contained a multitude of men and women who performed various tasks he could not describe, the images surreal and belonging to a dream-state. The foreign concepts and visions blurred together in Coal’s mind, adding to his confusion, as very little resembled the people, landscape, or things of home. And although he wished to absorb each image and entertain each curiosity, Coal eventually kept his head down. He did not wish to make eye contact with any of the Outsiders, who paused in their work to study him as he passed by.
 Warm light caught his vision and distracted him from his anxiety. To his left, a large window perfectly framed the enormous biodome structures outside. His steps faltered. Sunlight glinted off the honeycomb-shaped panes of the biodome, producing a brilliant flash of light. It was a magical image, which added to as well as eased the pang his heart endured with each beat. Michael did not slow, however, and the sight of New Eden Township disappeared from view as they continued forward and left the window behind. Wistfully, Coal fixated on the long, bleak hallway that stretched before him and not the eyes that studied his every move.
 So far, he was not impressed with the hospitality given him, nor the strides taken to ensure his comfort as he navigated a new world. Although he could accept the scientific community’s concern to keep him healthy and alive, he could not understand the necessity in tricking someone who was completely and wholly dependent on another for his welfare. He was a grown man, and he deserved to be treated thusly. Given such insults, Coal was grateful he took Leaf’s place so his brother-in-law did not experience the shame of being in this frightening and vulnerable position so soon after losing his father.
 Large double doors loomed ahead and Michael paused before the entry to place his thumb onto a strange black box on the wall. An unexpected click greeted Coal’s ears before Michael turned the knob.
 “Here you go. Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be back in a bit.”
 “You are not staying with me?” Coal shook his head, realizing he asked the obvious. The scientist misunderstood his body language as disapproval and frowned for the first time.
 “I won’t be gone long. Promise. There’s an aquarium inside filled with exotic fish. Have you ever seen an aquarium before?” Coal did not reply, crossing his arms over his chest and allowing his guide to feel a little discomfort in their exchange. Michael cleared his throat and then continued in his usual jovial tone. “I imagine the room looks similar to what you’re used to seeing in New Eden. Might be a comforting sight. Okay, I’ll see you in a few minutes.”
 Coal peeked into the room, begrudging each step as he entered. The door shut behind him and he turned around in a panic, feeling the ebb and flow of disorientation as the motion in his head created waves in the walls. He placed his hand on the handle, but it would not turn. A fire simmered in his veins as the Outside world sealed him away once more, and a few choice words in French breached his self-control and passed his lips.
 Home seemed so far away even though it was mere steps. It was a thought that mournfully sang in his mind as he slipped a hand into his pocket to caress Oaklee’s leaf. Taking in a deep breath to calm his nerves and the quickly spreading fury, Coal pivoted on his heel to study his new enclosure.  
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Liberty is to faction what air is to fire, an aliment without which it instantly expires. But it could not be less folly to abolish liberty, which is essential to political life, because it nourishes faction, than it would be to wish the annihilation of air, which is essential to animal life, because it imparts to fire its destructive agency. 
— James Madison, “The Same Subject Continued: The Union as a Safeguard Against Domestic Faction and Insurrection,” The Federalist No. 10, November 23, 1787*
   
It is not titles that honor men, but men that honor titles.   
— Niccolò Machiavelli, Italian historian and philosopher, 15th century A.D.*







  
  CHAPTER TWO

Willow Oak Watson
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THE FALL AIR BRUSHED ACROSS Oaklee’s skin as she ran through the forest. A shudder trembled through her body from head to toe. The leaves rustled a soothing song from up above, a beauteous melody that slowed her feet. With eyes closed, she stilled her mind, not wishing to miss a single windy note or arborous lyric. Oaklee never tired of nature’s gift to heal and encourage the soul, a necessity to soothe her pain. 
Glancing over her shoulder, she sighed with relief. The gathering still continued in the meadow by the North Cave. Desperation drove her to seek solitude. She needed to sort through her mounting emotions before she crashed, growing ill as she had a few days prior.
Fury consumed her moments earlier when The Elements quarreled and disparaged one another when learning how Coal had traded places with Leaf and Oaklee had used every ounce of willpower she possessed to remain planted in the meadow as long as she did, listening to the building dissension . . .  
 
“Whose idea was it for Coal to leave?” Timothy, the Wind Element, had demanded.
 Her brother, Leaf, had remained passive. “My answer does not change the fact that Coal has left and, therefore, the answer is irrelevant.”
 “Are you refusing to honorably take responsibility?”
 “Perhaps you can enlighten us all as to how I have broken The Code to warrant such a claim as dishonor? Anyone can leave at any time and for any reason.”
 Heads turned toward Norah, the Water Element, as she began to speak. “And why is Coal leaving the source of discord?” She drew in a shallow, raspy breath. “The Son of Fire made a choice and the Earth Element honored that request.”
 Norah’s breathy voice turned to wheezing and she paused with a hand in the air to signal there was more to say, even though her knees bent with weakness. Norah’s eldest son fetched a chair he had brought for his mother and eased her in while her husband caressed her hand with gentle strokes.
 The Water Element lifted her head and viewed the gathering, continuing in a strained voice, “Would the community have refused Coal’s request? He is a grown man and no longer under the authority of his parents. This debate does not hold merit, nor does it honor Leaf as a leader, a man still in his bereavement week no less. He holds the right to remain with his family.”
 “That is, unfortunately, not the point, Norah.” Timothy offered Norah a kind smile and walked closer to Leaf. “You do realize, Son of Earth, that with the coming colonists, during the Second Phase, your strength and integrity as a leader will be questioned more regularly.”
 Leaf had crossed his arms over his chest and considered Timothy’s words, narrowing his eyes in a look of contemplation. “Mine specifically or all leaders?”
 “All leaders, of course.”
 “Well, then, thank you for the reminder, My Lord.” Leaf bowed his head in deference. “That was most kind of you to ensure that we are all prepared.”
 Corlan, the Outsider exchange, quietly snickered by Oaklee’s side. Anger flashed through her body, and Oaklee shot a glare Corlan’s direction before fixing her attention onto Leaf once more.
 The Wind Element released a low, humorless laugh. “People do not like change, My Lord. If they feel a leader is easily tossed to and fro with every breeze, they will cast off any and all respect they once held for his or her position. The nobles who stand unwavering—whose strength and trust are predictable and reliable—will withstand the winds of change.”
 Leaf took a step closer to Timothy. “The community will respect a leader who is willing to forsake tradition and bend for their benefit if the situation requires flexibility. Honor is not defined by holding fast to traditions. Laws, codes, rules, and traditions can change.” Oaklee tensed as her brother spoke with uncharacteristic boldness. “Flexibility is a necessity for our future. The game of survival demands it, does it not?”
 Timothy’s eyes subtly widened, and he smiled in such a way that Oaklee discerned he understood Leaf’s hidden message. “Interesting,” Timothy said. “Are you suggesting that you support disbanding and merging with the Outside world? Like your father?”
 The crowd gasped and the rustle of murmurs grew to a rumble as Oaklee observed men and women whisper into one another’s ears. Leaf watched the crowd as well, yet determination shone in his eyes.
 “Come, we have much to celebrate today.” Leaf offered Timothy his hand. “Let us not quarrel.” When Timothy refused his hand, her brother leaned in and whispered so only those in the circle could hear. “Let us not be inflexible for the sake of tradition, My Lord. You would not wish to appear rude before the community, now would you? Or is honor no longer defined by tradition?”
 Timothy smiled but the warmth did not reach his eyes. “Why should I shake hands with a man who breaks a brother’s oath?”
 Leaf flinched and looked down at the grass. Oaklee’s stomach tightened into a complication of knots with her brother’s response. Remorse darkened Leaf’s features, but he did not cower before Timothy. Instead, he maintained a posture of dignity though the words visibly pained him. Fury had tingled in her limbs, and she felt Hurricane Willow gain strength as the winds of injustice whipped inside her heart. She clenched her fists and teeth as she glared at Timothy, her breaths heavy as she, in vain, tried to contain her spirit.
 A soft touch on her forearm had startled her from her raging thoughts, and she whipped her head in Corlan’s direction. He faced the circle but slowly shook his head, casting her a quick side-glance. The interference baffled her and the winds quickly died down, replaced by an eerie calm. How did he know she would react? Oaklee studied Corlan’s profile, further perplexed as he held a look of open contempt. If he felt such emotion, why did he wish to hold back hers? Timothy’s voice regained her attention and she turned back his direction.
 “It seems there are some traditions you still measure through honor, Leaf. Guilt is a cruel friend.”
 “Enough,” Connor said in a near whisper, but with an authority that demanded obedience. The Fire Element’s large shoulders had sagged as he turned to Oaklee and asked, “Have I offended my son? Did I fail him somehow as a father?”
 She lowered her head as a profuse blush colored her face. “No, My Lord. Your son has left to prove he is a man worthy of my hand after I have refused him.” Her eyes began to fill and Leaf’s features softened with a sad smile. “The day Leaf was nominated, I had unkind words for Coal and attacked his character. I believed his nomination was an act of punishment for refusing his hand. I was wrong, My Lord, and the price of my carelessness is his life.”
 The look on Coal’s face, after she hissed that he was a stupid and insensitive fool, flashed in her mind. Oaklee knelt in the soft grass before Connor. Her throat constricted against the forming tears as she whispered, “I am most sorry for shaming your house and ask your forgiveness for being the cause of distress and pain this day.”
 The Fire Element had knelt before her in the meadow. With a single finger, he lifted her chin and then took both of her hands in his. “I assure you there is nothing to forgive, Daughter of Earth. It is I who humbly asks forgiveness on behalf of my son, who would selfishly place the responsibility of his actions upon your heart to carry and grieve over as a move to win your affection. Coal acted dishonorably and that rests on his shoulders. Not yours.”
 Large, work-worn hands pulled her into an embrace as she began to sob. Oaklee closed her eyes and melted against Connor as callused fingertips rubbed her back in soothing circles. For a heartbeat, she almost believed it was her father granting comfort in the moment.
 When she had recovered, Oaklee pulled away and Connor offered his hand to help her rise and led her back to Leaf. Connor whispered loud enough for those in the circle to hear, “I would be proud to call you daughter, but you should marry for your reasons alone and not my son’s, words I know your own father would share in this situation.”
 Tears had trailed down her face in silent grief. Connor had offered a momentary reprieve from her guilt. But Oaklee knew she had used her words as sharp weapons, delivering the injury with glee and motivating her friend to behave in this way to regain her good opinion.
 She touched her lips and remembered their kiss, and the pain of her choices returned. In the end, Coal had pledged himself to her and Oaklee was fairly convinced she would never see him again. And if he came home, she would have to refuse him again, severing any hope he had upon his return. It may very well end their friendship, but she could not marry him.
 Self-conscious, she examined each noble in the small group, then curiously studied the young man at her side. Corlan remained quiet and tense, holding an expression she had seen only one other time. Five days prior, she had been called upon to offer an apology to seal a young man’s secrecy. She had humbled herself and lowered to the floor before the Outsider, who had watched her beneath dark strands of his hair.
 This new Outsider reflected a similar inward and withdrawn posture. He radiated an aloof grace and a reserved authority––thumbs tucked into his breeches casually, shoulders elevated a notch, his nearly-black auburn hair feathering in the wind. Though he moved nary a muscle, Corlan’s gray-blue eyes slid her direction. The air rushed from her chest in response.
 Her body must have stiffened noticeably. Leaf gently patted her arm, which was looped through his, and his lips dipped into a contemplative frown. He considered Corlan and then, as if nothing was amiss, returned his attention back to The Elements and the gathered community.
 Corlan continued to hold her inquisitive stare while blinking, as if trying to determine if she were real. It was the most perplexing response. So much so, Oaklee tilted her head, silently questioning him back. In the Cave, he had confessed that he was heartbroken, just like her. And he wished for her to grieve for them both.
 Oaklee’s pulse thrummed audibly in her ears as questions continued to flash in Corlan’s eyes. His gaze trailed over her face, hair, and body with fearful reverence. Then, as if his emotions snuffed out akin to a candle, his face relaxed and softened, his attention resting on her mouth. The warm air of his nervous sigh caressed her skin for a moment before he sharply turned away from her. Oaklee had winced with the abrupt disconnection as the emotions he openly and intimately expressed to her swirled in a mad rush inside her head.
 Who was this Corlan that an entire Exchange was orchestrated to ensure his presence within the Township? Their town had been sealed shut for nearly twenty years, with the Second Phase still ten months away. Why receive visitors now and not then? What did this have to do with her family? How would Corlan revolutionize her community? And was their touching moment in the North Cave genuine and real? Or part of this game they all played? It was all so very confusing.
 Motherly had hands reached out then and stroked her cheek, and Oaklee turned toward Norah. “Willow Oak, how did you receive the gash upon your forehead? Do you fare well?” A light furrow appeared between Norah’s brows.
 Ember came forward, brushed a strand of hair from Oaklee’s face and took her hand. Oaklee wanted to grab Ember and hold her close, to cling to Coal’s sister as a connection to her lost friend and beg forgiveness. Instead, she had focused on staying calm. “The sun’s light was intense, and when The Door shut, I became disoriented and hit my head on the cave wall.”
 Excited chatter sifted through those gathered nearby. She had seen real sunlight. Until The Exchange, that was an experience no other second generation had known––and that most could still only imagine.
 Her brother remained fixed on the circle of nobles and did not pay the crowd nor her any heed. Oaklee was thankful, as she did not wish for the community to know about the horrifying technology beyond their panes, or that Corlan possessed a magic unparalleled to any skill or occupation within New Eden. Until she understood the reason for his presence, and why he appeared and behaved in so familiar a fashion, Oaklee would not expose his capabilities.
 Inquisitive glances drifted toward Corlan and he shifted on his feet, turning his head the opposite direction while the muscles in his jaw clenched. Long and awkward heartbeats passed before Timothy asked, “Corlan, how did you receive your injury? Rather peculiar coincidence, is it not?”
 The Outsider leveled his eyes at Timothy and raised a single eyebrow in a look bordering on boredom. “Really? Out of all the questions you could ask me, that’s the one you lead off with?”
 “Indeed,” Timothy said, returning the steady inspection. “Perhaps I should ask—”
 “Corlan,” Connor interjected. “Our most humble apologies. You see, we heard a rather loud scream followed by a pounding sound . . . ” 
 Leaf cleared his throat. “The Door made a loud screeching sound as it shut. We can only imagine what it must have sounded like from the glade.”
 Oaklee inclined her head at Leaf and tried to remain passive, but she did not recall what they were discussing. Perhaps this occurred while she was unconscious? Corlan lifted his shoulders a little higher and angled his head away from the curious glances. Vulnerability flashed in his eyes once more and Oaklee felt a wave of exhaustion pass over her as she attempted to make sense of all the events this morning. There were simply far too many emotions.
 Unable to stand trial a moment longer, or stand in Corlan’s presence, she had blurted, “Please excuse me. I suffer a headache and wish to lie down.”
 Leaf studied her, worry etched in his features, but he graced her with a slight bow. Without a moment’s hesitation, she marched along the worn path with head held high. The people in the crowd parted for her as they continued to gossip into each other’s ears.
 Upon reaching the wood, she had broken into a sprint and had raced the leaves that flew in the bio-breeze through the forest, running as fast as the wind could carry her, away from the North Cave and from the memories of Coal’s kiss . . .  
 
Oaklee now stood among the trees, her chest still rising and falling in exertion and grief. She blotted the sensitive skin around her eyes with the underside edge of her sleeve. Branches swayed with each breeze, like a mother comforting a child in her protective, nurturing arms. The scene captivated Oaklee’s imagination as memories of the meadow, of The Door, of Coal faded into the shadows of the forest. The trees whispered their consolation as the bio-breeze came through again, a rare mild windstorm that mimicked autumn weather, so she was told.
 She surveyed the undergrowth and focused on a cluster of fern fronds curled tightly against the new life they had been given. She often wondered why a fern’s new existence was so firmly wound up. But she questioned its response no longer. Oaklee felt every muscle in her body want to curl up in self-protection, to comfort the pain, anger, and fear. With reverent touches, she pulled off two new fronds from the parent cluster and wrapped them around her ankle. Her fingers gently caressed the tender green leaves, and then she stood and walked as gracefully as she could toward her apartment to begin her new life.
 “Willow.”
 She jumped, placing a hand onto her chest, and gulped in a large breath. Skylar leaned on a tree opposite from her on the path, arms crossed, his eyebrows knitted and a frown pulling on his lips. Sandy brown hair lifted in the breeze. His youthfulness aged before her eyes, and she ascertained he heard the news of Leaf and Ember’s union.
 “My Lord,” she said, dipping her head respectfully.
 The Son of Wind approached her with stiff strides and arms straight at his sides.
 “Are you well?” Skylar considered the gash on her forehead.
 “Yes, ’tis but a scratch. I bumped my head on the Cave wall.”
 “Most unfortunate. I am sorry to hear it.” He regarded her carefully before continuing. “You are fired up. I can see it in your eyes. Did Leaf or the Outsider offend you? How may I avenge your honor, Willow Oak Watson of the Wood?”
 A crooked smile slowly appeared and she almost smiled in response, especially as he used her childhood nickname. But his body language confused her. She could not tell if he jested or spoke in earnest. Not wishing to add to his injuries, she decided to smile politely.
 “You are kind to concern yourself with my welfare.”
 “Pray tell, who are you offended with? If you will not permit me to avenge your honor, perhaps we can commiserate together. Misery loves company, does it not?”
 “I am sorry for your pain, My Lord. Please do not hate my brother. Leaf’s actions are most peculiar.” A shadow crossed over Skylar’s face. “As his friend, you know Leaf would never use another for his own personal gain, especially through elopement. Nor would he betray you.”
 “Leaf is fortunate to have such a dedicated sister. Mine are too young to give advice on matters of the heart.”
 Oaklee grew uncomfortable with the awkward atmosphere between them. Another gust of wind rushed by her and long tendrils and braids covered her face. His hazel eyes searched hers with intensity for several heartbeats before he broke away and diverted his attention in the direction of the North Cave.
 He cleared his throat. “I wish to maintain my offer from last night. Should you need anything, you have but only to ask. I am entirely at your service.”
 “I thank you, My Lord. You are generous.”
 A relieved smile lightened his features and some of the youthfulness returned to his face. He rarely smiled and she accepted his gift. “Forgive me, I am not myself at present.”
 “There is no need for forgiveness, I assure you.”
 “May I escort you to wherever you were running off to?”
 Oaklee blushed. Racing through the woods in a wedding dress was undoubtedly unladylike. “I wished for a rest prior to the celebration this evening. My apologies, but I shall call upon your services another time, Skylar Kane of the Four Winds.”
 She bestowed what she hoped was a playful smile and began to move away. Skylar touched her arm and she paused while keeping her eyes on the ferns and grasses that grew near the tree. Their pliable stems bent with the invisible pressure as another breeze stirred the atmosphere.
 “Please be careful.”
 “I shall.” 
 “I have heard it on the wind that a faction is forming,” he said, “and the dispute supposedly involved your father. Fear can lead people toward . . .  regrettable decisions.”
 Timothy’s words to Leaf in the meadow echoed in her mind. “Whatever do you mean?”
 “Oh, Leaf did not share with you? I am surprised, although, he is clearly distracted.” Skylar tensed and then let out an angry breath as his eyes roamed over the ribbons and leaves in her hair. And she knew he thought of another who would have worn this wedding gown before him. The blood rained from her head and she grew dizzy. She met his worried eyes, determined to not faint. “I would not wish to overstep your brother’s authority as head of your home.”
 Oaklee struggled as she knew he was right, though she wished for the details he honorably withheld. Familiar resentment brewed against her brother, and she spun a strand of hair onto her fingers in an effort to distract her thoughts. “I understand and shall ask Leaf at first opportunity.”
 “Please do not share that I spoke of these matters with you. I would not want to add to our grievances, nor place you in the middle of our affairs.”
 “Nor would I wish to add to them. You can trust me.” She folded Skylar’s hand in hers. “You are a good man and so is my brother. We have all lost our senses this week from grief and The Exchange thrust upon our community. I shall pray for your comfort, My Lord.”
 “Leaf is indeed lucky to have such a sister,” he said, and attempted another rare smile, although she knew it pained him to do so. “Hurry away, Willow. Find your solitude.”
 Oaklee nodded and then dashed away down the wooded path, tree branches beckoning her to hurry. Despite the scramble of voices and thoughts shouting in her head, she heard the Willow Oak call to her from the forest, and she longed to answer. Perhaps once she changed, she would pay a visit to crawl into the branches and sit high above the community and escape the pleasantries, smiles, and polite conversations in celebration of a new resident, one whose presence caused her further grief.
 Thoughts of Coal flashed through her mind. Memories of their times together—perched high above the world they called home—drew the poison from her heart and into her blood stream. She had killed her friend. The only residents who had ever left the biodome had died and her heart did not know how to feel otherwise.
 Did her father know the truth of what she had done?
 Could he see her from heaven?
 Shame burned through her, and Oaklee imagined his grave disapproval. 
 She had kissed an honorable man whom she should marry but never would, and she gave her heart to a dishonorable man who had mocked and manipulated their family.
 She continued to run—running even harder to escape her thoughts. The Willow Oak appeared at the bend and she halted abruptly, gasping for air as leaves swirled around her body. Longing to touch something tangible from her past that would remain in her future, Oaklee trailed her fingertips along the coarse bark of her mighty tree. With a last fortifying breath, she sprinted toward the apartment once more, allowing the wind to wipe away her tears.
 Her legs burned while climbing the stairs, and she limped into her home. Oaklee shut her bedroom door with force and stomped over to her small vanity table and screamed. The fury and pain churned until she was certain guilt’s madness would consume her completely. Frantically, she pulled the pins and braids from her hair, gritting her teeth against the ache. The wild storm stilled, however, when she removed her mother’s intricately carved dragon comb. Her knees gave way and she sank into her chair, gripping her stomach as she wept.
 Surrendering to the grief, she crawled over to her oak chest, lifted the heavy lid and rummaged through her belongings until she found her father’s Harvest token. The embroidered linen felt smooth against her cheek as she cradled the rag to her face.
 The next time she would wear her mother’s comb would be in a few weeks—the twenty-ninth day of October moon—when she would stand before the community on her sixteenth birthday. It was a day she dreaded, especially in light of her confessions to have refused Coal’s hand.
 “Kiss Father for me,” she whispered to the dragon, caressing the polished bone with her thumb.
 Deft fingers wrapped the treasured comb within the folds of the Harvest token she had made long ago for the man who now resided in the fields boasting his life’s labor. As she closed the trunk, the lid moaned with protest as if to echo her heart, and she pressed her cheek to the wrought iron tree as tears splashed across her cheeks once more. Time slipped by with each tear, and she forced herself to let go of the oak chest and crawl beneath the covers of her cot, wrapping weary arms around her knees.
 The cup of tea Coal had brought her earlier in the week still rested on her nightstand, and Oaklee wrinkled her nose. In all the drama, she had forgotten to return the vessel to the Great Hall. Its presence both disturbed and comforted Oaklee. Within moments, she fell asleep while gazing at the earthen cup, desperately wishing Coal sat in the corner chair as he did so faithfully four days prior.
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If there were problems inside, residents would leave and more would use the communications system we have provided. Their silence shows us that all is well, that they are happy and content and already forgetting the world they left behind. Is this not the result we are seeking? LARP has proved the best psychological breakthrough for isolation, confinement and extreme [ICE] environment syndrome and my wife, Dr. Della Jayne Nichols, should be commended for her theory that has paved the way for interplanetary homesteading. 
 — Hanley Nichols, interviewed by Richard Ramsey, “A Brave New World,” Ecopreneur Today, August 21, 2051  







  
  CHAPTER THREE

Coal Hansen
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ALARGE GLASS BOX, FILLED with percolating water and a rainbow assortment of fish, was positioned neatly against a cob wall with hewn timber framing. The offense that consumed Coal moments ago turned to reluctant curiosity as he stood before the aquarium. The sight drew him in and he inched closer, jumping back when his nose touched the cold glass. 
The water was not boiling?
How did it bubble so?
He rubbed his nose and shook his head, baffled by the engineering enigma. Settling on his haunches, Coal continued to watch the fish with wonder. Then, he frowned.
Until this day, he was a fish that swam in an unnatural environment. Coal was currently in a room emulating the look of New Eden, yet it was painfully obvious it was not—the aquarium being one of those obvious signs. Pulling out Oaklee’s leaf, he twisted it in his fingers and reflected on all the events leading to this moment. Part of him felt like the little blue fish that came to the surface, gasping for air, and he prayed he did not become like the brown fish, belly up in the corner.
The countless unknown items, strange sensorial experiences, and new pieces of information further dulled his drugged mind. So, to calm his burning thoughts, Coal tracked the patterns the fish made as they swam around happily, seemingly ignorant of their glass house. He was a blissfully ignorant fish not too long ago, swimming around in his glass aquarium. He had known life existed beyond the panes of his home, but his world only revolved around New Eden Township. There had been nothing to compare it to and, therefore, no reason to feel ashamed of his confined existence. Nor to question it.
Callused fingers tucked long strands of hair behind his ears as he contemplated his faint, ghost-like reflection in the glass box. He felt completely out of his element, like a fish out of water. More so after experiencing just how vastly different his world was compared to the world he had just entered. His hand pressed against the glass, and he shifted his focus from his reflection onto his charcoal-stained fingers. New Eden Township and The Forge lay a short distance from the biospherics lab. But watching an aquarium bubble from a mysterious power source made him feel worlds apart from his origins.
How had his father taken the news?
As Coal was under eighteen years of age, a lawyer was speaking with Jeff to obtain parental permission and temporary release of guardianship. This much he remembered prior to falling under the effects of the sedative. If permission was not granted, he would return to New Eden with the shame of being treated as a child. Coal did not realize his leaving would create such a flurry of activity. For nearly two years, he had walked New Eden Township as a man no longer under the governing authority of his parents.
Did youth mature more slowly beyond the walls of his home?
By age fifteen, he had completed an apprenticeship and was a full-fledged blacksmith, was a titled noble son who represented the Fire Element House, spoke three languages, and was well versed in The Classics. This year, he was given rights to marry and was aware of several maidens from the village who would be honored to have his hand. Now, he was back to being considered a child although he was two months shy from turning seventeen.
Would his father grant permission?
Honor Coal’s decision as one made by a grown man?
Any person may leave New Eden for any reason per The Code, and age was not a stipulation.
Perhaps his worries were for naught. His father guarded the Watson family’s secret and would, therefore, tread carefully, not wishing to tip the apple cart. Several times this week he had overheard his father and Brianna discuss the forming faction and their concerns for the Watson household. And then Coal’s twin sister had married this morning before the break of day. He was not invited, nor was he given any knowledge of the act until after the hand-fasting was complete. Now the Hansen blood was tied to The Aether, his father’s grandchildren given the ability to secretly lead the biodome city as invisible monarchs.
Was this his father’s plan?
Did Ember marry Leaf out of obedience?
Even if she did, Coal knew his twin sister loved Leaf and had for many years. The Son of Earth would make an excellent husband for Ember. Coal did not object to their union. He objected to his father’s request of an elopement that would further alienate Leaf from Skylar and pit the Wind Element House against the Fire and Earth Element Houses.
Was his father the faction leader?
Coal pushed thoughts of his father away in order to bank his heated insecurities, which now colored thoughts of his home and prior life in a strange light. He would glean whatever truths he could find when his head was less muddled, as he had taken Leaf’s place with an intent to garner information.
All he would endure, experience, and learn was for Oaklee. He wanted to protect her from harm and further pain. Coal knew his behavior this week was ungentlemanly. Consternation drove him to such measures. If anything happened to her whilst he knew he could prevent it, he would never forgive himself.
Why did she not wish to marry?
Her romantic disinterest began before Joel’s death, and he knew she fiercely clung to the last vestiges of girlhood while womanhood forced changes upon her that she resented. Willow Oak Watson did not have a fondness for change. Nevertheless, she needed another guardian and protector as she was next in line should anything befall Leaf, a fact that terrified him. Joel Watson did not die of natural causes, he was sure of it in light of how Joel had urged his children to leave New Eden with his dying breaths. The guarded comments he overheard regarding the Watson family as well as a forming faction only confirmed Coal’s trepidation.
Although ungentlemanly, Coal did not regret that he had kissed Oaklee and pledged himself to her against her expressed wishes, with Leaf as witness. He welcomed the shame of being branded as dishonorable before the community if it meant Oaklee had a greater chance of surviving any future planned attacks against her family.
Closing his eyes, he rested his head against the aquarium and thought of their kiss, enjoying the sweet rush. For the first time, Coal faced an adventure without her, and it filled him with a new form of emptiness.
A fish nipped another in the tail. The offended fish urgently swam away to perceived safety.
Whose fins were being nipped in New Eden besides the Watsons?
Who was the territorial fish?
A click pulled Coal’s attention toward the door. Michael and two other men walked in, each offering friendly smiles. Coal stood from his crouched position. He recognized one of the other men from his initial entry into the lab. The third he did not recognize, and Coal experienced a slight twinge of anxiety as the tall man approached him. Remembering the leaf, he tucked it away safely into his pocket.
“Coal, nice to finally meet you. Je vous souhaite une cordiale bienvenue en touchant le sol de la terre pour la première fois.”
Coal regarded the man warily, surprised by the welcome to Earth in French. “Acceptez mes humbes remerciements pour l’invitation et l’experience,” Coal said. Although he felt insulted by the insinuation that he was an alien to their land rather than a neighbor, Coal thanked him for the opportunity, nonetheless.
The man’s hazel eyes reflected the confidence of the intelligent as they swept over Coal from head to toe, and a satisfied smile crept along the man’s face. The stature of the man suggested he was of an older age, but his appearance was oddly youthful. Light brown hair was kept in a shorter style with the front longer and fashioned to the side with care. Warmth radiated from his smile while sharpness cut through the air around him. It was a perplexing atmosphere even Coal could sense, and he a perfect stranger. Then Coal noticed that the man’s skin appeared to glow.
Was he real?
How did skin reflect such light?
Coal examined the articles of clothing, intrigued by the contrasting colors and textures. The man wore a dark, tight cloak that reached his calves, fitted with sleeves, similar to a robe but decorated with buttons and straps. A tight-fitting tunic was underneath, tucked into breeches made from a course blue material, and held in place with a belt featuring a stunning buckle. Coal studied the buckle, impressed with the craftsmanship and curious about the metal.
The man extended his hand, his fingernails clean and perfectly groomed—unlike Coal’s or those of most men in New Eden, their life’s labor staining their hands. Coal studied the extension, wondering what to do.
Did the man do something offensive and need forgiveness?
Not wishing to appear rude, Coal reached out and took the man’s hand. The man moved Coal’s arm with his own, up and down, in waves. Coal reasoned this must be a custom of greeting—he did not perceive an offense, and they were not presently striking a bargain.
“I am Hanley Nichols.”
Coal’s eyes widened and his stomach turned somersaults, and then the fire that had traveled through his veins settled in his belly as he stood before the man responsible for the experiment and for Coal’s treatment since he arrived Outside. He swallowed back his rising temper and reminded himself to remain in control.
Hanley chuckled kindly. “I take it you know who I am.”
“Yes, My Lord, sir. Everyone in New Eden knows of your name. It is . . . nice . . . to meet you, sir.” Coal bowed his head in respect.
How was he to properly address the owner and creator of New Eden?
“My apologies for causing you to wait so long.” Hanley touched gently tapped his cheek. “I just received a treatment to heal an injury received prior to the exchange.”
“As you well know, I was otherwise engaged myself,” Coal said. Hanley did not flinch at his words; rather, another satisfied smile lit his already glowing features.
“You sound just like your father,” Hanley said. “Safety is very important at the lab, and I take it seriously. Your comfort is important to me as well. Although, I know it feels quite the opposite at this moment. Believe me, being sick is not an enjoyable way to spend your days outside of New Eden.”
Not trusting himself to remain calm, Coal simply nodded his head. Casually, he studied the older man once more, and his mind recalled Corlan, the Outsider exchange. The young man had sported a rather impressive welt above an eye, and his nose looked bloodied as well.
Did he attack Hanley?
Was this why Corlan’s ankles and wrists were bound?
Was he safe to place inside of New Eden?
What sort of treatment heals evidence of any and all afflictions and with unsettling and unnatural expedition?
And why was Corlan not given the same courtesy?
“You met John outside when you emerged.” Hanley waved a hand toward the man who stood between him and Michael. “John is my friend and legal adviser. You know his cousin, Jeff.”
Coal turned his attention to the man with dark hair and eyes. He could see the family resemblance. “Nice to meet you, again,” Coal said, figuring this was a common greeting in the Outside world. In New Eden, everyone greeted each other based on the time of day as they were already well acquainted with one another. John replied with a nod of acknowledgment and a small friendly smile.
“And you know Michael, Mr. Hansen. Michael is my lead scientist at New Eden Biospherics & Research.” This introduction caused Coal to crease his brows slightly.
Why had Hanley switched to his formal name after speaking with him so casually earlier?
“Please, call me Coal if you would be so kind. It would allow me to feel more comfortable.”
Looking behind him, Hanley eased into a chair with a humored smirk and gestured for everyone else to follow suit. “Great, no need for formalities here. After all, I have known your father for a very long time. We are family, Coal. Did you know this?”
Coal felt his legs shake as he sat, watching the blue fish gasp for air.
He was related to Hanley Nichols?
Hanley observed him closely for a few seconds, and then asked, “How is the peppermint oil? Is it helping to reduce the pungent smells?”
Coal’s face scrunched up, perplexed. Thoughts of possible relation circled in his hazy mind until Hanley’s latest questions took their place. Until mentioned, he had not realized the scent, too overwhelmed by other sensations.
“Yes,” he replied, still distracted. “Thank you.”
Was Hanley waiting for him to ask how they were related?
Something inside of Coal yearned to know, yet he could not shake the feeling that he was being baited. As if somehow the notion of kinship removed any offenses. So instead of responding, Coal sat perfectly still and waited for Hanley to continue.
“Excellent. Let us know when you need more. We estimate it will take two to four days to acclimate to the chemical smells of our society.” Hanley paused briefly, long enough to glance first to John, then Michael. “We will stay at the biospherics lab for one week to help you transition. Then, depending on some things, we’ll take a plane and go to Washington state, where I live and where New Eden Enterprises is headquartered. Any questions?”
There were far too many questions, Coal internally quipped. Instead, he voiced the loudest of them all in French, too ashamed to ask in English before John and Michael. “Est-ce que mon père a donné son autorisation finale?”
He lowered his gaze to the floor covered in a wall-to-wall rug, feeling his face flush. It was a scenario he did not anticipate nor think through clearly. Since a lad, he had often made decisions with haste, acting on instinct rather than lengthy thought or persuasion. This trait earned him Oaklee’s humored ire, who oft declared he was impetuous. Hanley shifted in his seat and Coal tensed in anticipation of the man’s answer.
“Yes, we do have legal permission for you now.” Hanley looked to John who gave a single nod of agreement. Coal relaxed a bit with this news. “It seems Connor did not expect your exit today. What made you trade places with the nominated exchange?”
“Personal reasons.”
“We are in a sound-proof copper Faraday cage. The only people who will hear our discussion are the four of us in this room. I have some questions, and your answers will determine whether you stay or whether you return to New Eden.”
Hanley waited for a reply with a kind smile, eyes crinkling in the corners. Coal had never heard of a Faraday cage. Nor could he see a cage-like apparatus in the room. But he did understand the message of privacy. And the cushioned warning. He was cornered. Still, he did not wish to return to New Eden, yet.
“I shall do my best.”
“I have no doubt,” Hanley said. He readjusted his position in the chair and then began. “I know that Leaf Watson was the exchange.” Michael blanched with this news and John’s eyes flinched, but only subtly. “Michael and John, I could not share until this moment as I did not know what would happen.”
“Nevertheless,” John muttered, crossing his arms over his chest, “withholding critical information placed me in a precarious position at The Door, especially with media drones behind the privacy gate and the scare with the one that flew in close.” The lawyer appeared as though he wished to say more, but he closed his mouth and leaned back in his seat.
“Why is he so pale?” Coal asked while watching Michael, not understanding John’s comments about media drones and their ability to fly.
Was it an insect, like the drone bees in New Eden?
What did this have to do with Leaf?
What information was Hanley withholding?
Coal released a slow breath, trying to calm his mind to one central question, focusing on Michael once again.
“How well do you know the Watson family?” Hanley asked.
Shifting in his chair, Coal weighed the question, trying to understand the angle. However, he felt intimidated by the lack of respect the owner showed his trusted council. And him. So much so, it was distracting. Hanley’s behavior differed from that of men within New Eden. It was a strange paradox. Hanley came across as if he cared and expressed himself in earnest, but he just smiled away concerns as if they did not exist, flitting from one question or comment to another.
Knots continued to form in Coal’s gut. But he finally dismissed his anxiety. The Legacy and The Code both originated from Hanley, after all. And fear of banishment from New Eden was now ineffectual, his life already tied to the Outside world for a duration.
Licking his lips nervously, Coal began. “Willow Oak is my dearest friend. Laurel and my sister Corona are inseparable as well.” Coal chuckled as he thought of his family and friends. “Poor Blaze is left out of this camaraderie.”
“And Leaf?”
Coal darted a quick look Michael’s direction, who remained pale. “Leaf and my twin sister Ember eloped early this morn.” Coal felt himself tense.
John let out a slow breath when hearing the news of marriage. Their eyes met, and Coal knew the lawyer was calculating information and making decisions. He had seen a similar expression on Jeff’s face on occasion. Something was amiss.
“Did you see Joel die?” Hanley continued without a blink or a fuss.
“Yes, My Lord. I was with Leaf and Willow when Joel passed away in the outer garden of The Rows.” The memories came racing back to Coal’s mind and he allowed his eyes to wander over to the aquarium, recalling every word and every movement of that day. The men were quiet, he realized, granting him a moment to gather himself.
“I am not part of the nobility. You may address me as Hanley, or as ‘sir’ if my first name is too informal for your comfort.” Hanley offered him another kind smile. Coal nodded his head, feeling his face warm despite the gentle correction. “Did Joel share anything with Leaf or Willow before passing away?” Hanley asked softly, appearing sensitive to Coal’s position and memories. “I know my question may appear to go against the codes of honor you are accustomed to,” he said. “But your answer is instrumental to our investigation. I am relying on you to help us, to help New Eden.”
“Yes, sir.” Coal studied each face, sucking in his bottom lip and releasing it once more. “Joel shared with Leaf that Claire was The Aether, and upon his last breath, Leaf would continue the Legacy and become King as the rightful heir.” He opened his mouth to share more and then closed it while rubbing his jaw to appear natural, deciding to withhold the odd request for Leaf to gather his sisters and leave to seek out a woman named Della. Or was it Jane?
“Did anyone besides you and Willow Oak hear this news?”
“No, I do not believe so as it was the hour of rest prior to evening meal. Workers were no longer in the fields. Is something amiss?” Coal stood up. Adrenaline surged through his limbs and his muscles tensed and relaxed with the internal struggle to remain in control. His temper was unwieldy at times and it was coming dangerously close to sparking a scene.
“Do you believe Joel’s death was natural or planned?”
“Pardon?” Coal blinked in disbelief, every muscle going still.
Even they believed Joel was murdered?
Why did they suspect that Joel had not died of a heart attack as declared?
A visceral warning prickled the hairs on the back of his neck. “How could you suggest something as outrageous as someone murdering Joel Watson? Not only is it against The Code, itis dishonorable and the cruelest act anyone could resort to in our community.” Thinking back on his father’s words to Brianna to keep a closer watch on the Watsons, he felt another sense of dread.
Would his father resort to such measures to gain political power and control?
“Because,” Hanley said, “nearly six years ago death certificates were issued from New Eden for Laurel, Willow Oak, and Leaf Watson, declaring that they had died from salmonella contamination. As you know, they are not dead.”
Coal sank into his chair, placing his head into his hands. His fears were confirmed. Oaklee was truly in danger and he began to worry that he had made a grave mistake in switching places with Leaf. The Son of Earth may have been safer on the Outside. And now he was beyond reach when Oaklee may need him the most.
“It is important for you to know that their deaths created a massive lawsuit on the medical rights of children within New Eden. John and I were in court for many months and I faced possible charges of neglect and manslaughter. New Eden Township was nearly shut down. Therefore, it is crucially important that the last time we speak of the Watson children living is in this room. If word got out that they were alive, the media would destroy them, and New Eden too.”
“I understand, sir. I would never wish to cause harm to them.” He did not know what “media” was or “manslaughter.” Both sounded horrifying.
“I believe you, and that is why I need your help.”
“I will do anything. I secretly traded places with Leaf, for Willow was not managing well, and I could not bear to see her suffer further with her brother’s absence.” He lowered his head, hoping the men did not see the feelings burning behind his eyes. “I have done this much, and I am willing to do more. I would protect the Watsons with my own life.”
Hanley simply raised an eyebrow––in surprise? In disapproval? Coal could not tell. “I knew you were a man of
honor; very valiant, too. You remind me of my son, who would also be willing to lay down his life for another. In fact, he did a few months ago, taking a large hit for his friend, almost paying a rather high price. He is laying down his life again as we speak. It is his nature, his fate, just as much as yours.” John turned his head and studied Hanley with a frown.
It was Coal’s fate to lay down his life?
Was Hanley speaking literally or figuratively?
As Joel was most likely murdered, Coal could not rule out any possibility. “Is your son in danger?”
Hanley regarded him with a studious gaze. “Depends. Is New Eden safe?”
Coal started as he realized the implications of Hanley’s question. “Corlan is your son?”
“His real name is Fillion, and yes. We changed his name to disconnect association from me. The village will not know that name.”
“How is he laying down his life to enter New Eden for a temporary exchange?”
“By giving up the one he has on the Outside.”
Coal grit this teeth, frustrated that Hanley had not fully answered his question. Entering New Eden was not an act of honor nor a move that could be described as valiant. No more than his own presence existing beyond the walls. It was the motive for Fillion’s relocation that justified whether his act was honorable.
What was Fillion’s motive?
Or, perhaps, his father’s?
Coal’s head seemed to swim for a heartbeat, and his thoughts grew sluggish as though they traveled through mud. “How may I be of assistance?”
“Your presence is the perfect distraction. We’ll ensure the media stays focused on you instead of any other news that is discovered about New Eden Township. Already the tales of a Martian visitor are exciting the inhabitants of Earth,” Hanley said. “Perception.” The word hung in the air a few seconds before he continued. “It’s a powerful tool. You are a product of research, and it is time to show the world that the key to the future resides in the past.”
There were far too many things to ponder, and Coal felt himself fading away as he attempted to grasp Hanley’s request. His eyes darted around the room in search of something to which he could anchor his mind. Voices grew distant. Looking at his hands, he saw a slight tremor. He felt dizzy.
A light touch on his arm startled Coal. Michael stood nearby, trying to relay a message. Coal scrunched up his face in confusion, feeling more panic as he struggled to make out the words. A heavy pressure registered in his back as Michael pushed his torso forward until his head rested between his knees. Through hazy thoughts and another dizzy spell, Coal realized that he was hyperventilating.
Eventually, his mind slowed down and his ability to hear returned. He was able to make out the words of “breathe long and slow,” so he obeyed. After several measured breaths, the pressure in his chest began to lighten as the adrenaline waned.
“I think he answered enough questions,” John said quietly, offering Coal a sad, concerned smile.
“Sorry, sir. I have recovered.” Coal wiped sweat from his forehead with the hem of his tunic.
“John is right. You were pushed too hard,” Hanley said. “I needed to know if I could trust you. You have had a lot of big changes and been given a lot of distressing information. The atmosphere is far different from yours, too. The oxygen is thinner than what you are used to. Your body is self-regulating against a lot of foreign things at this moment.” Hanley paused and gave Coal a sympathetic smile, and Coal clamped down the offense that wished to reignite. Conveniently, Hanley left the sedative and inoculations from the list of hardships. With a sigh tinged with worry, Hanley said, “Why don’t we break for a late lunch, and then we’ll show you to your room.”
“So, I am allowed to stay . . . ”
“You are the perfect young man to help us through this time in the media spotlight. And as the son of the Fire Element, you’ll pick up, understand, and accept technology far quicker than most from New Eden. Has Connor shown you modern technology?”
“No, sir. How could he?”
Hanley considered him for a moment and then walked out the door without a reply or backward glance, with John trailing close behind him. Michael paused in the door frame and politely waited for Coal to follow, maintaining a distressed posture.
Coal regarded the aquarium once more. Fish swam around oblivious to their curious spectator as he studied his reflection in the glass. The fish whose tail was nipped separated itself from the group and began to appear sickly, most likely from stress, Coal reasoned. He refused to be this fish, or the belly-up fish, or the blue fish gasping for air. Rather, he resolved to be the other fish, the one who found purpose despite the unnatural environment, despite depending on keepers for survival.
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