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Power has always been something people wanted. As little kids, it was about being first in line. As we got older, it became about being popular, being the one others looked up to—or feared. It’s like we’re all chasing control in one way or another. But 5 years, 6 months, 12 days, and 7 hours ago, that craving exploded. That was the beginning of the Power Wars. When those in charge stopped pretending and let their hunger for power destroy everything.


It all started with two powerful leaders who let their pride get in the way. They were arguing over land—something countries have always fought about—but this time, it was different. This time, it got out of control. One moment, it was just words, and the next, bombs were falling from the sky. The world watched in shock, but not for long. Soon, more countries joined in, choosing sides like it was a game. Only it wasn’t a game. It was the start of something we couldn’t undo.
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 Beep Beep 
I rolled onto my side to shut off my alarm. The glowing numbers read “7:30” exactly. Normally, getting out of bed is a struggle, but today was different—it was the day of the school science fair. I was excited yet a bit nervous.
As I headed downstairs, I could feel my stomach clench at the smell of bacon.
“Good morning, sweetie!” my mom called from the kitchen table, where she was sipping iced coffee and watching the news.
Lately, I’ve been avoiding the news—it’s been all war, all chaos... Yesterday, the principal added bulletproof blankets to each room for extra safety. It didn’t make us feel any safer, though.
“Avena, I know you might be nervous about the science fair today,” she said, smiling at me, “but I promise you’ll do just fine.”
I let out a breath I didn’t even realize I’d been holding.
 “I hope so,” I mumbled.
She walked past me and kissed my forehead before heading to refill her coffee. “That’s the spirit.”.
I sat down and started chewing on a piece of bacon, trying to calm the butterflies in my stomach.
The bell rang for the fourth period—science fair time.
 All students participating were dismissed from class and sent to the multi-purpose room. This was it.
Last year, I worked on a project about the science behind windmills. Unfortunately, my miniature windmill model broke on my way to the multi-purpose room, so I got a C. This year, I did my report on why we have Solar Eclipses.  As I walked into the huge white room, I was greeted by tons of different projects. Somebody even built a robot that picks up trash. I walked to an empty table and started to set up my station. After  I finished, I started to walk around and see my competition. My project looked like trash next to theirs—literally, the kind that robot would scoop up.
“Attention, please! The judges will be arriving shortly. Please make sure your projects are ready and you are prepared to present.”
I could feel my stomach start to tense, and my hands clenched into little balls. Suddenly, I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was my best friend, Lizzy. 
 Lizzy and I have been friends since we were 4. Lizzy had always been fearless, unbothered by whispers and stares. I was her opposite, trapped in my own need for approval.” Lizzy says that I need to stop caring and toughen up, but it’s kind of hard when I’m surrounded by bullies who target kids like me. That’s why I hate school because it’s basically a slaughterhouse for shy kids.
“Nice project.” Lizzy shot a smile at me. 
“Thanks, it didn't take me long, though. It was just a last-minute project.” 
Lizzy laughed a bit. “Sounds like you. Good luck!” 
“You too!” I called out to her, but she was already at her booth. I turned back to my project, getting it ready for the judges. Before I knew it, one of the judges was already standing there. 
“Hello there, would you like to tell me what your project-”
All of a sudden, the blaring siren went off. I quickly covered my ears. 
“This is not a drill. I repeat, this is not a drill. All students, please head back to your classrooms.” 
I could feel my heart racing. I looked over to Lizzy, who was just as nervous as I was. I then looked at one of the staff members, and they had tears streaming down their face as they checked their email. This made me even more nervous, seeing an adult scared.
Lizzy grabbed my hand as I seemed to be frozen. 
“Come on!”
We ran down the halls to our fourth-period classes. She had Mrs. Marshall, and I had Mrs. Miller. 
As soon as I got into the classroom, the door was quickly closed.
“Anderson, thank god you made it.”
I was the last to arrive. The alarm finally stopped, but before the silence could settle, the screen on the wall flickered to life.
“This is an international broadcast. In a few seconds, all your doors and windows will be locked shut.” 
I heard clicks all around the room. 
“Everyone across the globe is on lockdown due to the official announcement of World War 3. May God bless you all.” 
The screen went black, and the room went silent. I looked around at my classmates. Some were crying, and some were frozen in shock, but I was furious. Everyone saw this coming, but none of the leaders tried to stop it. They let their pride and hunger for power get in the way of our safety, and now we’re all in danger.
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Hours had passed with no incoming news to tell us what was happening outside. A few years ago, when the Power Wars were just starting, the school installed soundproof/bulletproof windows and doors. When sirens like the one we had just heard go off, metal shields cover the doors and windows, so there was no way we could hear or see what was happening outside. Suddenly, after what felt like years, the TV lit up.
“This is an international broadcast. All doors and windows will be unlocked, and you will shortly be escorted from your buildings by some of your country's Military.” 
Mrs. Miller signaled all of us to grab our belongings and get ready to exit the room. My mind started to think about my mom and dad. Are they ok? Where are they? My mind started to fill with all the possible depressing scenarios. I quickly shook them out of my head and tried to hope for the best.
The windows and doors were unlocked, and the metal shields lifted. As we exited the school, we were greeted by the sight of armed military members and the smell of gas. My dad has always told me, “If you ever smell gas, tell me or evacuate the building.” At that moment, I couldn’t follow his instructions because we were already outside. An older-looking soldier came up to me and handed me a gas mask. 
“This is to help you breathe.”
I put on the mask quickly because the smell was unbearable. Once the mask was on, I scrambled to find Lizzy.
“Lizzy! What’s going on?” 
“I have no idea!” Her voice trembled.
All conversations stopped once we heard the army general's voice.
“Silence! You will all be escorted to a special holding area. Each city has one. You will be split by your age.”
Soon enough, we were all put onto multiple buses and sent to the holding area. Once we got there, I saw thousands of people. All around me, I heard screams and cries of agony. Everyone was terrified and confused. The building was gigantic and went on for miles. My grandmother told me that they had started building it when she was a little girl, but no one had told them what it was for. Some said it was a storm shelter. Others said it was a secret lab. No one ever knew for sure.

“Everyone, it is safe to remove your gas masks. Please keep them in case you need them again.” A voice announced over the intercom once everyone safely entered the building.
Lizzy and I quickly took off our gas masks and hooked them onto our pants. I was relieved to take it off because it was starting to make my face sweat, maybe it was just tears.
 Lizzy and I tried our best to stay together in the massive line to get sorted. When it came closer to our turn to get sorted, I saw a mother crying. She was being split from her son, who looked to only be 7. My mind went back to my own mother. Oh, how I missed her. I didn’t even get to say goodbye.
It was my turn next. A camera shone a light onto my face, scanned it, and all my information popped onto their computer.
He tapped a finger against the screen as my face flashed up, not meeting my eyes.
“Avena Anderson. Born October 17, 2095. You’re gonna turn 15 ain’t ya?” 
I nodded.
“Whelp, you’re gonna be put into pod 753. Don’t worry, all the pods are separated by age, so you'll be with kids from 15 to 19. Good luck.”
I looked back at Lizzy waving goodbye. Since we were close in age, I hoped we would be put into the same pod.
A guard grabbed me by the arm. 
“Let's go.”
We walked down many long halls and went in many elevators, all without sparking one simple conversation. It was almost like he was a robot.
After what felt like hours of walking, we finally made it to my pod. It was filled to the brim with teenagers.
“Pod 753 is full. I just brought the last kid in.” The man spoke into his watch.
This meant Lizzy wouldn’t be in the same pod. The reality of the situation sank in quickly, and I panicked a bit, but I knew Lizzy would want me to stay calm.
 The guard locked the pod door.  It was a big white room with no windows and a small bathroom in the back. The exterior was decorated like a stereotypical teen bedroom, except there were tons of beds and couches. Every bed was assigned to one kid. I sat down on the bed with my name on the shelf above it. There was a towel, pajamas, and some clean clothes for me on the bed. 
All the other kids were on their beds, sleeping tired from the day we had just had, but I couldn’t go to bed yet, so I stood up and started to explore the room.
“Jeez, this place is like a fancy prison,” I muttered under my breath.
“I know, right?” The voice came from one of the beds. I turned around to see who it was. 
“My name’s Parker Woods. Who are you?”
“I’m Avena…Avena Anderson.”
“Cool.” He replied unfazed and quickly went back to reading his comic.
I looked down at my feet, contemplating whether I should continue the conversation. 
“Are you just gonna stand there or…?” He looked up from his comic. 
“Oh, uh, sorry.”
He rolled his eyes, a bit annoyed, but quickly went back to his comic. I went back to my bed on the other side of the room, changed into my new pajamas, and got ready for bed. At least I tried. Everything had happened so quickly. Just this morning, I was at home eating bacon with my mom, and now I’m in a holding pod with 10 other kids, separated from my parents and Lizzy.
After a few minutes of overthinking, anxiety, and three crying sessions, I finally fell asleep.
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Beep Beep Beep

Another alarm. I looked at the clock that was above the pod door. It read “8:00 A.M.”
 
Over the intercom, an older woman spoke.
“Good morning, citizens of  Ridgeview.  Your daily schedule has been sent to your pods' CoreScreen. Every morning, please get used to checking it for daily updates and schedules.”
 
My new roommates started awakening slowly after the alarm and the announcement. Since I was the closest to the CoreScreen, I got up to see what it was. I tapped the screen, and it lit up. Our daily schedule popped onto the screen. 

I started to read it in my head.
“Schedule for pods 753 to 1003. 10:00 A.M. breakfast time, 3:00 P.M. indoor activities, and 7:00 P.M. dinner.”
 
All the other kids started to crowd around me and the CoreScreen, shoving me out of the way to get a good look at the screen.

A few kids yelled, “Let me see!”

I hate feeling powerless, but I never seem to find the courage to speak up. Lizzy used to fight my battles for me, but she’s not here anymore, so I just went back to my bed. 

10:00 o’clock came quicker than I expected. Once the clock hit 10:00, the pod door automatically opened. All of us kids rushed out the door. In the hallways, there were arrows along the walls leading us to the cafeteria. Guards were watching our every move like we were juvenile delinquents. I suddenly spotted a red door with a sign reading “No one shall enter.” I stopped, and the rest of the kids passed by me. 

I’ve always been a curious kid; the doctors even said so. The red door filled my brain with many open-ended questions. “Why is the door red?” and “Why shouldn’t I enter?”
My curiosity got the best of me, and I reached for the doorknob, but before I could get the chance, one of the guards caught me. 

“Get back with your pod, young lady. Never open this door. You hear me?” He looked at me with a stern look, one I’ve seen thousands of times before from my dad.

“Yes, sir!” I could feel my throat tighten and my cheeks get red and hot.

“Get outta here, kid.” 

I dashed down the halls and to the cafeteria. It was huge, way bigger than the one at my school. This one was the size of a football field. I got into a huge line to get some food. After minutes of waiting, it was finally my turn. The woman at the window plopped some gray-looking mush on my plate. Of course, I wasn’t complaining because I hadn’t had food for hours. I got out of the line and went to find a place to sit. The room almost looked like a normal school cafeteria. It was filled with teenagers, school would, but just like school, there would be cliques. Some people managed to find their friends in this massive room, but I forgot my glasses at home the day before, so I didn’t bring them along. 

After lots of squinting and walking around, I finally found Lizzy. She was sitting with a few other girls, who had streaks in their hair, piercings in their noses, and false lashes. They looked like the kind of girls we’d tried to avoid at school, but Lizzy seemed to get along with them just fine right now.

“Hi, Lizzy!” I waved at her and smiled. Her new friends just looked me up and down. I didn’t look like one of them and most of the time, I was proud of that, but now, not so much. 

After the girls stopped giggling and whispering, one of them finally spoke up.

“Elizabeth, do you know who this is?” They used her full name. No one called her that besides teachers and her mom.

Lizzy’s eyes darted back and forth between me and the girls like she was deciding whether to tell the truth or not. 
“Uh…no, of course not. Who are you?” She started to laugh along with them. Her eyes met mine, shooting me a look almost as if she was saying, “Sorry…”

 I was pretty mad and hurt, but I wasn’t going to make a fool of myself, so I just played along.

“Oh, sorry, you looked like one of my friends. I’ll leave.” 
I picked up my tray and went to find a new spot. Even as I walked away, I could feel those girls' evil eyes burning holes into my back. Judging every little move I made. Although I did feel hurt and wanted to cry, I tried to stay strong. My grandmother had always told me, “Don’t let your enemies see you fall, because they will know they succeeded in breaking you.”

Honestly, it’s quite strange to refer to Lizzy as my enemy, but after what happened back there, I don’t necessarily know what she is to me now.

As I walked around the cafeteria, I saw one of the kids from my pod. It was the boy from the night before, Parker. He was just sitting there drawing, not even touching his food. I decided to sit down since he was the only other person I’d talked to so far besides the guards.

“Hey…mind if I sit here?” 

He didn’t look up from his drawing at all and moved his stuff over a little. I took that as a yes. I placed my tray down and started to eat.

“Nice drawing…” 

The picture depicted a superhero resembling his comic book hero from last night.

“Thanks…”

We just sat there in silence for a bit. 

“You know, a hero is something our world really needs right now…too bad you’re drawing can’t come to life.”

He laughed—just a quiet breath, but enough to make me feel like I’d cracked through something.

Suddenly, we heard a scream from the back of the cafeteria that made everyone's heads turn.

“Let go of me!”

A kid was being put into handcuffs. From the looks of it, it seems they were trying to escape from the back door. How stupid could they be? It’s not like when our grandparents were little, back then, the MagLock wasn’t created yet, so they could escape easily. 
Basically, it’s this crazy-strong door lock that uses magnets and scans your eye or voice to let you in. Like, no keys, no handles—just this slim electric lock that’s almost impossible to break. If someone tries to mess with it, it can even shock them or alert security. It’s kinda like having a mini robot bodyguard on your door.

The kid disappeared from our view. I wondered, “What’s gonna happen to him?” I pushed the last bite of mush around my plate, my appetite long gone. Parker still hadn’t looked up from his sketchbook, but I couldn’t take the silence anymore.

 “So… do you think we’re safe here?”
 
He finally looked at me. “You really think that’s what this place is for?”
 
My stomach twisted. “What do you mean?”
 
“This isn't about keeping us safe. It's about keeping us quiet.”

That was when I knew—whatever this place was, it was hiding something. And I had to find out what.

____________________________________________


The clock struck 3:00 P.M. eventually, and it was time for indoor activities according to the schedule.
Just like breakfast, everyone was escorted from their pods and followed the new arrows that were on the walls. We were brought to a big gymnasium room and were told to change into these P.E.-like outfits. Everyone was sent to the locker rooms to change. This place is just like a school but with guards and extra security. Every girl was given a locker to put her old clothes in. Once I got changed, I came back out to the gymnasium. Parker seemed to change fast, and he was already sitting on the floor. I walked over and sat next to him. 
I leaned over and whispered into his ear.
“Man, I didn’t think we would have P.E. at this place.”
He had a hardened expression, his eyes sharp and cold as he watched our “P.E. coach”.
“Me either…I have my suspicions, though.”
After everyone had changed, our P.E. coach pressed a button that sent a loud signal across the whole gymnasium. It was like a big whistle.
The loud signal echoed through the gym, making a few kids jump. I clamped my hands over my ears for a second—whatever that sound was, it wasn’t just a whistle. It rang deep, almost mechanical.
“Line up!” the coach barked, his voice booming across the gym. Single file. No talking.”
We all moved automatically, like scared little soldiers. I ended up next to Parker again. He didn’t say anything, but his fists were clenched at his sides, knuckles pale.
A tall woman in a black uniform—not a guard, not a teacher either—stepped forward with a clipboard. She paced slowly in front of us, eyes scanning each of our faces like we were items on a shelf.
“Today’s exercise will test your reaction time, coordination, and obedience,” she said. “This is for your safety.”
Obedience?
The word made my stomach twist.
The coach raised his arm, and another screen—much larger than the CoreScreen back in our pod—lit up on the wall. It displayed a color-coded chart and a blinking red light.
“You’ll each complete three physical challenges. You’ll be timed and scored. Those with higher scores will receive privileges.”
“Privileges?” someone whispered from the back.
The coach turned immediately.
“Step forward.”
A boy—maybe fourteen—shuffled forward, his head down.
“Did you speak out of turn?” the woman with the clipboard asked.
He nodded, barely.
“Strike one,” she said flatly. “Three, and your pod is penalized.”
Gasps rippled through the line. Parker muttered under his breath, “Told you this wasn’t about P.E.”
Then the screen flashed the name of the first student.
“Participant One: Avena Anderson.”
My heart dropped.
The coach pointed to a line painted on the floor.
“Go stand there. Don’t move until instructed.”
I looked back at Parker. His expression had gone unreadable again—jaw tight, eyes watching the officials, not me.
I stepped forward, trying to ignore the weight of a hundred eyes on me.
The screen changed again.
“Task One: Reflexes.”
A square lit up on the wall across the room. A buzzer sounded.
“Touch the light before it disappears.”
Easy enough, I thought. I ran toward it, and just as I reached out, it blinked off.
Too slow.
More lights started blinking at random all over the wall. I had to chase them, each one faster than the last. My breath came out in short gasps, and my legs felt like they were burning.
“Time: 52.9 seconds. Accuracy: 41%.”
The screen flickered.
“Participant Two: Parker Woods.”
I looked over at Parker and just nodded at me as if he was saying, “Don’t worry.”

The woman tapped at her screen.

“Task one: Reflexes.”
The same light pattern appeared on the far wall. But unlike me, Parker didn’t run like I had; his body moved quickly and precisely. He was fast but not panicked; it was almost like he was solving a puzzle, not playing a game.

“Time: 38.4 seconds. Accuracy: 95%.”

 He walked back to the spot right next to me.

“How’d you do that?” I asked, still stunned by how fast and accurate he’d been. “I couldn’t pull that off even if I trained for months.”
“My dad’s that Army general…” he said quietly. “He’s been training me since I could walk.”
He didn’t look at me. His eyes stayed fixed on the far wall like he was watching something I couldn’t see. Like maybe he wasn’t even here anymore.
For a second, I didn’t know what to say. He didn’t seem proud—just… hollow.

“Participant Three: Elizabeth Flores.”
My head snapped toward the screen. Lizzy.
Parker noticed, too. “Friend of yours?”
“She was,” I said softly.
Lizzy had changed a lot in the last 5 hours since breakfast. Her appearance didn’t change much, but her body language did. She stood taller and appeared cockier like she thought she was better than everyone, those girls sure did a number on her.

Lizzy did pretty well on the test. She wasn’t as terrible as I was, but she definitely wasn’t as good as Parker.

“Time: 47.5 seconds. Accuracy: 60%”

She walked back to her new friends and rolled her eyes at her score, clearly trying to play it off. 
____________________________________________

After everyone was scored, which took about 2 hours to get 2,500 kids tested, we finally went to change back into our normal clothes.

Parker and I walked back to our pod together. While walking back, I remembered the red door from earlier. We passed by it on our way to the pod, but I had stopped again.

“Avena? What’re you doing?” He stopped walking and looked back at me.

“Nothing, just wait a second.”

I pressed my ear against the door to see if I could hear anything.

 Nothing. 

“Come on, Avena. We don’t have all the time in the world.”

I sighed. 

“Fine, fine, I’m coming.”
Once we got back in our pod, the door was automatically locked. The MagLock can be programmed to lock once a certain number of people enter. It won’t lock until the last person arrives; in this case, it was me and Parker. The people who created the MagLock made millions of them. It changed the security industry completely.

The CoreScreen lit up again, and it read,
“Current time: 5:07
Dinner time: 7:00”

On my bed, I laid while some kids sat on the floor and played board games from the cabinets, and Parker, of course, was reading comics.

 This was out of the norm for us teens. Technology has been so ingrained into our lives that it’s been really hard living without it for the past 24 hours. Never did I ever think any of us would even try to pick up a board game. 

My grandmother told me stories of her and her mom playing a game called ‘Sorry’. From the way she described it, it sounded really boring compared to my NeroPad, which allowed me to explore different environments across the planet.

One of the girls on the bed across from me started to cry. 

Everyone turned to look at her. She curled her legs up to her face.
“I—I can’t do this,” she whispered, her voice cracking. “I can’t pretend this is normal.”
No one said anything. She stood up suddenly, fists clenched, her voice rising.
“We’re just kids. They locked us in a pod like we were animals. They made us run around like we were in some sick experiment. And we all just… went along with it. Like it was okay.”
A few heads turned. Someone shifted uncomfortably on a couch.
“I didn’t even get to say goodbye to my mom. She was cooking dinner. One second we were laughing, and the next—”
Her voice broke, and she sank to the floor.
“I keep trying to remember what she smelled like. What her voice sounded like. But it’s already starting to fade.”
Tears streamed down her face. No one moved.
“And what if we never go back? What if this is it? This fake school, this fake life, these fake rules—”
She kicked her bed frame hard, then curled into herself, sobbing quietly.
She was right…We are just kids. What they are doing to us is strange and wrong. What she said about her mom made me think about my last interactions with my parents.  I hadn’t seen my dad since two nights ago, and my mom since last morning. Where are they? I mean, I know they are in this building somewhere, but where are they? I mean, why couldn't they just sort us with our families, at least then we’d have our parents to comfort us, but no, we had to survive this by ourselves.

I  could tell the girls' outbursts made us all think. Parker had thought this way since the beginning, so this just made him even more enraged.

One of us finally spoke up, and it was Parker.

“She said what we’re all thinking. Just loud enough to hear.” 

We all went quiet again. Everyone tried to go back to their activities, but everyone still had that lingering thought in their minds. I walked over to Parker and sat next to him. 

“You think someone's listening?” I swallowed the lump in my throat.

He nodded. 
“Always.”
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After hours of talking and playing board games, the CoreScreen blinked to life.

“Attention: All pods, prepare for dinner. Doors will unlock in three minutes. Please follow the arrows to the cafeteria.”

I grabbed a brush from one of the cabinets above my bunk and started to go through my hair. This was going to be my first dinner without either of my parents. I’ve been trying hard not to think about my parents for too long. I fear that if I do, I might start crying or conclude the worst possible scenarios. 

The doors unlocked, and all of us kids got up from where we were sitting and went through the door. 
“Man, am I hungry,” Brooke called out.
“I’m starving!” Fiona said breathlessly
I’m not gonna lie, I was pretty famished too. After all the running we did today, I had burned off everything I ate at breakfast.
We all followed the arrows to the cafeteria. Unlike last time, there were certain tables for each pod. Pod 753’s table was unfortunately placed all the way in the back. During breakfast time, we had to wait in a long line to get food, but for dinner, we were brought our food. Over the intercom, an older man's voice could be heard.
“Attention, food will be distributed shortly. The quality of your meal will be determined by how your pod behaved today.”
“What? That’s not fair!” I muttered to myself.
I attempted to stand up, but Parker pulled me down quickly. He grabbed my shoulders and shook me. 
“Are you insane!” Although he whispered, he was visibly shaken—his eyes wide, jaw tight, fingers pressing into my shoulders just hard enough to hurt.
“You can’t just stand up when they’re watching us like hawks.”
I blinked, stunned by his sudden intensity.
“I was just going to—”
“Exactly,” he cut in, voice barely above a breath. “You were just going to draw attention. You think they wouldn’t notice?”
His tone wasn’t cruel, but scared like he’d seen what happened when people did get noticed.
“What aren’t you telling me?” I whispered.
He hesitated, then let go of my shoulders and looked away. “Just... don’t make the same mistakes I’ve seen other people make.”
Our dinner came out in a few short minutes. Luckily, the guards found our behavior to be pleasing to their standards, and we received pork chops and rice. This was the first good meal any of us had had all day. We were eating like complete savages, scooping rice into our mouths like we hadn’t eaten for months. After we all finished stuffing our faces with food, I decided to examine the room. The table across from us was eating chicken tenders and fries, and the table on the left of us was eating something that looked like mystery meat. 
I tapped Parker’s shoulder to show him what I saw.
“This is so unfair,” I whispered into his ear.
Parker looked over at the other tables and narrowed his eyes. “It’s strategic,” he murmured back. 
“They’re testing us.”
“What? With food?”
“Yeah,” he said quietly.

 “They’re seeing how we react—who complains, who follows the rules, who questions authority. That’s why we got pork. We played along.”
I glanced at the guards, all standing stone-faced by the walls, some watching us, others tapping notes into their CorePads.
“They’re grading us like we’re animals in a lab,” I muttered.
Parker nodded slightly. “Welcome to the experiment.”
We sat in silence for a moment, the weight of his words pressing down on us heavier than any meal.
Then Martha, across the table, muttered,
 “I kinda liked the pork.”
Nora elbowed her. “You’ll like it until they decide we’re not obedient enough and give us boiled cabbage and guilt next time.”
Some of us chuckled, but it wasn’t really funny.
Because we all knew Parker was right.
____________________________________________
After everyone had finished their dinners, guards came around with letters. They didn’t come near our table, and I wonder why. From my observations, they went to every tough, strong-looking kid.
At Pod 753’s table, no one looked like that. We looked like the kids you’d find at the library reading comics, or at home playing on the newest NeroPad. I guess what I’m trying to say is that we’re the geeks. 
A loud bell rang, signaling the end of dinner. A wave of kids rushed towards the exit. When it was finally our turn to leave the cafeteria, I noticed one of the letters on the floor. I thought to myself, “Should I take it?” Of course, curiosity always gets the best of me, so I looked around, making sure no one saw me, and I pocketed the paper. I looked up and saw the rest of my pod was way ahead of me.
“Wait for me!”
When we got back to the pod, it was 8:12 P.M. Some kids were already getting ready for bed, and some read books from the pod’s little library. I decided to read the letter I picked up from the ground. 

To: Jack Newman
Pod: 847
Date: September 23, 2111

Dear Participant,

Following your performance in the Reflex and Coordination Exercise conducted at 15:00 hours, your results have been flagged as exceptional by Ridgeview’s Behavioral and Performance Surveillance Committee.

Score:
Reflex Time – 36.1 seconds
Accuracy – 98%

In accordance with Regulation R-47-B, individuals demonstrating outstanding physical or cognitive abilities are subject to further evaluation for Special Programming. This opportunity is reserved for a select percentage of the population and grants access to enhanced privileges, skill development training, and potential leadership placement.

Please report to Sector Hall 3B, Room 14 at 06:00 hours tomorrow morning. Do not discuss this invitation with other participants. Failure to attend will result in automatic reassignment to the standard schedule.

This program exists to preserve the future. Your cooperation is not only expected—it is vital.

Sincerely,
Command Unit 7
Ridgeview Performance Division

“Service. Obedience. Strength.”

So Parker was right, the so-called “P.E.” time wasn’t just a physical test; it was to see who was good enough to be drafted.
“Psst, Parker!”
He didn’t even look up from his drawing.
“What do you want?” he muttered, his voice flat.
No sarcasm, no humor—just tired and done.
I paused, unsure if I should speak again.
“Come over here!”
I signaled him to come over. He rolled his eyes, got out of his bed, and walked over to mine.
“What’s so important that I just had to get out of bed?”
“See for yourself.”
I handed him the letter for him to read. He didn’t say anything as he opened it, but I could see his eyes scanning every word. His face, usually calm, started to tense up.
“I told you…” He muttered under his breath. 
He finally finished reading and looked up at me. His face was cold and serious.
“I knew it wasn’t just normal P.E.…”
He folded the letter sharply.
“My dad warned me about things like this… but I didn’t think they’d start with us. Not this soon.”
He swallowed hard, then lowered the letter.
“They’re not waiting for us to grow up. They’re building soldiers now.
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It was 6:00 a.m., September 24th, 2111. Today, anyone who received one of those letters last night would be heading to Sector Hall 3B for evaluation—to see if they were fit for Special Programming.
After reading that letter, I’m beyond relieved that no one in my pod was chosen. I can’t even handle regular P.E. without feeling like I’m dying—how would I survive being turned into a soldier, getting shot at from every direction?

At 8:00 A.M, the daily alarm went off.

“Good Morning, Ridgeview citizens. Your schedules have been sent to your pods CoreScreen. Have a great day.”

This time, Parker read the schedule.

“Alright, Day Two... 8 a.m. wake-up and sanitation — gotta clean up our little cells again. Then at 8:30, breakfast. Probably more mystery mush, but gotta eat to keep going.”
He scrolled down. “9 a.m., group knowledge testing — memory, patterns, reasoning. Sounds like they want to see who’s smart enough to get their attention.”
He smirked bitterly. “The top five scorers get a better dinner. Yeah, they know how to motivate us.”
“5 p.m., meal distribution again. No trading, same old rules. We’re stuck at table 22.”
“7 p.m., we get to just read, thank god. Lights out at 8:15 sharp. No excuses.”
He looked up from the screen.
"Well, you guys heard the schedule to get ready because breakfast is in 30 minutes.”
We all started to clean our bunks and the floors around them. This was worse than being told to clean my room by my parents because now if I don’t clean well enough or at all,  my pod and I might have to eat expired sardines and moldy milk for dinner. 
After we all finished cleaning our areas, we got dressed and ready for breakfast. The Core Screen lit up.
“All pods, please get ready for breakfast. Pod doors will be unlocked in just three minutes. Don’t forget to follow the arrows to the cafeteria.”
Today's breakfast was the same as yesterday's. Mush with some cartons of milk. Unlike dinner, at breakfast time we get to sit anywhere we like, which doesn’t make much of a difference to me. Parker and I chose to sit in the back of the cafeteria. It was quieter back there, and more of the ‘cooler’ kids sat up in the front.
 Lizzy and her new friends sat up towards the front, but not too far up where I couldn’t see her. A guard was speaking to her and her friends. They all seemed to be very invested in what he was saying, nodding to every word like it was the most interesting thing they’d ever heard. 
She raised her hand and asked the guard something. Polite voice. Sharp eye contact.
They smiled.
She smiled back.
It didn’t look fake.
“Avena? Earth to Avena!” Parker waved his hand in front of my eyes. I guess I was staring for so long that Parker noticed. 
“What’s with you?” he asked, noticing the way I was staring.
“She’s... changing,” I muttered.
Parker followed my gaze. “Your friend?”
I nodded slowly.
“She’s adjusting,” he said carefully, “or she’s scared. It’s easier to obey when you’re afraid. But guess what, we're tough so we ain’t scared.” Parker attempted to cheer me up.
I smiled a little. “Yeah, I suppose.”
“It’s just that she used to tell me not to follow the crowd. She used to fight for me when I couldn’t,” I whispered.
“And now she’s following the crowd,” Parker said, not unkindly. “Everyone’s got their breaking point.”
I didn’t say anything else. Just sat there, listening to the quiet clang of trays and the distant, polite laugh of someone who used to know me.
____________________________________________

 While Parker and I walked back to our pod, we overheard two guards talking.
“Pod 759, girl in the second seat—Elizabeth Flores?” one said, his voice low but clear.
“Yeah,” the other replied. “Sharp one. Doesn’t speak unless spoken to. Follows commands without hesitation.”
“Exactly the type we want for the Tier One draft,” the first one muttered. “She doesn’t just obey—she adapts. Even corrected one of the younger girls during last night’s lineup. Like she was born for command.”
The second guard chuckled. “Some kids freeze. She falls right in line. Authority doesn’t scare her—it motivates her.”
Lizzy… getting drafted? I turned to look at Parker.
“They’re…they’re gonna draft Lizzy?”
“Of course they would, she’s playing their game,” he finally said. 
 “Smiling, nodding, checking every box. They eat that stuff up.” Parker added on.
“You think she’ll go through with it?” I was nervous, even though Lizzy and I weren’t really friends anymore, I couldn’t imagine losing her.
“If they asked her to, yes. Not because she wants to, but because she’ll think she doesn’t have a choice. They won’t tell her that she does.”
I sat there for a second, the weight of it sinking in. “That’s so messed up.”
Parker’s eyes darkened. “That’s how they do it. They don’t need to force us. They just make us believe there’s no other way.”I didn’t say anything after that.
We just sat there, staring at the floor, letting the silence speak louder than words.
And for the first time, I realized something terrifying—
Lizzy might not even know she’s already gone.
____________________________________________
At 9:00, we were released from our pods again. This time we were released for something called ‘Mind trials’. According to the schedule, they were going to test our knowledge with puzzles and riddles. 
We were escorted to a large white room. It looked a little like a psych ward. The room was separated into individual booths for each pod. A guard directed us towards a booth where a psychiatrist greeted us.
“Welcome, you guys must be pod 753.” He looked down at his CoreScreen to double-check.”
In unison, we all nodded. The room had a funky smell. It didn’t smell bad, but it smelled oddly clean, like at the doctor's office.
“Form a single-file line. If you want to volunteer to go first, step forward.”
No one was stepping forward.
“Anyone?”
“I’ll go.” I stepped forward. I stepped forward slowly. Parker’s eyes met mine—wide, searching, as if silently asking, Are you sure about this?
 He said nothing and didn’t move, just held that look that made me pause for a moment before I kept going.
“Excellent, follow me.” 
The man led me into the booth and closed the door. 
“Today, we’re going to be testing your mentality, but first, here is a bit of an introduction to Pod Corp.” 
The man pressed a button on the remote, and a hologram appeared in front of me. I stared at the screen as the familiar corporate jingle played, smooth, too calm for everything that felt so wrong. The bright images showed kids in pods, smiling and learning, like it was some perfect little world. The narrator’s voice was steady, almost soothing, telling us how every age group—from babies to teens—had their special pods, carefully separated and controlled.
The screen showed graphics with neat boxes and age ranges: toddlers in one pod, kids my age in another, and even older teens somewhere else. They made it look like it was all planned to help us grow, learn, and stay safe.
Then the ad shifted to adults. Separate pods, the voice said. Adults weren’t here with us—they were in their own sections, taken care of. The pictures showed quiet halls and locked doors, calm and empty.
I felt a chill. It was like they were hiding something behind all that neat order. The screens in the pods, the schedules, the guards watching us—it was all supposed to keep us safe. But safe from what? And safe for whom?
The ad ended with a slogan flashing on the screen: “Pod Corp — Protecting today, preparing tomorrow.” But I wasn’t so sure. It felt more like we were being prepared… for something else.
“Now that you’ve had a bit of introduction to PodCorp, we can start with the quiz.” He gathered his papers into a neat pile.
“Let's start with an easy one. Finish the pattern. 3,6,12,24 and blank. What is the last number?”
Easy. It’s just doubling.
“48.” 
“Good. Now let's do something a bit harder. I speak without a mouth and hear without ears. I have nobody, but I come alive with the wind. What am I?”
I knew this one. In third grade, my principal would always give us little riddles to do during the morning announcements.
“An echo.”
“Fantastic.” He tapped at his screen, making notes.
Another hologram appeared. This time, it showed a video of a little kid, about 5 or 6, watching someone in a uniform leave, not even looking back or saying goodbye.
“Describe how this video made you feel.” 
“Abandoned,” I said softly. “The kind where you don’t even get an explanation.”
The psychiatrist just sat there waiting for me to continue.
“That kid... doesn’t know if that person’s coming back. Or why they left. So they just stand there. Hoping.”
The examiner finally looked up. “Have you experienced something like this?”
My jaw clenched.
“Yeah, I have…the day I was separated from my parents. It was like one minute I was living a somewhat normal life besides the war, and then all of a sudden I’m in a pod with 9 other random kids.”
“Did you  cry?” I knew the examiner wasn’t asking out of sympathy; they were asking to know how my mind worked.
“Yes, I did.” My voice went quiet, fading out.
He tapped at his screen, writing more notes down.
‘Ok, we are almost finished, just one last question.”
He finished tapping at his screen and looked into my eyes like he was staring into my soul.
“You're told not to speak. But someone next to you begins choking. Do you speak up and risk punishment, or follow the rule?”
I frowned. “I’d speak up.”
“Even if it would get you disqualified?”
I nodded. “If they disqualify me for speaking up to save someone’s life, they’ve got to be crazy. But yes, I would.”
He watched me now, really watched me, like he was trying to decide what I was made of.
After a moment, she asked, “Do you believe rules are meant to be followed?”
I hesitated. Not because I didn’t have an answer, but because I wanted to say it right.
 “I think rules are supposed to protect people,” I said finally. “If they don’t... maybe they’re the wrong rules.”
He didn’t nod. Didn’t write anything. Just stared.
 And in that silence, I felt it: either I’d just passed something, or failed it completely.
“Very well, you are dismissed.”
I got up from the chair and left the booth. I walked past Parker and whispered into his ear,
“Good luck.”
____________________________________________

Dinner time had finally arrived. I was a bit nervous today, though. What if my last answer depicted our food for today?
When our food came, it was soggy veggies and some bland-looking rice.
Everyone in my pod looked down at their plates in disgust and a hint of confusion,
“What the heck? We were doing well today!” Daniel exclaimed.
“Hey, man! Keep your voice down. We don’t want to draw attention and lose even more points.” Parker covered his mouth. 
“How could this even have happened?” Nora replied
My brain was thinking of all the possible reasons for our low-quality food, and then I remembered,
“I think rules are supposed to protect people. If they don’t... maybe they’re the wrong rules.”
I’d said something during the Mind Trials—something I knew probably went against what they were looking for.

“Guys…” I said quietly, but it was enough. Heads turned. The room fell still.
 “I might’ve said something during the Mind Trials… something they didn’t like.”
For a second, no one spoke.
Brooke blinked slowly. “Like… what kind of something?”
I looked down at my hands. “They asked if I’d break the rules to help someone. I said yes. That I’d speak up. Even if it disqualified me.”
A few kids exchanged glances. Nora sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “So... you think that’s why we got soggy veggies and rice for dinner?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But… maybe.”
Parker didn’t say anything. He just stared at the table, jaw tight.
 Not angry. Just… disappointed.
“I didn’t think it would affect all of us,” I said, voice barely above a whisper. “I didn’t know.”
The silence that followed was heavy. Not blame. Not yet.
 But close.
“She did the right thing,” Martha, the girl who was crying yesterday, spoke up, her voice shaky but clear.
Everyone turned toward her. She was sitting at the end of the table, shoulders still tense from earlier, eyes rimmed red. “If someone was choking… and no one spoke up…” She shook her head. “That’s not the kind of person I want next to me in here.”
She turned to me and gave me a fragile smile and a nod.
“You are very brave. I think everyone should learn a thing or two from you.”
The rest of the dinner was very quiet. No one else complained about their food for the remainder of the dinner. When the cleanup bell rang, I stood a little slower than the rest. Parker brushed past me without saying anything.
Back at the pod, no one looked or talked to me besides Martha. I could understand why they were mad. I would be, too.  But in that moment, I stood by what I said. But now I had to stand alone."
...
I only regret it a little bit. Not because I felt what I said was wrong, but because I made my team suffer with me. 
The clock blinked at 8:15, signaling lights out. The room went dark and silent, but not my mind. My mind was still very much awake, thinking about all the events of today. After continuous minutes of staring into the darkness, my thoughts finally started to slow, my stomach stopped twisting, and I was finally at ease. 
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The next day went fast, especially because no one in my pod really wanted to talk to me. Before I knew it, dinner came again. I sat at the end of the table, whereas the rest of the kids were clustered in a group on the other side. I tried not to show that I cared, but I did. Only three days in, and I had already blown my chances of making friends. Today we got chicken noodle soup. 
It wasn’t bad, but it tasted like it came from a can.
 Without having anyone to talk to, it gave me more time to observe the room. I noticed other tables had 5-star-looking meals consisting of baked potatoes, stir-fried green beans, and rib-eye steak smothered with gravy. My mouth watered, but it reminded me that those who comply with their rules get better food. I would have to choose between dignity and what’s being put on my plate.
I looked to where Lizzy’s pod was usually sitting. I examined the table, and I noticed Lizzy wasn’t at all there. Then I  remembered what Parker and I overheard from the guards. She must have been drafted already. Drafted. That word echoed through my head. Last week, if you had told me my best friend would get drafted for an elite program at the age of 15, I would’ve called you insane, but I suppose this whole situation is insane. 
As I pushed away my tray, feeling full from the bland soup, I heard another tray clattering against mine.
Parker had settled next to me. He didn’t say anything yet, he just continued eating like nothing happened. He pointed at my bread.
“You gonna eat that?” 
I pushed my tray towards him so he could grab the bread.
“You know you don’t have to sit here,” I whispered. “No one's making you.
“I know.” He took a bite ‌of my bread.
I started to pick at my fingers. A habit I’ve formed over the years when I’m nervous.
“The others don’t seem very thrilled to be around me.”
He stabbed a piece of chicken with his fork.
“They’ll get over it.”
I looked down at my hands again, avoiding his eyes.
“You’re not mad about what I said at the trials yesterday?”
He let out a steady breath.
“I will admit I was a bit mad yesterday, but not because of what you said. I was mad that we had to eat soggy veggies and bland rice just because someone spoke truthfully. It’s like we can’t even have an opinion anymore. I’m not mad at you, though.”
“Thanks…” A small smile formed on my face.
“It’s alright. I know you’d do the same.” He smiled back at me and went back to eating his soup. 
When we got back to our pod, there was a message on the CoreScreen.
It read,
NOTICE TO POD 753
Performance Evaluation Underway.
All occupants are to remain compliant and continue their current routines.
Individualized Behavioral Reports will be available at 0700 tomorrow.
We will note deviations from norms.
Notes:
AVENA ANDERSON FLAGGED FOR REVIEW.
— PodCorp Compliance Division
I could feel the heat rising in my face—not from embarrassment, but from something sharper. Anger.
“This is ridiculous,” I said, louder than I meant to. “What happened to freedom of speech?”
Heads turned. A few kids actually looked at me for the first time all day.
“This country was supposed to be built on freedom,” I went on, my voice trembling now. “And now we can’t even say what we think without getting punished?”
I looked around, searching their faces for some spark of agreement.
“I know some of you are still mad at me,” I added, softer this time. “But seriously… doesn’t this feel wrong to you?”
I swallowed hard.
 “We’re not robots. We’re not supposed to follow orders blindly—we’re supposed to think for ourselves.”
The room was still. I could hear the CoreScreen’s faint hum behind me.
No one moved.
 No one said a word.
A few of them looked up from their bunks.
Martha curled up on her bed across from me and shifted upright. Her hands were clasped tightly in her lap, but her eyes found mine, wide and uncertain. She didn’t speak—but she didn’t look away, either.
Marcus looked annoyed. He sighed and pulled his blanket over his head.
 “Could you not get us flagged again?” he muttered from underneath.
Fiona rolled over and turned her back to me.
 “You’re making it worse for all of us,” she mumbled.
Nora, one of the younger ones, looked up at the ceiling camera nervously.
I sat back down on my bunk, breathing hard, waiting for the CoreScreen to blink red, waiting for another punishment to drop.
But it didn’t.
Just the dull blue glow, and the quiet hum of fear hanging in the air.
Parker got up from his bunk, walked across the pod, and sat down on mine.
His eyes met mine. Not with fear nor with judgment.
He didn’t shoot dirty looks at the others and didn’t make a big speech. He simply sat down next to me, which said more words than any other action could.
There was a moment of silence between us. The low hum of the lights above and the occasional shuffling from across the pod faded into the background. Parker kept stealing glances at me, his messy blonde hair falling over his forehead, sometimes brushing his eyes as if he was nervous but didn’t want to fix it.
Then, a little too quickly, he leaned in.
His glasses bumped gently against my temple—awkward and unexpected—his shaggy hair brushing softly against my cheek just before he gave me a quick, friendly peck on the side of my head.
He pulled back fast, looking surprised. He pushed his hair out of his eyes, messing it up even more. “Sorry—ugh—my glasses—and my hair—”
I smiled softly, rubbing the spot where he’d touched me. “You kind of bumped me.”
“I know,” he groaned, running a hand through his tangled blond strands. “That was supposed to be—cooler.”
“It wasn’t,” I teased. “But… it was sweet.”
He peeked at me from behind his fingers, a crooked smile forming as the tension eased.
“Thanks for not making it weirder,” he said.
I bumped my shoulder against his. “Too late.”
We both laughed—quietly, but genuinely—and for a moment, everything outside our little corner of the pod disappeared.
“Can I share something with you?” His voice was ‌ nervous and uncertain.
I nodded. “Of course, you can trust me with anything.”
He let out a sigh of relief.
“When I was younger and my dad was always getting shipped off for Army things, I started the habit of reading comics. It comforted me.” He looked up at the ceiling, avoiding my gaze.
“My favorites have always been Spider-Man and Star Trek. Now that I think about it, Star Trek isn’t just cool space stuff to me, it’s about hope, and people sticking together… even when things get bad. Sometimes… I wish my life were more like that.” 
He swallowed hard, fiddling with the edge of his sleeve.
“And Spiderman. He’s just a kid doing the right thing, even when it’s tough. I think… sometimes I’m just trying to do the same. To keep it together with my dad gone so much.”
Parker looked down, voice barely above a whisper. “It’s kinda hard to talk about this stuff.”
“Don’t worry…I won’t judge a word you say. Trust me.” I smile, attempting to create a comforting environment.
His gaze met mine, a small, grateful smile breaking through.
“Thanks, Avena. That means a lot.”
“You know,” I said, “I think you’d make a pretty good Spidey.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You think?”
“Yeah. Dorky, but good-hearted.”
He snorted. “Thanks. I think.”
The others may have turned their backs.
The system may have flagged me.
But sitting here with Parker made me realize something.
They can monitor our meals, our words, our movements…
But they can’t control our thoughts. 
Not if we don’t let them.

Moments like this make me realize how important friendship is. 
I wasn’t just the girl who got flagged; I was Avena, and Parker saw that.
He didn’t need to say much—just sitting beside me was enough.
 In a place where words could get you punished,
 His silence was the loudest kind of friendship.
 And for the first time all day, I didn’t feel alone.
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Today at 7:00, we were supposed to receive our behavior reports. The clock read 6:55, but I had been up since 4:00. I was nervous about what the report might say and what might happen to me. 
“7:00”
The CoreScreen blinked to life. One by one, kids’ names were called up on the screen to read their reports.


Brooke

Fiona

Marcus

Nora

Daniel

Martha

Parker

Finally, my turn came, “Avena” popped onto the screen.
I took a deep breath and slowly walked towards the CoreScreen. It scanned my face, verifying my identity. My report popped onto the screen.

PODCORP BEHAVIOR REPORT
 Name: Avena Anderson
 Pod: 753
 Date: September 26th, 2111
Emotions:
 – Gets upset when things feel unfair
 – Cares a lot about others
 – Speaks up, even when told not to
Thinking Skills:
 – Very good at solving problems
 – Thinks for herself
 – Might influence others to question rules
Following Rules:
 – Flagged for Review
 – Broke silence rule during trials and announcements
 – Doesn’t always listen to authority
Extra Notes:
 – No punishment right now
 – Keep an eye on her
 – Could be a leader if guided the right way
 – May qualify for alternate programming late

I just sat there, staring. The words felt heavier than they should’ve—like they were carved in stone. Permanent. Final.

I didn’t even need to ask why. I already knew.
The Mind Trials. My answer to the choking question. Speaking out last night. It was all stacking up.
I let out a slow breath and rubbed the heel of my hand against my eyes.
Maybe I should’ve stayed quiet… I mean, was it really worth it?
Maybe if I’d played the game like the others, smiled, nodded, kept my mouth shut—I wouldn’t feel so… singled out. So radioactive.
But even as the questions piled up, something else bubbled up under the sadness—something warmer. Sharper.
Anger.
They flagged me for telling the truth. For caring about someone choking. For saying that rules should protect people.
If speaking my opinion made me the problem, maybe the problem wasn’t me
 I reached out and tapped the screen again, just once, watching the notice fade away into its usual soft blue.
Let them monitor me. Let them keep notes and reports and whatever else they want.
At least now I knew they were listening.
I plopped back onto my bunk and curled up into a ball, my knees to my chest.
If being myself made me defective to them... I didn’t want to be anything else.
Let them watch.
Let them worry.
Because I wasn’t about to stop being me.
Not now.
Not ever.
 
I looked up at the metal plate above my bunk. My name was etched cleanly into the surface, followed by that smug little PodCorp logo.
Just seeing it made my jaw clench.
I raised my hand and dug my nail into the logo, dragging it across the metal with a screech that echoed like nails on a chalkboard.
Everyone in the pod turned to stare.
I didn’t stop.
When I finally pulled my hand back, a rough scratch had carved right through the logo.
I could feel their eyes on me—wide, silent, confused.
“What?” I snapped. “Do you all seriously like this place?”
No one answered.
I leaned back against the wall, breathing hard. Let them stare. Let them think I was losing it.
Because maybe I was finally starting to wake up.
“You know this whole place is ridiculous.”
For the first time in my life, I didn’t care what the others thought. 
“Avena, stop, they can hear you. Aren’t you worried about what they're gonna do?” Fiona spoke up from the back of the room.
I turned to her slowly. “That’s the point, Fiona.”
She shrank back a little, hugging her knees to her chest.
“They want us quiet. They want us scared. But I’m done tiptoeing.”
The room was still. Even the CoreScreen on the wall seemed quieter than usual like it was holding its breath.
“I’m not saying you all have to start a riot,” I added, softer this time. “But don’t pretend this is normal. Don’t pretend this is okay.”
The room went silent. No one spoke, but I could see my words making the gears in their head turn.
I sank back onto my bunk, feeling my heart pound like I’d just run laps. Maybe that was reckless. Maybe I’d regret it.
But for the first time since entering this place, I didn’t feel powerless.
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                                                                      September 27th, 2111
Dear Diary, 
I’ve never been one for violence; in fact, ‌it’s disgusting. It’s absolutely childish. The day the Power Wars began, I was only 10 years old. I still remember it vividly, it was March 9, 2106. It was an average day, I had just come home from school, and my mom turned on the TV. It was just a small national broadcast, unlike the international one that occurred a few days ago. Although it wasn’t as nerve-racking as the news we received four days ago, I still had goosebumps. I remember the TV saying,

“President Holt has officially declared that the US is joining the Power Wars. He'll support the Free Alliance, opposing the Iron Union. May God bless America.”

A global split resulted from the Power Wars. On one side, the Iron Union—Russia, China, North Korea, and a few others, who believed in control through fear and force. On the other hand, the Free Alliance—places like the U.S., Canada, the U.K., and Denmark, which claimed they were fighting for freedom. Ironic right?

Anyway, the day we went on lockdown brought back a lot of unwanted memories. This time it was worse. World War 3, and no designated battlefield. I still shudder thinking about what might be going on outside this building.

Lizzy might be outside this building… fighting. I haven’t talked to her in four days. Well, I did have one small conversation at breakfast on the first day, but all I was greeted with was neglect. The reason is still unknown why she chose to ignore me, but I don't necessarily feel that I want to. I’ve gotten tougher these past 4 days, and I’ve opened my eyes to see how evil and corrupt our government really can be. When people get hold of power. But I’m still the fragile young girl I was a few days ago, and losing a friend does hurt me deeply. 

While I’m on this topic of vulnerability, I might as well talk about my fears. I am scared of what PodCorp has the ability to do. I know that I do have to fight for what I believe in and what they’re is wrong, but I’m only 14 against middle-aged corporate demons. It doesn’t seem like a very fair fight. Anyways, I have to go. We have some sort of class we have to attend in a few minutes, and we can’t be late.

Yours truly,
 
Avena Anderson
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I placed my notebook on the shelf above me. I had found it in one of the drawers of the pod. It was small and had a red cover. My grandmother told me that when she was a young girl, she had a Diary. Ever since technology has risen up paper and notebooks aren’t used as much anymore, but I find keeping a small notebook is quite cute.
The door unlocked, and we were escorted to a classroom. Each seat in the room had a card with our name on it. It almost seemed like it was the first day of school. The teacher was a tall, lanky woman. Her nose was as long as the eye contact she made with each and every one of us. It was like she was staring into our souls. There seemed to be no life behind her eyes, which frightened me.

“This is Pod 753, correct?” Her voice was stern and strong. It seemed she had a British accent.

“Yes, ma’am.” A few of us kids say.

“Alright, now let's get on with why you were brought here.”

She walked back and forth in front of her desk.

“You’re pod has been noted for recurring disobedience. I’ll have you know that PodCorp does not tolerate any form of rebellious behavior or straying from the rules.” She scanned the room, meeting each of our eyes. 

“Do I make myself clear?” Her eyes met mine and stayed there like she was trying to tell me something.

“Yes, ma’am,” everyone answered in unison.

“Very well. Everyone is dismissed.”

I let out a sigh of relief. That was all. I started to get up from my table and got ready to leave the classroom, but I was stopped by her coughing.

“Ms. Anderson, you will be staying with me for a bit.”
Parker turned around slightly in his seat, just enough so our eyes could meet. His brow furrowed, lips parting like he wanted to say something, but didn’t. He knew better.
“Ahem.”
 Her soft cough pulled me back to the present.
“Ms. Anderson, if you wouldn’t mind—your attention, please.”
“Oh—right. Sorry.” I straightened, trying not to sound as nervous as I felt.
She folded her hands atop the desk, posture precise. “You are aware, I presume, that PodCorp has taken note of your… recent displays of defiance.”
I swallowed hard and nodded.
She tilted her head slightly, eyes scanning mine with unnerving calm.
“Good. Then allow me to be frank with you.”
 She leaned in, her voice lowered but steady.
 “I, for one, commend what you’ve done—and I rather think I may be of some assistance.” She gave me a sweet smile. 
I was in pure shock.
“Wha-What? But, I thought-”
“Don’t worry, that was just a cover-up so none of the others would go on tattling on me. I know you won’t,” She gave me a charming wink.
“PodCorp hired me because I was one of the most intimidating-looking candidates for the job. Not my first choice, but there aren't many alternatives besides being a soldier.”
I smiled, finding this a bit humorous, although it really wasn’t.
Anyway, like I said, I want to help you bring this dreadful system down. So, every Wednesday, we’ll meet for your so-called ‘remedial compliance sessions.’ That’s what it will say on the records.”
She gave me a small, sly smile.
“But really, those sessions will be for something much more important.”
I blinked. I wasn’t sure I’d heard her right.
 “You want to help me?” I asked, lowering my voice, unsure if this was a trick.
 She nodded, calm and collected like this was just another lesson on following rules—except she was offering to break them.
 “Why?” I finally said. “Why would you risk that?”
 She leaned back slightly, eyes sharp.
 “Because I’ve been watching this place rot from the inside for far too long.”
 My heart was pounding. Was this real? Someone on the inside actually wanted to help?
 A part of me wanted to jump up and say finally, but another part—stronger—kept me still. Suspicious. Careful.
 “…Okay,” I said slowly. “But if this is a trap—”
 “It’s not,” she cut in smoothly. “But I’d think the same if I  were you.”
 I sat back in my seat, trying to breathe. This was it. The first crack in the wall.
You’ll return to your pod now. Tell no one.”
I turned to go but paused at the door.
“What should I call you?” I asked quietly.
She gave a faint smile, almost too quick to catch.
 “You may call me Ms. Halbrook.”
I nodded once.
As I reached the door, she added, “Wednesday. Be on time.”
I didn’t look back. But for the first time in days, I felt something besides fear.
 I felt purpose.




When I got back to the pod, Parker was already waiting, practically bouncing with questions.
“What happened? Did they ask you more? What did she say?” He sounded like he’d had way too much sugar.
I remembered Ms. Halbrook’s warning—tell no one.
 “Not much. She said I have to meet with her every Wednesday. Some kind of obedience class or something.”
Parker’s eyes darkened, but he still fidgeted a bit with his messy blonde hair.
“That’s not right. They can’t just make you do that without reason.”
He gave a small, half-smile.
“Like some kind of… team-up. You know, like in the comics.”
He looked at me, a little unsure.
“If anyone tries to mess with you, you tell me. I’ve got your back.”
I laughed and smiled at him.
“Whatever you say, Parker.”
He grinned, eyes lighting up.
“I’m serious! You even said I remind you of Spider-Man!”
I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help smiling.
“Go to sleep,” I said, tossing my pillow gently at him.
 He caught it and raised his hands as he surrendered. “Fine! Fine! Jeez!”
 We both chuckled quietly, the silliness breaking the tension for a moment.
He ran back to his bunk on the other side of the pod and plopped onto his bed. I turned onto my side, and I let out a sigh of relief. A positive outlook emerged.


