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“Grace would have loved it,” I say, smiling at Leah.

My sister gives me a weak smile in return, but it's something. All I've gotten out of her in the past few days leading up to the anniversary of our sister, Grace's, death has been murmured words and her staring into the void I had to pull her out of this year. When I'd asked how she felt about redecorating the house two weeks ago, something Grace had always wanted to do but couldn't, I was relieved to get an enthusiastic yes from her. But now that we're looking at the finished product, I can clearly see it's not enough to make up for all the other emotions I'm sure are rushing through her today. It certainly isn't enough for me.

Seeing the house in a way we could never afford to have it while Grace was alive isn't enough to make the bone-deep grief in me fade. It's not enough to make my anger at her having no choice in being sacrificed to a monster by our government go away. It's not enough to overcome my sorrow at thinking how painful her death must have been or how alone she must have felt.

And today, the same thing will happen to a new family. All over again. I felt utterly helpless when they took my sister from me, and now I know someone else is about to feel the same. But I am avoiding everything to do with Draft Day. I have no choice in the TV staying on because the government controls it during this day, making sure all of this quadrant's residents view the draft, when the sacrifice arrives at the processing center, her coming out to say her final goodbyes before she is to be lowered into the ground at midnight. I will not, however, be paying any attention to the very thing that took my sister from me.

Leah and I have some snacks we saved just for today, to sit in the living room, the TV turned down as low as the government will allow, and play card games while we wait this day out. Based off of the way Leah looks right now, though, I don't really know if she'll be up to any of it. I don't blame her, in fact, I haven't blamed her for the way this last year has been spent. The first few weeks after Grace was sacrificed, Leah, riddled with anxiety and sadness, barely slept and had nightmares about our sister when she did. She couldn’t seem to get out of that state between fear and grief at home.

When we went to work together, I tried my best to keep an eye on her there too because she seemed to be in a daze all the time. Unfortunately, our employers noticed too, and she ended up having her hours reduced due to her lack of productivity. When I had to go to work without her, I was truly afraid to leave her alone each day. Not only because of how she was handling Grace's death, but because I was terrified that my father might come home when I wasn't there. 

When I couldn't protect her.

His abuse had gotten worse since Grace was sacrificed; the money given to us as compensation for losing her only making his alcohol addiction easier to support. Which meant, he came home drunk at all hours now as he no longer had to work, hurting Leah when I wasn't there to take the hits for her. Unlike my father, I couldn't afford to quit my job. Not a single penny from the money they'd given my father made it to me or Leah, and I’d had to work as much as I could so we could save the remainder of the money we needed to escape our quadrant. Escape our father. We'd needed another two thousand dollars to be able to pay Edwin to help us escape and get the fraudulent papers required for starting over in a new quadrant.

Two weeks after they took Grace from us, my father came home sober. It instantly made me go on high alert. Richard sober and angry was much more frightening. His hits landed heavier, words harsher without them slurring, and his mind quicker, meaner. He would watch our every move at home, waiting. I had no idea for what, but I knew to be careful. So, when I'd gone to wait for Leah outside the building we worked in but was told they'd sent her home early after giving her a paycheck, something inside of me knew—just knew— I would come home to something bad. I came home instead to something horrible; a scream that made my blood run cold. When I ran into the kitchen, my father had a red-hot fork to Leah's arm, demanding that she give him her paycheck. She passed out from the pain as I charged towards my father. He threw her to the floor like discarded trash and wrapped one hand around my throat while the other curled into a fist and hit me in my stomach so hard, it felt like my entire body exploded with pain. I'd taken a beating that left me aching for days, but it kept Leah from taking it instead, or something worse, and his punches to my body made him forget about our paychecks.

And then...he was gone. He went out drinking a few days later and never came home. We didn't report him missing, dreading each day that he was gone because experience had taught us the longer that he remained gone, the worse it would be when he did return. Angrier, his intent to harm us even greater. Then, after three months of him being gone, we'd finally reported him missing, so we could access the money in his account. Only once the government had investigated and declared him dead, and given us the money, had Leah finally started to come out of the shell she'd been in since Grace died. She began to smile again, laugh again, have some type of twinkle in her eyes again. We had more money than ever in our lives, and no need to run anymore. We were...happy, or as happy as we could be without Grace by our side. Up until a few weeks ago, anyway, when the anniversary of Grace's death approached and Leah started to retreat again. I'm trying everything I can to stop her from doing it. Pretty hard, though, when today’s a reminder that our sister was taken from us and fed to a monster.

The TV in Leah’s bedroom cuts on, and it snaps me out of my thoughts. Leah's looking at it out the corner of her eye, her brows furrowing with sadness. The same cheerful woman who's been announcing the sacrifice for the past fifteen years comes onto the screen, fake smile firmly in place, waving at the people in the crowd. I clench my jaw at the sight of her even though I know none of this is her fault.

“Let's get the snacks and go to the living room,” I say.

Leah nods. “And don't think you're eating all my chocolate, either.”

I raise my brows at her making a joke. Maybe she's handling this better than I thought.

“I say the chocolate belongs to whoever gets to it first,” I challenge her.

Then, I take off out of Leah's bedroom, making a beeline for the kitchen with Leah right behind me. I get there first, but I bypass her precious chocolate, going for my favorites instead. As she heads for the living room, I stop for just a second, peering out the kitchen window as I remember the feeling I had last night. The same one I've had so many nights over the last few months. That I was being watched. At first, I'd thought maybe it was my father. Since they'd never found a body, there is every possibility that he's alive, but I knew it wasn't him. I didn't feel threatened or cold inside like I did when my father watched me. Instead, the stare of someone, something, felt possessive.

Yet safe. 

Like it was drawing me closer, even though I knew I should want to stay away.

“Keri?” Leah calls.

“Coming!” I shout back.

As I enter the living room, the woman on the screen walks over to the button she'll press to decide yet another woman's unfortunate fate. A shiver runs through me at the sight of it, at the memories of last year racing through my mind. One button sent my sister to her death. The decisions of others, the crimes of others, killed her. She was far too good for the end she got. I put all my feelings behind me, though, as I reach Leah.

“I say we start with Hangman's Shuffle,” I suggest, sitting on the floor across from her.

Leah rolls her eyes. “Yeah, I bet you do wanna start with the card game you always win at.”

“Well, to be fair, I win at all of them.”

“Not against Grace.” She winces, eyes casting down. “What do you think her future would have been like?”

“Leah,” I say in a sigh.

“Please,” she quietly pleads. “Can we talk about her today of all days as if she isn't gone? Please.”

I take a deep breath, letting myself go to a place I've denied my mind and heart to go ever since Grace died. The anger in me wouldn't allow me to think of the what-ifs and impossible possibilities of what Grace might have had, if it had not been for the draft. I didn't want to think of all the amazing things she could have been and had in her life. I’d needed to be strong, for us both, and focusing on a future that was snatched away from Grace wasn’t going to help me do that. 

But for Leah, I allow myself to go there. Just this once.

“I think she would have met some guy who swept her off her feet,” I begin, smirking over at Leah. “Oh, she would have fought it like hell, but he would have won her heart in the end. She would have had a gorgeous wedding with us beside her, raised a beautiful family for us to spoil and dote on. She would have grown old and smiled at all that life gave to her. At every way it gave her good to make up for all the bad she endured.”

Leah smiles, more sincere this time, her eyes softening. “She would have been the best mother. She would have protected them from everything.”

I swallow. “Just like she did for us.”

Leah nods. “I have so many regrets, Keri.”

My eyebrows furrow. “About what?”

“All the pain she took so that I wouldn't have to. She lived a life of pain and hurt and died just the same. It's not fair. Not for a person as good as her.”

“It's not fair,” I agree, “but she would never want you to blame yourself, or for me to blame myself. We protect each other because we love each other. It's what we do.”

She comes forward and I rush to open my arms to her, but it's in the silence of our hug that I hear words that I hoped I never would—that I assumed I never would. 

How foolish of me.

“This year's sacrifice is Keri Palmer.”

I know Leah hears it too, from the way her body turns to stone in my embrace. An ice-cold dread settles deep in my stomach as my heart begins racing. Yet, my mind is telling me that this isn’t real, is demanding this to not be real. Demanding the woman to take the words back. To take my name back. Demanding I look at the TV screen to make sure it was a lie and my name isn't truly there.

“No. This can't be happening,” I utter low.

Leah's hands grip me so tightly, there's pain from her fingers digging into my skin.

Grace Palmer one year ago. Keri Palmer today. It can't be real. I'm still sleeping, having a nightmare about getting drafted and leaving Leah all alone. No sister had ever been chosen, let alone sisters from the same family one right after the other. So, if this is real, surely, they're going to realize that they've already taken far too much from my family and pick a new name. I've already lost my sister. I watched her walk out of this house a year ago to her death. I cannot suffer the same fate. I can't.

But the wretched, heartbreaking cry that leaves Leah tells me it's real. She can see the screen from the way her cheek presses against my chest as she faces the TV. My name is truly there, and now I'll be given to the monster. I don't want to turn my head and look at the TV, but I must look. I need to see it for myself.

I slowly turn my head, a shuddering breath leaving me as I convince myself to lift my eyes. They do, and then I see it. My name is on the screen in bright red letters, confirming my worst fear, and my end.

“My, my. A sister of last year's sacrifice. How honored this family must be to have two of their women drafted in protection of our great quadrant.” 

I have never hated her more. For lying. For acting like giving me to the monster so everyone else can remain safe means anything when I'll be leaving behind the only person who still matters to me. Alone. A sick sort of déjà vu rushes over me as the people in the audience clap even louder. I watched them do the same thing last year while Grace sat beside me on the couch that’s still just feet away from me. Her hand gripped mine to the point of pain after they'd called her name. Until the doorbell rang, and she let it go. That thought brings reality crashing into me.

“They're coming,” I murmur. “They'll be here soon.”

I only have a few minutes more with Leah. I have so much to tell her, so much I need her to understand before they take me away. I should have written her a letter like Grace did for me last year, instructions on what to do if she'd been drafted, but I had honestly believed there was no chance of it being me or Leah. How could I be so dumb? I try to set Leah back so I can speak to her, but she only holds me tighter.

“No!” She screams with a broken voice. “No, no! Not you, too! No, Keri. Please!”

“Leah, please,” I croak. “We don't have much time.”

I push her back and stare into her panicked, wide eyes. Their redness kills me. The tears streaking down her cheeks breaks my heart. Except I don't have time to wipe her tears and hold her now. I need her to hear everything I'm about to say.

“Leah, I need you to listen to me.” She just cries harder, but her haunted eyes are on me, so I continue. “The money we were saving for Edwin to be able to leave, father's money, you take it and make yourself a nice life. You use every single cent to make your life everything that you want it to be. Do you hear me?”

She shakes her head as her chest rapidly rises and falls with her panicked breathing. Somehow, worry for her overcomes the dread I feel for myself. She cannot do this right now. Not when men will be here any moment, ringing our doorbell to take me from her.

“Keri, Keri...we have to run,” she pants. “We have to go right now.”

She quickly breaks out of my hold on her arms and stands, trying to pull me up with her. I snatch my hand from her grasp.

“You know what will happen to us!” I shout, horrified at what she's suggesting.

Escaping our quadrant and faking papers is one thing. Fleeing being drafted as the sacrifice is another, with a much worse punishment.

“They'll put us in prison,” I continue, desperate for her to grasp the gravity of the situation. “We won't survive.”

“I won't survive losing you, too,” she sobs. “Please, please.”

“We can’t, Leah.”

Just picturing her in prison breaks my heart more than knowing she'll be alone once I leave here, but I do have to go. I know the doorbell will ring any second. If they find us gone, they will hunt us down and throw us in prison. There are few fates worse in my quadrant than being sent to prison, especially for a woman. Well, maybe being sent down to the monster is worse, but if complying means saving my sister from prison, then I'll go.

“Leah, you take the money and-”

“I don't care about any money.” She cries harder. “I won't make it without you, Keri. I can't.”

“Don't you dare say that. You're stronger than you know. I wish I didn't have to leave you. I would never if I had a choice, but I don't. So, I need to know that you'll be okay when I'm gone, Leah. Please.”

“I won't. I can't do this again.”

I jump at the sound of the doorbell’s ominous ring and Leah screams out a sound that utterly shatters my heart. She begins trembling, her breaths coming so fast that I think she'll pass out at any moment. What will she do when I'm gone? Once I walk out that door, and she's alone, will she let herself descend until there's nothing left of the woman she is? Who will be here to stop it from happening? No one. She'll be alone. Facing this world entirely alone.

I can't leave her, but I have no choice.

The doorbell rings again and Leah drops to the floor, her cries making her back heave as I stand helplessly above her.

“Leah, please,” I beg hoarsely. “Please, don't let this be our goodbye.”

“I won't stay. I won't stay here,” she croaks. “I'll die, Keri.” She looks up at me, and my heart stops. “I will die, Keri.”

I see the sincerity in her eyes, the hopelessness in her tear-filled gaze, and it makes up my mind for me in a split second. I know it’s stupid, dangerous, and will probably end in failure and suffering, but I cannot let them sacrifice me, and in the end, cause the sacrifice of Leah as well. I’m prepared to go to the monster if it means she’s safe and gets to live, but what is the point of me dying if it only kills her too? Damn the rest of the people in this quadrant and what the monster may do when his sacrifice isn’t delivered. All of their lives mean nothing to me if Leah’s gone. 

“Get our money from my bedroom,” I tell her quickly. “We're leaving.”

Her eyes widen, but she's standing in the next blink and runs towards the hallway as someone begins pounding on the door.

“Keri Palmer,” a man shouts, “Come out now!”

Leah rushes back into the living room and I grab her hand, pulling her towards the back door, but I see men gathering there. I've taken too long to open the door and now they're preparing for me to run. And I will, from an exit they don't even know is there. I turn around and hurry down the hallway to the stairs with Leah right behind me. I can faintly hear the man beginning a countdown at the door. Just like they did with Grace, except she came out and I'm not going to.

“Hurry,” I whisper. 

We reach the top of the stairs and rush down to the small room that faces the side of our house. I had always found our balcony completely useless because it only faces the house next to ours, almost butting up against our neighbor's balcony. No pretty view, no privacy, but now it's our only means of escape. I know our neighbors will be at work and their children at school. I only hope they’ve left their balcony doors unlocked.

I open our doors and go onto the balcony, the fall air crisp in my lungs. If we're caught, this will be the last time I ever smell it. I put my foot on the balcony banister, climbing up until I'm crouching on it. Then I jump, crossing the few feet between balconies and landing on our neighbor's with so much noise it scares me. Leah is right behind me, jumping onto the balcony as I turn the knob on their door. I release a relieved breath when I find it unlocked.

We enter their house just as I hear them break through the door of my house. A loud bang reverberates followed by men shouting.

We don't have a moment to waste. I practically drag Leah behind me through their house, down the stairs, and through the living room to their kitchen where a back door waits for us to make our escape. We jump over their fence to get into backyard of the house behind our neighbors’. Then another and another, getting as far away from our house as possible without going into the street.

This is it. There's no going back now. 

We've committed treason, and if they catch us, we'll be sent straight to prison.

At midnight, I'm supposed to be sacrificed to a monster, but now, midnight seems so far away, and anything could happen in the hours between now and then.
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