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Ok, so I haven’t actually done an advanced crit before, so I hope this is okay.
As I’m reading it through, I’ll do a few nitpicks here and there. Then at the end of the chapter I’ll give you my thoughts on the chapter and characters. Then at the end I’ll do an over all review.
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Don’t know why you
One night, in the home of a very wealthy business man, a young child was stolen. The child was pronounced dead, disappeared without a trace. His parents were never the same. 

Years later he sits at a camp. A very cruel camp that not only abuses him physically but also emotionally. Many boys were at this camp. One night this child, by the name of Marcus, decided he was sick of all this and aids the help of a boy who claims to have been outside of the camp to escape. They succeed, but at a very high cost. 

They find themselves at the home of a kind lady by the name of Jolene that promises to help them for a couple weeks until their parents are found. No one believes their story of the camp, but secrets are about to come out. Secrets that no one, not even Marcus, could have imagined. Now that he has the life he always wanted he wants nothing more than to help the other boys at the camp get that same life. But it won’t be easy. 
To

Sasha, Ester, Britney, and Afton

A girl never forgets a thing like a best friend 

Chapter One

The woman gave her baby a smile as he smiled back. He was only six months, with adorable little dimples and a million dollar smile. He had a little tuff of blond hair poking up on the top of his head and his baby teeth with
 just coming in. He had her green eyes but his father’s nose and chin. She knew someday he would grow up to be someone great, but for now she
 was just her little baby.

She picked him up and took him out of the crib. He smiled in anticipation as he tried to grab a piece of her hair. She laughed as her husband, William, came in. “It’s already nine,” William told her. “Isn’t he asleep yet?”

“He doesn’t seem very tired to me,” she explained. The baby stared at his father and then smiled. William smiled back, clearly really tired from a hard day’s work. “Bad day at the company?” his wife asked him. 
“You have no idea. It’s like every time I managed to find a break someone wants me to do something else. I’m really not cut out of an office job. I need something that keeps me moving.”

“Well just remember about that time your boss hinted about your promotion. You’ll be a manager someday, I’m sure of it.”

“I sure hope so; otherwise all this work would have been for nothing.”

Jolene stared at her husband. She always loved his brown hair. Her son had got the blond like hers, and her daughter had the brown hair and brown eyes like her father. He was a very tall and broad man, certainly someone that could scare someone away if he wanted to. She had a very slim figure with long, wavy blond hair
. There was a lot of negative things she could say about herself, but William would always shoot anything she could come up with down and tell her she was perfect. She always just told herself he was her husband so he had to say that.

They turned around and saw their daughter, Melissa, walk in. She had just recently turned seven, and was the furthest from a girly girl you could get. She walked in with a book tucked under her arm. She held it out to her father. “Daddy, will you read this to me?” she asked with her cute, impossible to say no to tone. 
William looked at her hoping she was kidding, but of course she wasn’t. Luckily Jolene stepped in to save the day. “How about I read it to you honey after I get Anthony to sleep? Your father’s really tired because he’s been working all day.”

“But he’s always tired,” Melissa complained. Jolene replied with a smile and Melissa didn’t seem to be too happy about this. Before she left the room she gave Anthony a kiss on the head. She was crazy about her little brother. Then she walked out with her pouty face on. 

William didn’t plan to stay up another minute longer so he headed to bed, giving Jolene and  Anthony a kiss before he left also.

Once it was just her and the baby she sat down on the rocking chair and rocked him to sleep. Once it was quiet and it was just the gentle sway of the rocking he could feel he was asleep in no time at all. Jolene set him in his crib and tucked him in. She quietly turned off the light and tiptoed out, watching his small chest go up and down. 

A couple minutes later she was in Melissa room reading her that story. “Once upon a time there was a beautiful princess,” Jolene began from her story
. Melissa might have been a huge tomboy, but for some reason she loved princess story. It was the only thing girl about her. “She lived in a beautiful castle overlooking the sea. Everyone knew her kindness and really liked her, except for one person, the evil queen.

“The evil queen hated her because of her parents. They had banished her from the kingdom because of her evil doings. The evil queen wanted revenge. That night she snuck into the castle and took the little princess right from her bed, an evil smile across her face the entire time. The baby cried and cried, but the evil queen wouldn’t let her go. 

“She took the princess and raised her as her own for many years, convincing her she was her mother and this was where she was supposed to be. The girl learned to accept it since that was all she had ever known and started to call this woman her mother. But as she got older people who went outside of the kingdom started to get suspicious of her little cottage. One day she realized she must get rid of the child, but she was too late by then. She was caught just a little while later, put in jail, and the princess returned to her family. She finally had the life she had always wanted. The end.”

Of course Melissa was still wide awake, but Jolene wasn’t about to stay up until she went to sleep. “Goodnight, honey,” she said as she gave her a kiss on the forehead. 

“But, mommy,” Melissa protested, “Why would anyone do that to a little kid?” she asked. “That’s so mean.”

“It’s just a story, honey,” Jolene explained. 

“So that couldn’t happen in real life?”

“Well I suppose it could, but the person would be caught soon and I’m pretty sure the child wouldn’t live with someone they thought was their parents but really weren’t. That’s not very likely to happen, because kidnappers have other intentions than just keeping the child for years and years.”
“Like what?” Melissa asked, curiosity filling her eyes.

“I’ll tell you when you’re older,” her mother said with a smile as she turned on her nightlight, shut off her regular light, and walked out. Melissa sighed and then snuggled up under her covers, more tired than she thought.

Jolene walked into her bedroom, her husband already asleep and snoring loudly. She shook her head. She hated the nights when he snored. But either way she got dressed in her Pajamas and snuggled up next to him. In no time at all she was out. 

She woke up to the sound of crying. William followed right behind her and they both listened. Anthony was screaming like crazy. They didn’t think much of it except he had woken up and they would have to fight for who had to take care of him, until they heard the cry growing fainter. William was the first to react as he jumped out of bed and ran to Anthony’s room. Jolene followed close behind him.

When they got to Anthony’s room they didn’t see him. The room was completely empty and the only sign of movement was the now open window by the baby’s crib. William ran toward the window and Jolene watched in astonishment as he jumped out of it. She went over and saw him sitting on the grass, up and ready for action sooner than she thought. But it was no use. The night was completely still. There was no sign of a car, a person, or even something that would make you think something had happened that night. Jolene ran to call the police as William got into his car, determined not to give up yet. 

By this time Melissa was up, wondering what all the commotion was about. “What’s going on, mommy?” she asked Jolene as she slowly made her way downstairs to the kitchen.
Jolene didn’t answer her. “Yes, I would like to report a kidnapping,” she said through tears.
“My young son; he’s only six months.
“No, they disappeared.” She tried not to completely sob, but it wasn’t too easy. “There’s no trace of them.”

“Alright.” Then she hung up, finally letting it all out. 

“What’s wrong, mommy?” Melissa asked with concern. 

Jolene started to bawl, grabbing Melissa and holding her. “Your brother was kidnapped,” she managed to say through tears. 

The guard stared off into the night. This job could scare anyone, but it didn’t scare him. He just stared as if there was something out there that he could see but no one else could. A short while later a figure started to appear out of the darkness. He readied his gun, prepared for anything or anyone. Luckily it was just one of the other men. He held a baby in his arms.

“Tell Phil I got another one,” he told the guard.

The guard looked at him with no expression. “You know he doesn’t like it when you bring children in here without his permission.”

“But he also said if you find a good chance seize it. He said the younger the better, because than they’re easier to manipulate.”

“He also said find kids with no family. A kid no one will miss or look for.”

“Don’t worry, they didn’t see me. There’s no way they’ll ever find this kid. What are you worried about? Now let me in.”

The guard gave him a cold look and then pushed a button. The metal gates of what looked like a prison slid open and the person with the baby stepped in. By this time the baby had stopped crying and was just looking around, his curiosity going crazy. The man stepped into a dark camp ground, green army tents pitched everywhere. But he headed toward a log cabin at the very end of the camp. He was kind of nervous. Talking to the head was never easy, and he just hoped he would accept this baby. 
 Thoughts on the chapter:
Okay, you have my attention: I’m eager to find out why they took Anthony, and why they’re taking other children too. Are they raising them to be soldiers?
I feel like the mother expected this, because of the story. Was that intentional or just a fluke? I feel like she’s either somehow involved (working with them or was one of the kidnapped children), or she’s heard of things like this. 
Thirdly, I find it slightly odd that Jolene was so fast to tell Melissa that Anthony was kidnapped. It just doesn’t seem like something you’d blurt out to a seven-year-old.
Thoughts on the characters:
Obviously don’t know much about them yet. 
William works all day and apparently doesn’t see his children much, but he loves his wife and family.
Melissa is a tomboy and is curious about things, and she loves her family. Seems like an average child. 
Jolene is loving for her family, protective and doesn’t like her job. She’s also doesn’t seem to have much self confidence, but she is honest. She appears to simply be a tired mother. 
Seems like a fairly average, almost cliché sort of home. Until Anthony gets kidnapped of course. 

Chapter Two

A tall, muscular man with broad shoulders gave Marcus a smile. “Don’t you want to swim?” he asked him.

Marcus smiled in reply and immediately went inside the house to get his bathing suit on. He walked into his nice, carpeted room. He felt the carpet on his feet and smiled some more. Smiling didn’t seem to happen very often.

He got his bathing suit on and then ran outside to join the man. He dove in, splashing the lady in the beach chair. She didn’t get mad, rather just gave him a smile and laughed. Marcus and this man spent a while playing Marco Polo and then the lady said it was time for dinner. Another smile spread across his face as he went inside to get dressed and wash up. 

They sat at the dinner table, talking amongst each other. Marcus looked down at his delicious dinner of steak, the food he had always wanted to try but never got the chance. He picked it up, enjoying the look and feel of it before the taste. His parents just smiled at him some more as he started to eat it. They were actually starting to give him the creeps.

He put the meat into his mouth and tried to savor the taste. But instead of tasting what he thought would be steak he tasted old, hard food. He gagged and then threw the stake down. 

His parents gave him a troubled look. He took his plate and chucked it across the room, clearly upset. His parents once again just smiled from this, causing him to get even angrier. Weren’t they going to say anything at all? Even ask why he did it?

He sat back down in his chair and started to cry. He cried his eyes out. Slowly his parents started to disappear from view, still smiling. He wanted to throw something at them. Yes, he desperately wanted to throw something at a bunch of made up parents. He only wished he had some real parents…

He woke up to the sound of pounding. He slowly opened his eyes and looked around. “Come on boys, everyone better be up and ready to work in half an hour! Get moving!” 

He sighed as he watched the other boys get up. This was nothing new. Waking up to the sound of the boss one pounding, quickly getting dressed, and then running to the breakfast tent to get something in his system before a long day’s work. He had grown used to it. 

He got up out of bed and followed the line that was slowly moving out of their tent. He came out into the darkness. Of course the sun wasn’t up at four in the morning. It never was. He hugged himself, a bit cold. He had a light jacket that was given to him by one of the older boys many years ago that had felt bad that he was very thankful for. Most of the boys here didn’t have one and they were all freezing. Hypothermia was very common. But it’s not like any of the bosses cared. Boss one was on watching duty today. He wasn’t as bad as some of the bosses. Box
 six was his least favorite. If you even sneezed you were in trouble. 

“Get a move on!” boss one said rudely. No one ever called the bosses by their actual names. No one knew their actual names for that matter. Everyone here got the low down of what went on the second they arrived, and the bosses told every single one of them they didn’t need to know their names and they better memorize what number they were really fast. All the bosses had to be called by sir and you could only speak to them if spoken to. Anyone who broke that rule had major consequences. They showed no mercy, not even to children. Marcus had gotten in trouble multiple times for trying to help someone that was being punished. If it was an older kid he walked by and acted like it was none of his business, but he couldn’t stand it when they did that to a little kid. That’s where most of the scars on his back came from.

As he headed toward where they all ate breakfast he saw his least favorite site to see. Someone was being beaten over by tent number five. It was an older kid, so he tried not to look as he walked with the rest of the group, trying to make himself unnoticed. He had been in that place many times, and he tried to avoid it as much as possible.

His feet hurt as he walked over the hard and rocky ground. This was also nothing new. The only people that were lucky enough to have shoes here were those that had just arrived, and most of them were very young so they didn’t understand the significance of actually having them. He had the average uniform on, just like everyone else. It consisted of a plain gray shirt, khaki shorts, and a dog tag that contained his number. During the winter when the snow came they were allowed a light, green jacket that didn’t do much to shield them but was certainly better than nothing. 
He ran to the food tent and grabbed a tray. He held it out as the serving lady plopped a big glob of oatmeal on his tray. They had cold oatmeal every morning, but it was food so Marcus never found reason to complain. He went to a table and quickly scarfed down his food, realizing he was already late as it was and if he didn’t get out to the stations soon he would be punished. The cafeteria was almost cleared, although there were still some last minute people like himself trying to scarf everything down. Once he was finished he didn’t even think about it as he ran out of the tent. He really didn’t want to be punished today. He was determined to fulfill this, but usually when the said that the total opposite happened…

After that it was the normal daily routine. He did whatever was required of him, which involved a lot of manual labor and such. But before all that were roll call, warm-ups, and the start of the day pep talk.

The day started with a five mile run around the track, which was basically a dirt road that curved around. No one was even sure how much five miles was, so they just ran around it ten times. Marcus didn’t know much about numbers, but heard from other boys it was less than what they had to do. Marcus never knew what to think about what some of the other boys said. He was one of the youngest when he came here, so he relied on what he heard a lot. 

The run wasn’t much of a sweat to him. He ran around the track with ease and met up with the other boys, who were already getting orders yelled at them from boss number four. He always felt lucky he was pretty healthy. Any sign of weakness would be destroyed. He had heard that since before he could remember. He got off a little bit when he was younger, but once you hit the age of eight you were expected the same amount as even the teenagers. Marcus was already nine now, so he could show no weakness. Once one hit eighteen they disappeared. Marcus had lost a lot of good friends that way. He never knew where they went, but he wanted more than anything to find out. There were rumors floating around about them getting to see the outside world. Marcus wasn’t sure if he believed it, but anywhere had to be better than here. He was sure of that. 

They all lined up in formation, always in the same order: youngest to oldest. The four year olds were on one side, the seventeen year olds on the other. Marcus was right smack in the middle, next to some other boys his age who he didn’t associate with much. Those few that were younger than four got a special place to go where they weren’t required to do work because the boss had said they were useless until at least the age of four. He had only seen two younger than four in his life. They didn’t come here very often. Most were at least five or six. Marcus had been one of the younger ones.
 He heard that story from the older boys all the time.

They all stood up perfectly straight as boss number four came around and looked at them all, looking for any sign of movement or weakness. They were divided into groups. No one was for sure what made someone in what group, but each group had a mixture of different ages and personalities. The group they were in also shared a tent with each other and each boss chose a group to work with for that day. Today was boss number four for Marcus’s group. He knew some people outside of their group but he preferred to talk to the boys within his group because it was so much easier than someone from another group. The only time he saw the other groups were during the run, breakfast, and dinner. They ate lunch and did all their daily routines as groups, so he saw the people in his group ten times more. Once role call came around everyone was expected to stay within their groups until dinner. 

“Alright, gentlemen!” boss number four shouted to them all. They all remained perfectly still, something Marcus had been taught since before he was required to do labor and learned with perfect accuracy as not to get in trouble. “I want you all to drop down and give me two-hundred!” Outrages
 numbers like this were very common. No one complained and they all dropped down as he came around with his clip board to make sure everyone was accounted for. Only one person in the history of this camp had ever tried to escape, and that person was never seen again. To even think about it would get you in a ton of trouble. It was suicidal. 

After about twenty minutes most were finished with the two-hundred, and the others were close. “Now, gentlemen!” he shouted again, “Your WP tests are coming up. In only two months you’ll all stand in front of one of the bosses so we can take a record of what you can do. The results will be given to the head. He accepts no weakness and only expects the best from his camp. Don’t let him down or severe consequences will follow. One day, some of you sooner than others, you’ll all stand before the head himself and show him personally what you can do. One day you’ll all reach the rightful age of eighteen, and then what you’ve been training for will  finally come into play.” He smiled an evil smile as he said this. Marcus shuttered. He had heard this many times before, and the thought of standing in front of the head himself scared him. The bosses were hard enough to deal with as it was. No one had seen and spoken to the head and came back to tell the tale. They either were in such a huge amount of trouble that they spoke to him and then never came back or they had turned eighteen and were no longer in the camp. 

The shutter caught the boss’s eye. Marcus went back to standing perfectly still and the boss luckily didn’t say anything and continued. He could feel himself sweating he was so nervous. “What’s our motto?” he shouted.

“We show no weakness!” all the boys shouted in unison. They repeated this every morning. He was told when he was younger it was to help get it in your head so there would be no questions about it. They were told to live and breathe on that motto. It was the only thing Marcus was ever taught. He knew nothing else.

“Now let’s get out there and prove it!” the boss shouted as everyone turned around and started running the opposite way. 
The rest of the day was also the usual routine. They all ran across the flat dirt until they got to the mountains not too far from the camp. They climbed up this every day and then did a training course. This time of year the mountain was bearable because there was no snow. So many got sick and were never seen again during the winter because of the cold snow. Marcus always managed to get through it, although sometimes he didn’t know how. The rocks were a bit of problem without having any shoes, but he would rather deal with sharp rocks than snow any day. His feet were used to having no shoes so they had hardened and as a result could withstand more. 

It took them about five hours to climb up the mountain. It wasn’t that they were slow. That was far from the problem. It was a very steep and high mountain, and they were required to go all the way to the very top and report themselves to one of the bosses up there. The bosses were always there first because they drove around in a small jeep. It was everyone’s dream to ride in one of those jeeps, but only those that were in a ton of trouble got the privilege, and of course none of them had ever lived to tell the tale. 

Once they got back down the mountain they all were allowed a short rest for lunch. Marcus was always thankful for this and he sat down, all out of breath. He grabbed the canteen around his neck and drank the last of the water in it. Water was very scarce around here, especially during this time of year. It was so hot but they were only allowed three canteens a
 water a day. And with how much work they did and at what temperatures they did it in that certainly wasn’t enough. Heat exhaustion was always a problem during the hot days. Marcus had been through it plenty of times, but it was never bad enough he had to stop what he was doing. He always kept going. Some couldn’t, and those people were brought back to camp. Some of them would just rest for the rest of the night with a beating for showing weakness and then be fine in the morning, and others just disappeared without a trace. 

Marcus was the quiet and rather shy one. He hardly ever talked unless spoken to as he had always been taught, even with the boys. Most of the boys showed a completely different side once they got free time in their tent for a couple hours every night, but Marcus was always the same. Quiet and completely obedient to whatever anyone told him. He was still beaten every now and again, but not as often as most people and oftentimes the bosses would use him as an example of what everyone should be. This often made the boys against him, thinking he was on the boss’s side. Marcus had never told them that wasn’t true, although he knew it wasn’t. He wanted to get out of here just as much as everyone else, but didn’t see much hope in actually doing it. He had lost confidence long ago. He would be here longer than anyone else. Everyone told him he was the youngest person to ever come here. Some of the boys knew a little bit about their past or could remember some faces in their dreams. Marcus had nothing. No memories of any kind. This was all he had ever known. 

After he sat down boss number four came out with the lunches. It was what they usually had, soup in a can. They never bothered to cook it or even take it out of the can so the boys were forced to use the pocket knife they had been supplied with to cut it open. Marcus was always so hungry he scarfed it down, wishing for more even though it slithered down his throat like a snake. But today he wasn’t feeling the best. Of course he wouldn’t admit this to anyone because that would show a sign of weakness, but he took only a bite 
and suddenly couldn’t stand anymore. He was fairly sure he had heat exhaustion, and the best way to deal with that was just by drinking water, not eating disgusting soup. 

One of the boys in his tent noticed his face and gave a mischievous smile. “Oh, Marcus, you don’t look too good,” he told him as he tried to look concerned. “You shouldn’t force yourself to eat. I’ll be more than kind enough to take that soup off your hands for you.”

Marcus wasn’t stupid, but he had no plans to eat it so he handed it to the boy without a word. The boy looked down at it like it was a Christmas present he had been waiting for and brought it back to where he was sitting. “You’re so mean, Dalton,” one of the other boys said. “I’m sure he needs it more than you.”

“Hey, I’m sixteen and he’s eight. I need it much more than him. I personally think they should take some of the younger kid’s food and give it to the other kids. It’s not like the younger kids need the same amount we do.” The boy just shook his head as Marcus drunk in silence, letting the warm water go down his throat. Water was never cold here. Marcus didn’t know the concept of cold water except for the snow he put in his mouth during the cold time of year. He had never had cold water during the warm time for sure. 

I’m nine, Marcus thought to himself. But he didn’t say this out loud and he just turned his head. That’s just another nine years before he could finally get out of this place. Anywhere had to be better than here.
Okay, so, 
The Chapter

I like how it seems to start off as a normal setting with maybe a child and his father. Then the parents start to seriously creep me out, and you’re thinking ‘hang on, this is wrong’. 
And then he wakes up, because it wasn’t real it was a dream. And I’m wondering if he’s maybe having memories of his parents in a sort of messed up way.
Okay so we’ve got kids in a camp, I’m feeling like they’re being trained as soldiers or something, and I’m instantly wondering what’s going on. But I feel like the setting is being dragged out a bit and it’s all bunched together. Not everything needs to be explained at once.
I’m a little iffy on why they would give the kids pocket knives? That seems like a bit of a dumb thing to do, considering they’re being held against their will in this camp thing. 

The characters
Marcus- Right from the get-go I’m thinking that’s Anthony. Though I’m guessing that’s not supposed to be a secret. I’m having trouble connecting with his character. He doesn’t seem like  a quiet and shy boy at all, until you say he is, and even after that he still doesn’t seem like one. He just seems miserable.
Chapter Three

That night Marcus was sitting on the floor of their tent. The best time of the day had come. They had two hours to do whatever they wanted just as long as they weren’t plotting anything, as the bosses had told them. Marcus was just sitting around listening to all the other boys talk, as he did most nights. But today he was only half listening. His mind kept coming back to that dream he had last night. That wasn’t the first time he had had a dream like that, but it affected him every time. 

“I can’t believe you’ll finally get out of this place tomorrow,” one of the boys told Ryan, a seventeen year old that would be turning eighteen tomorrow.

“I’m in shock too,” he told Dalton. “I was told to be ready and up bright in early tomorrow. When everyone else is headed to breakfast I’m supposed to head to the head’s tent. I’m so excited. I finally get to meet the head and get out of this place. I’ve been here for twelve long years. I came when I was only six and I can barely remember my past. Now I’m about to leave and it will all be over.”

“How do you know for sure it will be over?” Dalton questioned. “It’s not like anyone has ever come back to tell us what happened to them. For all you know you could be transferred to another camp. A camp that’s ten times worse than this one is.”

“It’s not possible for a camp to be worse than this,” Ryan told him. “I’m sure of that. You’ll understand someday when you’re about to turn eighteen and leave. You heard the boss this morning; this is what I’ve been training for. It must be great.”

“I certainly hope so, Ryan.”

“Do you ever wonder if anyone misses you in the outside world?” a young boy not too much older than Marcus asked from the side of the couch. Marcus knew him. His name was Lance. No one had an actual name really, except those that could remember their name from the outside world; they were all just made up names by the boys. The bosses called them by numbers, depending on which order they arrived. Marcus was called by the number 1653. He couldn’t imagine that many people checking into this camp. But of course not all of them made it out. The boys didn’t like being called by numbers and gave names to each other. He had been called Marcus by everyone since before he could remember. He never questioned the name or where it came from. 

“Nah,” Ryan said. “I only remember little stuff about my past. My mother died and I didn’t know what to do, being that I was only four. My father was never around and I ran out into the city trying to find anyone that could help me. Instead I found one of the guards from camp that told me he would help me and brought me here. I regret every day going with him, but no one from the outside world misses me because my mother was the only one I had.”

“I got lost at the park one night when I was six and I also had a guard find me and told me he would help me,” Dalton said. “I remember my father was shouting something to me about not being naughty and to behave. I was screaming and my mother was pregnant with a girl and I wasn’t happy at all that day. My father blew me off and both him and my mother weren’t really paying attention to whether or not I was behind them and then I got lost in the crowd because there was some sort of concert that day. I wonder if they ever miss me sometimes, but at least I know they had my younger sibling once they were born to replace me. They probably don’t even think about me anymore.”

“My father always seemed to be working,” Lance said. “I ran away because he never really paid any attention to me and I was also found by a guard in the city and he brought me here. I would rather be alone running around the streets than I would be here.” He sighed and then looked towards the floor.

“And then there’s Marcus,” Dalton said. “He can’t remember anything I would imagine since he came here when he was only six months.”

“Really?” Lance asked in shock. “You were only six months? Do you remember anything about your family?”

Marcus shook his head. He was sure the people from his dream were nothing like his real parents had been. He wondered what kind of parents would let a guard take their infant song. It made no sense to him. 

“Marcus don’t talk much,” Dalton told Lance. He was fairly new here and didn’t know much yet. “He’s one of those boys that can never do anything wrong and the guards all love.”

“Do you actually like it here?” Lance asked him. “How can anyone like it here? I promise you the outside world is ten times better. Don’t kid yourself.”

Marcus stood up, determined to end this once and for all. “I don’t like it here,” he told them all fiercely. “I hate it here just as much as you all do. I was always taught to keep my mouth shut and do everything someone told me. I do what I do to stay out of trouble. Maybe you all have histories and know something better, but I don’t.” With that he sat down, trying to take some deep breaths to calm himself.

“Wow, he talks,” Dalton said with a chuckle. “You know I told one of the older boys we should name you the shy one, but he got mad at me and said that wasn’t a real name. One of the long gone older kids came up with that name. He said that’s what his uncle’s name used to be or something. It’s very rarely we get to name anyone so they all kind of fought over what your name should be. If we ever get another one that needs a name I’m aiming towards Jason. That is such an awesome name.”

Ryan just shook his head, clearly annoyed at Dalton. Marcus had never been told that story. He was named after someone’s uncle? He suddenly envied this person. He wished more than anything he had an uncle. One that he could actually remember at that. Most of the boys here had hard pasts with their family and most of them said they came in here thinking their life would be better but it wasn’t. He always wondered what his past was and how he ended up being the youngest person to ever come here. He figured he had a hard life for those six months, because everyone else that came here seemed to. He just wished he could remember. Sometimes he felt like bashing his head against a wall, wondering if it would trigger a long lost memory. He never actually did it for fear of weakening himself, but if he knew it would work he would definitely do it. 

That night he couldn’t sleep. He had always been a fairly lousy sleeper but tonight seemed worse than most other nights. His stomach had really started to hurt now and he was really afraid for what tomorrow would bring. Being sick was always terrible here and the bosses always seemed to make him feel like getting sick was his fault and he could somehow prevent it. He never understood that concept because he never wanted to get sick.

The next morning he felt terrible. He barely managed to get three hours of sleep and his stomach had not given up. He felt like he was going to puke. Of course the boss came in right on time to do the morning call. Marcus felt even worse than he felt before and had a bad feeling when he saw boss number six come in. Of all days why today? He was hoping for a more lenient boss.

He sluggishly made his way outside, a feeling coming in his stomach on top of the fact he was ready to throw up. This would not be a good day.

He couldn’t touch his breakfast because his stomach was hurting so bad, even though he was starving since he hadn’t eaten but two bites for lunch the day before. He blew it off and told himself not to show any weakness as he headed out to the field and got in line. 

Boss number six started the usual daily pushups, being as mean and fierce as he possibly could. After about ten pushups his stomach finally gave out and he collapsed onto the floor. He tried to stay strong so the beating would be less intense, but he couldn’t help bursting out crying because his stomach hurt so bad. That was the number one rule of this camp; never cry under any circumstances. That shows complete weakness. 

The boss came over as everyone gave him a look. They all knew he was dead, and they pretended like it was none of their business so they wouldn’t get in trouble too. Boss number six grabbed his arm and pulled him away from the crowd. It was there he got down on his knees, still crying, and awaited the blow.

Marcus was on his bed, fast asleep. It wasn’t very often he got to sleep in the middle of the day, but he had taken an extra beating so he could sleep for a while so he would feel much better in the morning. But he had a feeling he would be feeling the beating in the morning, so it really didn’t matter. All the other boys had come back a while ago, and they were all whispering among each other. “Marcus doesn’t get beat very often,” Lance said. 

“I feel bad for the poor kid,” Dalton said. “You would think they would give him a break since he hardly ever does anything wrong.”

“He was sick,” Lance said with distaste. “And he’s only nine so he can’t contain the pain as much as we can.”

“If he’s really as sick as he looks I’m surprised he even got through some of the pushups. He should have been out by breakfast.”

“At least he’s getting some rest,” Lance said. 

Marcus woke up sometime that night, feeling a little better but not the best. But he couldn’t sleep any longer so he got up and saw all the boys as they stared at him. He tried to keep to himself and pretend like nothing had happened as he headed to the shower stalls. At least the worse was over and everything could go back to normal by tomorrow. To him all this was normal, and he couldn’t imagine anything better.

After he got out of the shower he was stopped by Lance. He tried to continue on and show him he didn’t want to talk, but Lance didn’t seem to take no for an answer. “Marcus,” he told him as he stood in front of him, “I just want to talk.”

“I’m not in the mood to talk,” Marcus said bitterly.

“I understand you’re frustrated after today, and you have every right to be, but I have a plan that I’ll need your help for.”

Marcus stopped and turned around, more curious than actually wanting to help him. “A plan for what?” he asked.

“To get out of here,” Lance said a little lower. “You don’t know anything about the outside world, but I do. It’s such a great place, Marcus. You’re not kept in this cage, you can do what you want when you want, they have decent food and cold water, and people actually want to help you rather than just beat you when you do something wrong. I didn’t have the best home life with my father, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t go back in a heartbeat and get away from this awful place if I could. I have a plan to get out of here, but I can’t do it alone. Will you help me?”

“No way,” Marcus replied. “I don’t need to get into any more trouble, and we both know what happens to people who try to escape. They’re never seen again. Their fate is ten times worse than being here.”

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take. I’m sorry, but this place is so horrible and after being here for so many years I feel the only thing they could possibly do that would be worse would be to kill me, and in all honesty that sounds better than being here until I’m eighteen. Death seems like a cheap way out, I know, and I don’t want that, but I’ll take the risk.”

“Well I won’t. I can’t risk getting caught and having my life taken from me. Living is a privilege, and on really bad days it’s the only good thing I can find in my life; the fact that I’m alive. If I take that away there’s nothing else.”

Lance shook his head. “You don’t understand, Marcus. We all know that any place is better than here. Imagine if we actually escaped and found any place else. You don’t think people have escaped before?”

Marcus suddenly looked up. “Really?”

“Well of course they don’t tell you about it. They don’t want you to get any ideas and they want to put it through your head it’s not possible so you shouldn’t try it. But I know the truth. I’ve heard lots of rumors.”

“Well if someone managed to escape wouldn’t they have caught them by now and then take them back?”

Marcus looked a little uneasy. “Don’t think about that. Just think of everything you could do if you somehow managed to get out of this place. You should sleep on it. I can tell you my battle strategy in the morning if you’re interested. Let me know.”

And with that he left, leaving Marcus there completely confused on what he should do.

He very much did think about it that night, although he didn’t really ‘sleep on it’ because no sleeping was done at all. He had a feeling he was setting himself up for trouble since he had been sick the day before and now he wasn’t getting a good amount of sleep. But he had plenty of nights like this before, so he wasn’t too worried about it.

He couldn’t take a risk this big. If he didn’t succeed, which was very likely since guards were everywhere and the security was really tight, he would either be very badly beaten or even killed, and if he did succeed there was always the issue of being found, and then he would be killed for sure. The guards had made it very clear what would happen if they tried anything like this. But to be able to get away from this place and know something so much better like everyone else did was his dream. Literally. He dreamed it every night, imagining what it would be like to have a real family and a real life. Of course escaping didn’t necessarily guarantee he would get that, but it would certainly get him closer than here. Most of the boys said their lives weren’t the best, but it was much better than being here, and they would go back in a heartbeat. Since he had nothing to judge off of he could only dream what it would be like, and wonder if he had a story of his own. 

The following day he went through the motions, pretending like there was nothing on his mind. It wasn’t hard. He did it almost every day. But today he had to try extra hard because there was a little more on his mind than there normally was. Luckily he managed to get through the day with no beatings or looks of any kind, so he felt accomplished. 

Once he got back to the tent he motioned for Lance to follow him, and he did. They headed behind the shed, a place where the guards usually wouldn’t bother to look. Although they weren’t too worried about what they were up to after training anyway. 

“Have you decided?” Lance asked with a smile.

He couldn’t believe he was considering this. He must have been crazy. But crazy or not, he knew what he had to do. He just couldn’t take this place anymore, let alone for another nine years. 

“I’ve decided if you can present to me a decent battle plan I might consider it. This isn’t amateur work, and I can’t take any chances of something you planned failing because that could cost me my life. Do you understand?”

“Of course,” Lance said seriously. “I’m not stupid. I’ve planned this for a while but could never get anyone to go with me. But together, we can finally leave this awful place. I’ve had years to change and master my plan. If it doesn’t work, nothing will.”

Marcus nodded, looking around to make sure none of the guards were even in shouting distance. 

“Meet me behind our tent tomorrow right after training,” Lance told him. “It’s a good time because the guards won’t worry about us planning something so soon after training and around the tents should be empty because everyone will want to get in the shower.”

Marcus nodded in understanding. They both shook hands as professionals would and then parted ways, trying to make sure nothing looked suspicious. Marcus wasn’t going to back out. It was finally the time he had been wanting since before he can remember, and he couldn’t lose it.
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Chapter Four

“Okay here’s the plan,” Lance told him in a hushed whisper as they sat behind the tent the next day. Marcus felt almost worse than when he was sick. He had butterflies in his stomach and he was more nervous that he had ever remembered being before. He couldn’t believe he was actually going to do this. It just had to end disastrously, and then he could either lose his life or get so badly beaten he would never be happy again. Either way, WHY WAS HE DOING THIS? 

Lance pulled out a map and set it down in the dirt, Marcus looking every which way, paranoid a guard was going to show up any minute. “This is a hand drawn map I made. The guards don’t know about it of course, and they never will. The only way to get out of this place is if we somehow manage to get out of the fence, but that’s not easy when it’s both barb wire and electric. While scanning the grounds I was lucky enough to come across a little hole in the fence.” Marcus gave him a surprised look. “No one knows about it because it’s in the land no one would ever dare go to even if they had permission.” Marcus crinkled his nose. He couldn’t mean what he was thinking he meant. “The land of the dead,” Lance confirmed. 

It wasn’t really a land of the dead, but all the boys called it that because it was where all the dead bodies went. They died from a number of different things, all related to the camp. No one there disturbed them and the guards didn’t bother to move them because they didn’t have anywhere to put them where they wouldn’t be found from someone from the outside and they wanted them there as a reminder to all the boys of what would happen if they got out of line other than beatings, and with the bodies they knew to take them seriously
. Marcus had only been there once, at a time when he ticked a guard off so much he took him there to show him where he could be if he didn’t change his attitude and the sight was so horrifying he vowed never to go there again. He saw people there that he had known, and it almost made him cry to think about. 

“We don’t have another choice,” Lance said as he read his expression. “It’s the only loophole I can find, and our only chance of escape.”

Marcus nodded, although he didn’t like the sound of this plan already.

“Of course the electric part of it still works,” Lance continued. “But I have a way around that. Over by the showers is a box that controls the fence. The only way to open is with a key. That’s where you come in.” Marcus flinched. He certainly hoped Lance wasn’t planning on making him his bait. It was possible, but he tried to get that thought out of his mind. “Boss number one keeps the key on his desk. All we have to do is wait for a day when he’s in charge. After training on that particular day I’ll cause some kind of distraction that will make him have to come to our tent and take care of me, and while he’s sidetracked you sneak in and steal the key. As long as your quiet about it and no one catches you you’ll be fine. I know I’ll get beat afterwards, but it’s something I’m willing to do to finally get out of here. I won’t do anything too horrible, but bad enough I can buy you some time.” Marcus had to give him some credit. At least he wasn’t the bait. “While I’m being beat you go and unlock the box and turn off the switches. It shouldn’t be that hard and you’re bright so I have confidence you can do it. Once they’re off bury the key so no one will find you with it, and then I’ll meet you over in the land of the dead after they release me. By that time I’m sure the camp will be in complete commotion so we have to be careful. That’s something I planned for by far. We sneak under the broken part of the fence and then run to freedom.”

“What if they follow us in their vehicles?” Marcus asked in concern. 

“We’ll just hide and be careful. Once we get out of the fence we can totally dodge them, but until then we have some tricky things to do.”

“But it’s a bunch of open desert,” Marcus pointed out.

“Don’t worry; we’ll figure it out. Once we get out of this place you’ll never feel more alive; trust me.”

Marcus nodded, although he was starting to lose confidence in this plan. But he still had to try. He was sure Lance was right about him feeling more alive once he was out. He couldn’t wait for that feeling.

The next few days seemed like a blur to him. All he could think about was what was going to happen in only a few weeks’ time and he kept thinking about all the reasons he should just tell Lance he didn’t want to help him. He was sure to get caught. He didn’t want to take that chance, but then he wanted more than anything to get out of here and known the outside world that most of the other boys seemed to come from. He knew he had come from it too, but he couldn’t remember so it didn’t feel like it. 

That night he fell asleep and had a very strange dream. Strange dreams weren’t unusual for him, but they always made him think and some were stranger than others.

He was walking through camp. It was completely deserted and everything looked like it had been destroyed. He couldn’t hear a sound. He was a bit chilly and his light jacket didn’t seem to be helping. He tried to figure out what was going on and why it was deserted. 

He headed over to the gates, a place he didn’t have the privilege of seeing very often, and he had never seen them opened, although he figured they had to be open sometimes to let new food in and let the guards in and out when they got new boys. He looked through them and couldn’t believe what he saw. It was so sunny on the other side, and he could see many people, including Lance and others he knew, talking amongst themselves and smiling. He wondered why they were on the other side and he was still here. He tried calling to them.

One looked over and then came to the gates. Marcus got excited and prepared for him to open them so he could finally step foot in the outside world. But instead of opening the gates the guy seemed to give him a weird look, wondering what he was doing by the gates.

“Get back in there,” he told him. He didn’t seem like a guard, so Marcus didn’t know why he was talking to him this way. “You’ll be in there forever. We can’t let you out.”

“Why not?” Marcus asked. He didn’t recognize his own voice. 

“Because you’ll never get out,” the boy spat. “Now don’t ask any more questions. Good luck.” And with that the boy went back to the other boys, leaving Marcus just standing there.

He walked away from the gates and sat by a tent. He started to feel the tears come, but he held them back. He couldn’t forget what he had been taught all his life, “under no circumstances cry. That’s showing complete weakness.” He told himself he wouldn’t cry, although he really wanted to. He wanted to cry everyday here, but of course he rarely did. He knew the consequences if he did, so he tried to avoid it.

He stared down at the ground and it suddenly started to snow, making him ten times colder than he was before. He held himself by the tent, wondering why his life was so miserable and what he ever did to deserve it. 

He suddenly heard a soft and gentle voice whisper in his ear, “don’t worry, mommy’s here.”

He looked around, wondering where the noise had come from, but couldn’t see anyone. He stood up; wanting to find whoever this was so bad. Even a face would be better than nothing. 

But he didn’t get the chance because he suddenly heard an alarm go off. He plugged his ears from the sound as the scene slowly started to fade.

He woke up on his hard and cold bed and realized it had been the camp alarm. He wasn’t worried. He knew this was just a late night run. They did these periodically. They really sucked because not only did they have to work in complete darkness but they were also really tired not just for the time they have to do it but also the next day when they were expected to do everything they would normally do with very little sleep.

He didn’t waste any time and got out of bed, watching the other boys look around, wondering what was going on. He quickly slipped his jacket on because it was rather cold this time of night, and then headed outside to stand in a formation with the others. 

“Up that mountain,” one of the bosses, he was too tired to figure out which one, said. He followed all the rest of the boys for a jog up the mountain. He was so tired he was just kind of following his body and luckily it seemed to know what to do. 

He followed them all up and then back down the mountain, really tried and barley moving, and then they finally made it back to camp. Sadly the boss didn’t look too happy about what they just did.  

“You call that jogging?” he told them. “That was fast walking. Fast walking doesn’t go over well in my book, so I want all you sissies to do it again.” 

Of course there was no sound of a groan or a complaint, but Marcus wasn’t sure if he could handle going again without collapsing halfway through. But he knew he wouldn’t have a choice in the matter so he followed all of them back up the mountain. They looked just about as egger to do it as he was.

Luckily when they got back down he seemed satisfied and finally let them go to bed for the last hour before morning. It wasn’t much, but he was so tired even two minutes would have sounded like heaven. He fell asleep instantly, this time having no dreams.

He had just gotten to sleep when he heard the sound of the morning wake up call. He was tempted to skip breakfast for the extra sleep, but not only would the boss that was in charge not allow that but he wouldn’t be happy with his choice later in the day when his stomach ate itself because he was so hungry. He didn’t weigh much as it was, so he knew he needed to eat as much food as possible.

He got out of bed and his heart did a flip when he saw the boss that was in charge for the day. There was no mistaken it was boss number one. He had that stern look 
and he had his whip in hand, just in case he needed it. He also had a small hand gun in his pocket, also in case it was needed. It made him shudder to look at. He didn’t make eye contact with Lance, although he was sure he had seen him too. Today would be the day. He would either finally escape, or get badly injured or even killed. Which one he didn’t know yet, but there was no turning back now. 

He ate his breakfast alone for the day, needing to clear his head. He was so nervous he could barely hold the fork
. Luckily everyone kind of looked that way from the lack of sleep, so he didn’t draw a lot of attention to himself. 

“Come on, you pansies!” one of the bosses yelled to the eating area. Marcus swore they came up with a new name for them every day, although sometimes things were repeated. “Don’t let a little lack of sleep slow you down. You’re supposed to be prepared to fight anything.”

Marcus desperately wanted to know why they were supposed to be prepared to fight anything, but he knew his question would never be answered until he turned eighteen, which hopefully he wouldn’t be here long enough to ever find out. But if he actually escaped he knew that wouldn’t bother him. He put the last bit of breakfast in his mouth and then headed out. At least he felt pretty confident this would be his last workout day, even if things turned the opposite way and he ended up in the land of the dead…

To him today seemed so much harder than ever before, but that could have just been because he didn’t get much sleep or he had been sick previously. Either way he had to force himself to keep going. His body seemed to sense he had a plan to get out of here, because it acted like it was the last two minutes of a race and you had to keep going even if you felt like you were about to collapse, because you could actually see the finish line. Today, that was how he felt. Nothing would stop him from winning. 

Once the day of working was finally over he headed back to his tent, and saw that Lance was already there waiting for him. While everyone headed to the shower Lance motioned for him and they headed to the back of the tent where no one would look for them.

“Are you ready to do this?” Lance asked.

“Not really,” Marcus said uneasily. 

“Don’t get weak kneed now,” Lance told him. “We’re this close. My plan is fool proof. We’ll be out of here in only a couple hours’ time, and then I can show you all around the outside world. It will be awesome and this time tomorrow you’ll be the happiest you’ve ever been. Your job is fairly easy. It’s me who should be nervous, and I’m pumped. I’m prepared to take the beating so I hope you’re prepared for your job.”

“Sure,” Marcus told him.

“Just don’t screw anything up,” Lance said as he got all serious. “Remember that if anything goes wrong it’s both of our necks.”

Marcus nodded in reply. 

“I’ll see you over by the land of the dead,” Lance said as he walked away. 

Marcus took a deep breath and just sat there. He figured he couldn’t leave until he actually heard Lance being beaten. Until then he had some time to do some deep breathing exercises and think his last thoughts. 

It didn’t take long. He heard someone crying, and then realized it was Lance. That’s what he had meant by he wouldn’t do something too bad. He closed his eyes, afraid for what was next.

“What are you crying about?” he heard boss number one ask him in a voice no one liked to hear the bosses use.

“I don’t know,” he heard Lance say. “This place just really sucks and my life really sucks. I just feel like crying.” Marcus thought he was a fairly good actor, but acting like your crying was never a good thing. 

“I’ll give you something to cry about,” the boss said as he heard the whip. He covered his ears and then ran away from the tent, not wanting to hear it. It was one thing to see some older kid he didn’t talk to much being beaten, but he knew Lance and he knew the reason why he was doing what he did. He didn’t need to be beaten. 

He walked as quickly as possible to the boss’s cabins. He had to hide three times when he saw someone coming out. He was so nervous and he was afraid he was going to get caught at any time, but luckily the guards didn’t seem to be suspicious of anything being up and as a result they weren’t guarding a lot, rather just looking around and making sure everything was in order.

He managed to slip through one of the cabin doors and sure enough found a small office. On the other end of the cabin was a room with a nice looking bed and some other stuff. He tried not to stare or let his curiosity get the best of him. Lance was being beaten so he could get this, so he had to be careful. 

He looked at the desk and couldn’t see any keys. He was starting to get afraid the boss had taken them with him, but then saw two drawers he was able to open that he didn’t realize were there. He skimmed through them but didn’t find much of importance. Just a map of the camp that he didn’t know existed, a bunch of papers he couldn’t read since he was illiterate, and a huge packet with some numbers on them, some of them that had been crossed out. He shuddered to think about why they had been crossed out, but then tried to take that out of his mind and continued to search. He looked through the second drawer and found a bunch of cards that he also couldn’t read, although from the pictures he could tell they were for things outside of the camp. It kind of made him jealous to look at. He put them back and then his eyes lit up when he saw something shiny at the very back of the drawer. He pulled it out and sure enough it was a set of keys. 

But there was a little problem. Lance hadn’t told him there would be more than one key on the chain. There were tons of keys, and he had no way of knowing which one unlocked the electric box. He freaked out when he heard someone coming. Luckily there were two doors and he went toward the opposite one, stuffing the keys in his shorts as he ran. Luckily they had pockets, although he really didn’t see why. It wasn’t like they needed them or ever used them for that matter.

He ran all the way back toward the tent, although he tried to keep a low profile because there were still guards everywhere. He could still hear Lance being beaten in the tent, so he figured he had made good time. He ran behind the tent and searched through the keys; hoping one of them would give him a clue as to which one was the right one. Sadly they all looked the same to him and since he had never used a key in his life they weren’t much help. He finally decided he just had to figure it out and hope he got lucky. 

He shoved them back in his pocket and then headed toward the box Lance had been talking about. It didn’t take him long to spot it, but it was in a pretty open space. He got a bit nervous thinking about what the guards would do to him if he was caught. He tried to remove that thought from his mind and he slowly pulled the keys out, looking around to make sure no one was looking. This wasn’t an area of camp that was used a lot, especially by the boys, so he just had to make sure no one was coming over here for some odd reason. He was more worried about a guard that was just looking around then one of the boys though. 

He tried the first key, but no luck. He got more nervous when the second key also didn’t work. He kept looking around, convinced this was too easy and someone was going to come any minute. The third and fourth keys were also no luck. He closed his eyes and almost cried, wishing the fifth key would work. By some miracle it did and the box opened with a click.

He was in such shock he almost forgot what he was supposed to do when he opened it. He came back to reality and then saw an assortment of switches. He wasn’t sure which one to use. They were labeled but he couldn’t read so they did him no good. He suddenly realized why the guards had insisted they don’t learn to read. Some of the boys did from before they came here, but since he had been here for as long as he could remember he had no reading skills whatsoever and the guards had made it very clear none of the older boys were to teach him. 

He decided it was best to just turn off all the switches, since he didn’t know which one went to the fence and the only way he could test it would be by actually touching it, and that would just be stupid. But from the second he turned off the first one he had a feeling this box went to a bunch of things, because he could hear commotion in the camp. He freaked out and quickly turned the rest of them off. He could hear someone coming, so he quickly dropped the keys straight in the dirt, left the box open, and ran. He just hoped Lance had managed to get to the land of the dead because they would have to move quickly. 

He stood by the land of the dead, afraid to look back. When he did he saw it was completely black, and he could hear the bosses shouting orders to everyone. It seemed like he had turned the power off in the entire camp. Lance had been right about it being crazy. 

He walked into the land of the dead, walking slowly as not to disturb them or draw attention to himself from the camp. Walking by a bunch of dead bodies was kind of creepy, but he held his breath and tried not look at any of them. He was relieved when he saw Lance sitting on the edge of the fence, looking like he had been waiting for him. 

“You did it, Marcus,” Lance said happily. “The worst is over. Now we just have to move quickly so they don’t catch us trying to sneak out and it’s a ride to freedom.”

Marcus took a deep breath. “Maybe we should turn ourselves in,” he told him. 

“You can’t flake out on me now,” Lance told him. “We’ve already gotten this far. Besides, if they find out it was you who stole the keys and turned off the power you will be dead. So either way it’s better to use that for a chance of escape rather than telling them the truth. Now come on before someone looks over here. I’m sure the guards are searching the camp.”

Marcus nodded and then followed him. Just as he had said there was a small hole in the bottom of the fence. But it was much smaller than he thought. Even him being less than a hundred pounds he couldn’t picture himself going through it. He saw Lance trying it first, although he kind of wished it were him because he could hear the guards getting closer.

Lance had issues squeezing through, and as a result he got stuck. Marcus pushed him and after a couple minutes they managed to get him through. He looked so happy he almost forgot about Marcus. 

Marcus also tried to squeeze through and even though he was smaller than Lance he seemed to be having a harder time. Lance grabbed his arms but Marcus was starting to get really scared because he could hear the guards were just a little bit away. Lance pulled, and he heard one of the guards shout, “over there!” as they ran toward them. After tons of pulling he finally got him out, but Marcus cried out in pain as part of the fence scratched his back. 

He fell down to the ground, sure it was bleeding, but Lance made him get back up as the guards starting shouting and them and each other, trying to get someone over on the other side. 

He got back up, although he wasn’t sure how, and then him and Lance just ran as they heard the guards talking about getting help from the outside. Lance’s eyes suddenly lit up when he saw a jeep parked just a little while away from where they had been running.

“You can’t drive one of those things,” Marcus pointed out. 

“How hard can it be?” Lance asked. “Keep in mind I’m twelve. I’m a lot older and wiser than you.”

Marcus highly doubted that, but since he could hear more guards coming and he didn’t feel like running away from them a vehicle sounded like the best option. 

Lance got in the jeep and managed to start it up. Marcus had a bad feeling about this, but he got in it anyway and waited for Lance to figure out how to get it to move. 

The guards were closing in on them, and Lance seemed to have a hard time getting it to move. He tried to push the gas but it didn’t make any movement at all. Marcus saw the stick thing in the middle and suddenly had an idea. He moved the stick forward and as a result the car moved forward. He couldn’t have been happier as they started to drive through the desert and away from the camp. Of course the guards started to follow them and then his panic attack started to come back.

“Relax,” Lance assured him. “There’s no way they can catch us on foot.”

But as Marcus looked back he felt his heart pounding again, because they lost them for a couple minutes and then saw two other vehicles following them.

“Crap,” Lance said as he also looked back. “Let’s hope for a miracle.”

That didn’t sound very assuring to Marcus, but he tried to look down and pretend they weren’t following them and they would certainly make it.

“There’s lots of open desert,” Lance said. “We just have to lose them. It shouldn’t be too hard.” He started to swerve every which way and go towards places. But Marcus was still worried because there was nothing to hide behind. It was all open desert, which meant they could be seen from miles away. 

They continued to drive for another ten minutes. Lance was better than he thought because he was actually losing them, although they still weren’t too far away. Marcus was more nervous than ever. They couldn’t fail when they were this close. But how they planned to lose them was beyond him. He sure hoped Lance had a plan, because he didn’t.

“Do you have a plan to get rid of them?” he asked.

“Why is everything up to me?” Lance asked. He could tell he was starting to worry now too. “I came up with a way to get us out of camp, so I believe it falls to you to figure out how to get rid of these goons.” 

Marcus shook his head. Now they truly were screwed. Relying on him for anything was always a bad idea. 

Suddenly a light bulb clicked in Marcus’s head. It was a longshot, but it was better than nothing. And considering getting out of there in the first place was a longshot he had learned taking chances wasn’t always a bad thing.

“I have an idea,” Marcus said with a smile.

“Well let’s hear it then,” Lance said impatiently while looking back at the people who were following them.

“We jump out of this thing-”

“Okay you lost me,” Lance interrupted. “In case you didn’t notice we’re being followed, not the other way around. If we jump out that’s practically giving ourselves up. They can stop easily and without a car we’ll be completely vulnerable.”

“Just hear me out. Look at all this dust we’re kicking up,” he said as he pointed. “If we move fast enough we can jump out without them even realizing it because of all the dust and then we can find a hole to hide in and hope they don’t find us.”

“Don’t you think they would realize the car wasn’t moving anymore and then stop and try to find us? They’re not stupid. We wouldn’t be able to find a place to hide before they see us.”

“We just need to find something heavy enough to put on the gas pedal so the car will keep moving even after we’re out. By time they realize we’re no longer in the car they’ll be long gone and we’ll be in hiding. We can come out once night comes around and it’s really hard for them to see us.”

Lance smiled and nodded. “I like the way you think. Alright, but let’s hope things don’t go wrong. This sounds just about as crazy as my plan, and that’s saying something.”

Marcus smiled, something he rarely did, and suddenly he felt happier than he could ever remember feeling before. This was his chance, and he wasn’t going to blow it.

“What do you think we have that’s heavy enough to hold it down?” Lance asked as he tried to keep his eyes on driving so he didn’t lose control and end up on the side of the road. Marcus looked around, but couldn’t see much in the front seat. He looked in the back seat and smiled when he saw a tool box. It looked pretty heavy, and he just hoped it would hold. 

He had a hard time picking it up and bringing it over. Lance wanted to help but kind of couldn’t. When he finally got it over he set it on the seat, hoping it would work. He carefully set it next to his foot and he moved it just in time for the tool box to stay there. Luckily it held and the car kept going even though Lance was no longer driving. 

“What if this thing drives itself into a pothole?” Lance asked.

“Considering your twelve I’m sure that’s something they’re expecting,” Marcus said with a smile as Lance gave him a look. 

“Ready?” Lance asked as Marcus swallowed. 

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Marcus replied as they both stood up. 

They both braced themselves. “On the count of three,” Lance said as Marcus nodded. “One, two, three!” he shouted as they both jumped out of the moving vehicle. 

Marcus saw stars and couldn’t figure how
 where they were or what he was doing here for a few minutes. Luckily Lance seemed to recover faster and then dragged Marcus away from the scene of action. “We have to find a place to hide,” he told him as he continued to drag him. Marcus still couldn’t focus, and wasn’t sure why he was being dragged. He thought himself back at the camp and he accidently passed out and now he was being dragged for a beating. He started to plead, and Lance just rolled his eyes. “This was your idea might I remind you,” he said as he continued to drag him and ignore his pleas. 

After a couple minutes he finally found a small hole in the ground, more like a giant crack caused by the lack of rain, and threw him in there along with jumping in there himself. 

“Please don’t,” Marcus pleaded. It was so hot and he was really thirsty, so he was starting to get a bit delusional. 

“Shush,” Lance told him. “It’s me. We’re not back at the camp. Now shut up so I can hear where their car is.” 

Marcus decided to stop talking after that and just kind of sat in the side of the hole. He was slowly starting to realize what was going on, which began to make him scared. 

Lance listened and soon enough heard the sound of a car driving by. He crossed his fingers and hoped it kept going and didn’t stop. He breathed a sigh of relief when he heard it drive straight past like the hole didn’t faze them at all. Once he couldn’t hear it anymore he turned to Marcus. 

“We did it,” he said as they high fived. “We still have to figure out a way out of this desert without getting caught, but the hardest part is over. Now we just have to wait until night comes around and then we can be on our way.”

“What about food and water?” Marcus asked. His throat was as dry as cotton, he was hot, and it was dinner time so he was also a bit hungry. 

“Once we get out of this desert you’ll have all the food and water you can muster,” Lance said with a smile. “You just wait.”

Then lance sat back and stared up and out of the hole. They had to sit here until night came around, and that would be hours from now. 

“So what’s the outside world like?” Marcus asked. He figured if they had to sit here forever he might as well get some use out of it.

“It’s amazing,” Lance replied. “People can’t tell you what to do with the exception of making sure you don’t break the laws. They have laws that keep people from hurting each other and keep the system in order. It’s not like here where they can threaten to kill you if you make them mad. The only way they can kill you is if you kill someone else, and the worst that can happen if you screw up is do some jail time. And I have a feeling jail isn’t a fraction as bad as here. They actually treat you like a human being. People are really nice and the food is so much better than here. Things are canned, but there’s still some good food too.”

“Where will we go?” he asked. He wondered that, since everyone had mentioned having a family of some sort and he had heard you can’t be on your own until you’re eighteen. 

“We’ll just go around the city. It’s no big deal. There’s plenty to do and people are always willing to give to a bunch of needy children. When I ran away I always found somewhere to eat, and people were really nice.”

“Do you plan on finding your dad?”

Lance flinched. “Not right now,” he replied bitterly. “My dad probably doesn’t even remember me, and he was probably glad to get rid of me. Maybe eventually but not anytime soon.”

“Why wouldn’t your dad care about you? Don’t you think he was sad when you ran away?”

Lance looked down. “It’s complicated, Marcus. My dad was always working. He… he didn’t really like me all that much. My mother died giving birth to me and as a result he pawned me off on a nanny and never really spoke to me. He didn’t like looking at me for that reason. I was always trying to get his attention and he always blew me off like I wasn’t his son. When I would try to talk to him he would tell me to go play, and whenever I would ask my nanny about him she would always say he was busy. I ran away because I was unhappy and I was convinced he didn’t care about me. I would love to see my dad again, but I highly doubt he’d want to see me.”

“I’m sorry,” Marcus told him. “But things will get better.”

“Better than here by far,” Lance confirmed as they both looked up at the cloudless sky. 

Meanwhile the men were still chasing after the car. “Who would have thought a twelve year old can drive,” one of them mumbled to the one that was driving.

“That just proves he’s pretty tough,” the other one told him. “We need people like that here. In all honesty I don’t approve of the head’s decision to kill everyone who steps too badly out of line. Some of those boys that are now in that body field could have been really strong. If we could just break them we would be fine, but he won’t give us the chance to finish breaking them.”

“If only they wouldn’t try to rebel our lives would be so much easier,” the other guy seemed to say to himself. 

They suddenly slammed on the breaks when they realized the car had stopped and crashed into a hole. “We got them now,” the guy said with an evil smile. “Let’s go before they try anything else.”

They both got out of the vehicle, guns drawn, and headed over to the hole the other vehicle had fallen into. They came toward the front and pointed their guns in order to scare them into keeping still. They both stared as they realized the vehicle was empty. They both stared at each other, completely dumbfounded. They looked around but saw no sign of the boys. 

“They’re smarter than we give them credit for,” the other guy said. “They must have jumped out when we weren’t looking.”

“We have to find them,” the other one said, getting kind of worried. “The head will kill us if we return to her and say we couldn’t find them.”

“I’m sure he’s already killing the poor other guards who are still there. I’d imagine he’s really mad they managed to get out in the first place.”

“Let’s search everywhere,” the guy said as he looked around. “We have to backtrack and go where we came from, because they have to be somewhere around there because they had to jump out sometime when we were chasing them. They could be anywhere right now. We can’t waste any time.”

“What are you worried about?” the other guard asked with an evil smile. “They’re twelve and eight year olds. If they don’t come crawling back to the camp begging us for food and water they’ll starve to death or die from lack of water out in the desert. We have the only water for thousands of miles. Where are they going to go? I know the head is worried about them going to the city and someone finding out about this place, but they’ll never make it to the city. We have nothing to worry about.”

“Either way the head will kill us, and it’s better if we have a body or something to bring back to him. Come on, we have to make good time before dark. Once dark hits it will be almost impossible to find anything.”

The other guy nodded and they both got back in the vehicle to search for them. 

Hours past, and darkness finally started to settle. There was still no sign of them and they had a hard time backtracking since there wasn’t a trail of any kind to follow. The first guard bashed his head against the steering wheel, frustrated. “There’s no point in continuing now,” he told the other. “Let’s head back to camp and hope the head has mercy on us.”

The second nodded, just as frustrated as the first. Maybe the boys would die out there, but he was worried he would die in the camp.

Once darkness hit the boys both climbed out of the hole, happier and more pumped than they could ever remember being. They both got a little sleep while in the hole so they would be awake all night, although they were still a bit tired from the late night last night so they were going kind of slow. 

“Do we have a new plan?” Marcus asked as he stared at all the open desert in complete darkness. 

“We keep walking until we find something that can help us,” Lance replied. “A town shouldn’t be too far away.”

“I don’t like the sound of your plan,” Marcus mumbled. “We could die out here. We have no food or shelter of any kind. How are we going to survive?”

“You worry too much. We can handle going without food for a couple days, and if we get too hot we can find some shade in a hole of some sort. Everything’s going to be fine. You have nothing to worry about.”

Marcus shook his head, not sure if he believed him. Had they really come this far just to die out in the desert? By this time it was so dark they could barely see three feet in front of them so he just followed Lance, who kept telling him he would just go with his gut feeling and they were bound to land in a town eventually. 

The two guards nervously walked into the heads office. He was covered in shadow so they couldn’t see his face, but from the way he was sitting on his desk and what they planned to tell they were really afraid. 

“Sir,” the first guard said as he cleared his throat, “we’ve found no sign of the boys that escaped. We tried everything in our power, but they unexpectedly jumped out of the vehicle without us noticing and now they’re long gone.”

“I don’t think there’s any need to worry,” the second guard added. “They won’t last long out in the desert and you’ll never have to hear from then again.”

The head sat up straight, and both of then guards backed away. “You let them get away,” the head said coldly. “Do you realize what this could mean? They could die, but they could also make it to the city, and then we’re all done for. The government will find out about this place and won’t only shut it down but will also execute us for child abuse and endangerment. We’ve worked too hard to keep this up and running. We can’t lose it now. All these years not a single child has been able to escape and now you goons let two!”

“It wasn’t really our fault,” the first one said in defense. “They escaped through a hole in the fence that we didn’t know about. It was at the place where we keep the bodies. No one likes to go there, so we didn’t think anyone would think of escaping through there so we didn’t think to check to make sure there were no problems with the fence.”

“I don’t want to hear it,” the head said coldly, still hiding in the shadows. “You guys better find these boys. Look around the desert, and look around the surrounding cities. They can’t get that far on foot, and the sooner you find them the better, for both your necks and my life.”

They both nodded and then gulped. Then they both walked out, thinking of everything that could go wrong and hoped more than anything they could find these boys. 

The boys walked all night long, and then once the sun started to come up they agreed to take a little nap because they were both exhausted. They found a small hole and took a nap, hoping nothing would find them in the two hours they were at a standstill. 

Once they finally woke up again it had been nearly four hours, two longer than planned. They both quickly got up and started moving again; sure someone was on their trail and was trying to find them. They kept walking up until it got really hot, then they both started to get a bit cranky.

“This was a stupid idea,” Marcus mumbled. “We have no food and no water, and we’re out in the hot, hot sun. This really sucks, and we’ll probably die out here.”

“Will you stop whining?” Lance told him. “It’s starting to get really annoying. I got us out of that terrible camp, yet you still find some reason to complain. I’m sorry my escape plan wasn’t perfect, but next time maybe you should consider making up your own and maybe you could figure out a better way to do it.”

“I helped get those goons to stop following us,” Marcus pointed out, “so back off. We both helped equally, but now we’re going to die here in the desert.”

“No, complainers will die in the desert. I’m stronger than that.”

“It doesn’t matter how strong you are. If you don’t have water and you’re out in the desert for days you’ll die of thirst. No one can get around that. The camp makes you think you’re this strong and all-powerful person, but in reality you’re not all that strong.”

“If you’re going to complain so much maybe you should just go back. I’m sure they’ll welcome you back with open arms and if you beg enough maybe they won’t kill you; they’ll just make you wish you were dead.”

Marcus shook his head. “I’m not going back to camp. Maybe you should. If you think you’re so strong maybe camp is the only place you’ll belong.”

Lance gave him a look and he looked like he was ready to take him when Marcus suddenly stopped him and pointed. “Do you see that?” he asked. 

Lance looked up and sure enough saw the image of something very faint in the distance. He couldn’t make out what it was, but it certainly wasn’t a plant or anything. 

“Maybe it’s an old boat,” Lance suggested. “I’m pretty sure most deserts used to be a lake.”

“Impossible,” Marcus told him. “Deserts are far too dry.”

“Remember I went to school for a couple years and you’ve been here all your life, so don’t push it.”

Marcus rolled his eyes as they both headed toward the object. In a place completely dry and empty anything looked like something. And it gave them some hope so at least they would stop fighting for a little bit. 

They object didn’t seem to be getting any closer after almost an hour, and Marcus was ready to give up hope when it finally started to come into view. Marcus couldn’t tell what it was. It was a big, red object that was a bit see-through but then wasn’t. He didn’t know how to describe it, but when he turned back to Lance he had huge eyes like he had just seen what he had been looking for.

“Yes!” he shouted. ‘We’re getting out of here.”

“What is it?” Marcus asked as they both started to jog towards it. 

“A car!” Lance shouted. Marcus gave him a confused look. “It’s like the vehicles we drove out of here, but it’s ten times nicer.”

Marcus nodded, although he wasn’t sure how it would help them because they would still be lost. 

They came toward it and saw it was just sitting there with no purpose. It was pretty nice, and Marcus noticed Lance staring at it like it was heaven. He tried to open it and then got frustrated when it didn’t work. “It’s locked,” Lance mumbled.

Marcus didn’t see the point in locking a vehicle. Was it so people couldn’t take it like they took the other vehicle? He tried not to think of that as they both kind of just sat there. 

“So now what?” Marcus asked.

“I don’t know,” Lance sighed. “I’m all out of ideas. This was my last hope.”

“Well what is this doing in the middle of the desert?”

“Beats me. Maybe someone stole it and then ran off like we did with the car we stole. Or maybe someone died in that from heatstroke.”

Marcus didn’t like the last option.

They both jumped two feet when they heard a noise. “Hey!” someone shouted. 

They were sure it was the guards so they both took off running. “Where are you going?” the voice shouted. “Do you realize you’re in the middle of a desert? Where are your parents?”

They both suddenly stopped dead in their tracks, realizing it couldn’t have been a guard. They both turned around and were surprised to see a teenage boy. He looked about the same age some of the older boys in the camp were, with short, brown hair, a nice, blue shirt on, and a pair of jeans that Marcus couldn’t help but stare at. He came up to them and kind of just stared at them and what they were wearing.

“Who are you?” Lance asked him.

“My name’s Ryan
,” he replied. “I was just out here doing some things and I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw two little kids running around the desert. Who are you guys and how did you get here?”

“I’m Lance and this is Marcus,” Lance pointed. “But we’re not kids. I’m twelve, and Marcus here is eight.”

“Nine,” Marcus corrected.

Ryan laughed. “You totally just proved your point,” he said sarcastically. “But seriously, what are you doing out here?”

“We lost our parents and now are kind of just wandering around,” Lance lied. Marcus gave him a weird look, wondering why he was lying. Couldn’t they tell him about the camp?

“You lost your parents out in the middle of a desert?” Ryan asked, clearly not believing a word he just said. “Well whatever you say. Do you guys need a ride back into town?”

“Yes!” Marcus answered immediately. 

Ryan smiled. “You guys look pretty out of shape. You want some water?”

“Yes!” Lance replied excitingly. 

“How long have you guys been out here?” Ryan asked as he opened his trunk and pulled out two bottles of water. They both chugged it down before they replied. 

“Two days,” Lance replied through breaths. 

“Two days?” Ryan asked in disbelief. “What kind of parents leave their kids out for two days?”

“It was an accident,” Lance lied. 

Ryan shook his head. “Very well. Let’s go. You guys can tell me where to drop you off when we get into town.”

They both nodded enthusiastically and then hoped into the now unlocked car. They were both staring at each other like this was the luckiest day of their lives. Marcus was sorry he ever doubted Lance. 

“Hey, you guys didn’t see any weird objects lying around did you?” Ryan asked them before he started the car. “Like a ribbon, or some bones,” he said a bit lower.

They both gave him a weird look. “No,” Lance replied. “Were you looking for something?”

“No,” Ryan replied quickly. “I just like to take pictures out here,” he said as he motioned toward his camera that was sitting in the front seat. Marcus and Lance exchanged glances, thinking the exact same thing. 

Ryan drove away and turned on a box in the front seat that totally had Marcus mesmerized. It lit up when he touched it and then it seemed to talk to him. 

“I don’t know how I ever got along without GPS,” Ryan seemed to say to himself. “Now I can go out in the desert and not worry about getting lost.”

Marcus continued to stare, wondering what GPS was and how it prevented you from getting lost. Whatever it was it sure was cool. Lance didn’t seem to find it interesting at all and stared out the window, watching all the dust being kicked up. He sure hoped no one was still following them and that no one would see the car leave. He wanted their escape to be easy and to get to town without any problems. Getting to town didn’t necessarily mean they were safe, but they were certainly a lot safer than being out here.

They drove for a couple more hours and then he finally saw a road come into view. Only twenty minutes on the road and Marcus’s mouth dropped when he saw a town come into view with buildings and all. He saw some people around that he also stared at. He could finally have some happiness in his life. He sighed and watched more streets pull into view, wishing he could jump out and say hi to everyone. He smiled at the thought.
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Chapter Five

They drove through town for a little while as Marcus stared, causing Ryan to look at him funny. “Where do your parents live?” Ryan asked. 

“At a hotel,” Lance replied a little uneasily. 

“So they’re staying here on vacation?” Ryan asked.

“Yes,” Lance replied, trying to sound confident. “I always forget the name of the hotel.”

Ryan nodded. “Hampton Inn?” he asked. “Our town is kind of small, so that’s the only one I know of on this side. There might be some more on the other side of town though.”

“Yeah, that’s it,” Lance smiled. 

“Well alright, but I hope you guys don’t mind if I pick up my girlfriend first. I told her I’d give her a ride home and I’m kind of late so I need to pick her up immediately before she kills me.” Marcus shuttered. He thought Lance said they couldn’t kill people or they would be killed themselves? 

“That’s fine,” Lance said as if it were nothing. 

Ryan nodded and continued to drive. It wasn’t long before they pulled up in front of a building that neither Marcus nor Lance recognized. They looked out and saw this girl staring at Ryan looking like she wasn’t happy. Ryan went out to meet her. “I actually have a really good excuse as to why I was late,” Ryan told her. 

She seemed to roll her eyes and then got in the passenger’s seat of the car. He tried to open her door for her but she was too quick and opened it herself. She got in as Marcus took a good look at her. She had long, brown hair and brown eyes. She was holding a bag in her hands and she looked really tired, like she was really ready to get home. Marcus figured he didn’t look much better.

She suddenly looked back and did a double take as Ryan got back in. “Ryan, what are two little kids doing in your car? Are you babysitting or something? Last I checked that wasn’t like you.”

Ryan laughed. “Me, babysitting? I don’t think so. I found these two in the desert. They were just wandering around so I gave them a ride around town.”

She gave him a weird look. “And what were you doing in the desert?” she asked.

“I’ll tell you later,” he told her as he started the car. 

“You know, Ryan, it doesn’t exactly make you look good to my parents when you’re wandering around the desert for some odd reason and then you pick up two little kids. Last I checked normal people didn’t wander around the desert and pick up little kids.”

“You know, Melissa, your parents don’t really like me anyway. Next time I’ll be sure to leave them there. That will make you feel good.”

Melissa rolled her eyes. “Don’t twist my words, Ryan.”

Lance and Marcus were kind of just staring back and forth between the two of them, afraid to speak.

“Well what are you doing with them?” she asked.

“They say their parents are staying at a hotel, so I’m going to drop them off.”

She gave him a look. “Honestly? Why would their parents leave them in the middle of a desert and then you just drop them off at a hotel? Use logic, Ryan.” She turned to them. “Who are you and why are you lying?” she asked them.

Marcus kind of just shrunk down; afraid he’d say the wrong thing. “Well we’re not here to steal your stuff if that’s what you think,” Lance told her. “Just drop us off. We’ll be fine. We’re not your problem to worry about.”

“We’re not going to drop two little kids off at some random place,” she told them. “Listen, my mother’s a social worker. Perhaps she could help you guys.”

“We don’t need help,” Lance said. He knew exactly what she was talking about. Social workers were the people that put you in foster care. At that rate they would end up back at the camp in no time. 

“Well unless we can get proof your parents are really in that hotel, meaning they talk to us personally, we’re not dropping you off anywhere. Right, Ryan?”

“Yeah,” Ryan said, sounding like he was just going with what she was saying.

Lance folded his arms in frustration. Why couldn’t people just mind their own business? 

Marcus didn’t see a problem with going to see her mother. Anyone helping them sounded great. “I don’t have a problem with that,” Marcus said.

Lance gave him a look like he had just said the wrong thing.

“Good,” Melissa said with a smile. “I think you’ll live,” she said as she gave Lance a smirk. He gave her a mean look back and then Ryan headed to her house.

As they pulled up Marcus couldn’t help but smile. He saw grass in the front yard. He had seen grass before, but not as nicely kept as it was at her house and he could see a few decorations on the lawn. He saw some orange things along with some things on the window. He wondered what they were used for and why they were there as they both got out of the car. Lance still didn’t look happy about this but Marcus was more excited than he had ever been in his life. Would this lady be able to help him finally get a real family?

Ryan suddenly tried to hide behind the car as Melissa shook her head. Marcus looked up and realized a car had pulled into the driveway. A man got out, and he didn’t look too happy.

“Hello, Ryan,” he said calmly. 

“Hello Mr. Bevan,” Ryan mumbled as he avoided eye contact. 

“Taking my daughter home I assume?”

“Yes,” Ryan replied.

“You can leave now,” he said with a smile as Ryan nodded and then got back in his car.

Melissa looked annoyed. “Must you do that every time he comes over?” she asked in frustration. 

Her father smiled and then suddenly looked to Marcus and Lance. “What’s going on here?” he asked.

“Ryan found these two boys in the desert and I’m going to take them to mom.”

“In the desert?” he asked in astonishment. “What kind of parents leave their children in the desert?”

Melissa shrugged as Marcus tried to hide. He suddenly didn’t want to be here anymore. He felt completely intimidated and he didn’t know what to say. 

“Yeah, take them to your mother,” he mumbled as he fumbled for the keys to get inside. It was rather chilly out, being it was October, and Marcus wished he would have brought that jacket with him. It was certainly better than nothing. 

He slowly followed them inside, and Lance was still giving him a look, clearly not wanting to be here. He ignored him and the second he got inside he was suddenly glad he had come here because it was so warm. It wasn’t like the tents at camp. 

He saw a lady with medium long, blond hair come out. She looked really nice. It wasn’t very often he got to see a girl, so the two girls he had seen so far both looked really nice. 

“What’s going on?” she asked as she saw the two boys, her husband, and her daughter come in. Her husband pointed to Melissa. 

“Ryan found these boys out in the middle of the desert and they couldn’t tell me who their parents are. I thought I’d bring them to you.”

“Out in the desert?” she asked in shock. “What in the heck were you boys doing out in the desert?”

“We got lost,” Lance replied. 

“If you’re going to lie do a better job than that,” her husband told him. Now it was Marcus’s turn to give him a look. Why couldn’t they just tell them the truth? He didn’t understand what it would hurt, considering they did nothing wrong.

“Now, William,” she told him, “don’t be mean. Don’t worry, boys, no one will hurt you here. I’m a social worker in case my daughter didn’t tell you that already. I can help you.”

Lance made a face as Marcus started to get a bit nervous. 

“Allow me to introduce my family,” she said with a smile. “I’m Jolene Bevan, and this is my husband William, and my daughter Melissa.” They both nodded.

“I’m Lance and this is Marcus,” Lance told her.

“And your last names?” William asked.

“I’m Lance Marks,” Lance replied, “and he’s Marcus Jones.” It was clear he had made his last name up, although Marks sounded pretty legit especially considering he actually had a last name that he knew before he came to the camp. It made Marcus sad to think about the fact he never had a last name. Having a last name meant you belonged to someone, whoever they were or wherever they happened to be at that time. He didn’t belong to anyone because he was just Marcus. 

Luckily they didn’t seem like they thought he was lying. “You guys are more than welcome to stay here for the night,” she said with a smile. “We’ll get this all settled tomorrow morning. How does that sound?” 

Marcus nodded, and after a while Lance slowly nodded too. 

“Follow me, boys,” she said with a smile as they both followed her up some stairs. She showed them into a small room that was almost completely white. He smiled at the sight of the bed and the walls. It was simple, but to him it was everything. 

“I’m afraid there’s only one bed,” she sighed. “You guys can either both sleep on it or one of you can sleep on the couch.”

“We’re fine,” Lance told her.

She smiled, and it was beginning to creepy Lance out. “If you boys need anything don’t hesitate to ask,” she said as she left.

The second she left Lance turned to Marcus. “Now look what you’ve gotten us into,” he accused. “We’re stuck here when I could be showing you around the city.”

“What’s wrong with being here?” Marcus asked. “Here we have a warm place to stay with nice people. They just want to help us.”

“She’s a social worker. They try to help us but they only make things worse. Almost all of the boys from that camp were let down by a social worker and that’s how they ended up there. We’ll be next.”

“But I want a family,” Marcus told him. “I thought escaping would mean I would get one. If she can help me get one then I want to stay. Don’t you want a family?”

“No,” Lance said bitterly. “I had one once, and it failed on me. I don’t want another one.”

Marcus shook his head. “Well I want one. I don’t know if I ever had one before, and maybe I’ll never know, but I do know I want one now. I want a last name,” he said as his eyes filled with tears.

“Don’t think that just because we’re away from the camp you can get all sappy with me,” he told him. “I don’t like crying.” 

Marcus frowned and then sat on the bed, frustrated at the way he was acting.

“Who gets the bed?” Marcus asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Lance replied. “We’ll be gone by morning.”

“No way,” Marcus said as he shook his head. “You’ll be gone by morning, but I’m staying right here. It’s cold out there and I want to stay here. I don’t want to walk around the city with no purpose. I want to belong.”

“Why must you be so difficult?” Lance asked. “Fine, I won’t leave. But be assured this will blow up and then you’ll be wishing you would have listened to me.”

Marcus rolled his eyes and blew him off.

“Oh, and you can have the bed. I figure since you’ve never slept on a real one I should be nice.”

“Thank you,” Marcus said with a smile as he laid down. He was completely exhausted, and the bed felt so nice, but the pain in his stomach was overruling sleep. “I’m so hungry,” he said to Lance. His stomach really hurt and he was sure Lance could hear it, it was so loud. He hadn’t eaten since yesterday afternoon.

“Me too,” Lance echoed.

“You think they would let us have some of their food?”

“She’s a social worker, so it’s in her job description,” Lance mumbled bitterly. “Just remember one thing about families: they don’t like children that aren’t their own. They don’t treat them the same and they don’t always like to take them in.”

Marcus shook his head. “Let’s not think about that right now. Come on, let’s go downstairs and ask for some food before I pass out.”

“You and me both,” Lance said as he started to walk toward the door.

They both came downstairs and saw Jolene sitting on the kitchen table looking stressed. She suddenly perked up when she saw them. “Hello, boys,” she said with a smile. “Is something wrong?”

“Do you think we can have something to eat?” Marcus asked.

“Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry,” she said as she got up. “I didn’t even think about asking if you were hungry. You guys can have leftovers or I can make you a sandwich.”

Marcus didn’t really care, he just wanted food. “A sandwich is fine,” he told her as Lance nodded. 

She smiled and then made them a sandwich. She sat down with them as they ate, and Marcus wondered why. She looked rather depressed. What Lance had said about families not wanting children that weren’t their own suddenly started to ring in his ears and he wondered if he was right.

Food had never tasted so good in their mouth before. Not only was this sandwich the best food they had ever tasted but they were also starving so cardboard would have tasted good at this point. They scarfed it down and luckily she just smiled and then made them another one. They both decided to stop after two and then she wished them goodnight as they headed back to the room they would be staying in. 

Marcus went to the bathroom, which was so clean compared to what he was used to, and then as Lance used the bathroom he looked around the living room. He knew what a couch was, although he didn’t see many boxes at the camp. He wondered what it did but thought it best not to mess with it. He looked up and saw an assortment of family portraits. The one in the middle was a picture of a little girl in a dress carrying a lunchbox. There was no doubt in his mind this was Melissa, the one they had first meant, when she was much younger. She looked a little younger than he was now, and he couldn’t help but smile at the sight. To the side of that was a picture of her in her teens, also smiling and holding a flower. There were more pictures of her, but those were the only two that caught his eye. On the right side of those was a picture of William and Jolene much younger looking. She was in a white dress and he was in a black suit. He wondered what was going on in that picture. It really bothered him about how much he didn’t know. Then to the other side of that was a picture of a much younger looking Jolene carrying a baby. He didn’t look that old, and he was smiling happy to the camera. Marcus couldn’t help but wonder who he was. He didn’t remember seeing a boy. The only logical explanation he could come up with was that he didn’t live here anymore. He wondered if he would ever get the chance to meet him. Or perhaps he was a family friend or something. 

He jumped when he saw Jolene was standing right behind him. “That’s my beautiful family,” she told him. “I’m so grateful for them. Someday, Marcus, you’ll have a family too. That’s why I’m here to help you. I know things seem confusing and hard right now, but in time you’ll have two parents that care about you so much.”

“Really?” Marcus asked, not sure if he believed her.

“Of course,” she said with a smile. “That’s my job and my joy in life. I love seeing children become happy, even if they weren’t before. That’s why I got into this career.”

Marcus nodded. He stared at the pictures one last time and then headed upstairs. He hoped she was true to her word, because he would give anything to have a family.

He slept like a baby that night. He actually stayed asleep throughout the entire night and the bed was so soft. He didn’t dream that night, although that was probably a good thing because his dreams weren’t always the best. He woke up the next morning with a smile, not believing he actually slept for as long as he wanted. It was crazy. He couldn’t sleep past eight o’clock because his body refused to let him, but it seemed happy for the extra sleep and the food, and as a result he felt better than he did in a long time. 

He came downstairs and saw Jolene putting things in her bag really quickly as if she was late for something. She smiled at him as she ran upstairs. He looked to where she was going and saw her knock on Melissa’s door. When there was no response she opened it, startling Melissa. 

“Whoa, mom,” Melissa said as she slowly got up. “What are you doing in my room this early in the morning on a Saturday?”

“I need you to do me a huge favor.”

Melissa sighed. “Alright, what is it?”

“I just got a call from work telling me of a huge emergency. I was planning on taking the boys to my office today to figure out what we should do with them but they’ll have to be put on hold for a couple days. I’m wondering if you’ll watch them while I’m gone today.”

“Oh come on, mom, I have plans.”

“It’s not like their babies. The youngest looks about eight. You won’t have to do much.”

She moaned, clearly not wanting to do this. “I’ll give you twenty bucks if that’s what you want,” she offered. 

“Alright,” she said enthusiastically as she got up. 

Jolene shook her head. “It’s sad I have to bribe my children to do me favors.”

“Welcome to the world of teenagers,” Melissa said with a smile. “Now get out so I can get dressed.”

Jolene sighed and then walked out. She looked at her watch and then ran downstairs. Marcus watched as she ran out the door, still looking at her watch. 

He sat on the couch and stared at the box. He still wondered what it did. He looked over and saw Lance coming down, looking like he had gotten a really good night’s sleep. 

“Good morning,” he said with a smile. 

“What does this thing do?” Marcus asked as he pointed to the box. 

Lance laughed. “That’s a TV. It makes entertainment come out of it like no other.”

Marcus gave him a weird look, wondering how that was possible. 

“You push a couple buttons and you can have things broadcasted to you from all over the world. It’s digital like you saw with the GPS thing. Technology is so cool. It’s definitely one thing I’ve missed.”

“Did you have a lot growing up?” Marcus asked.

Lance sighed. “Let’s just say I had everything except for what I actually wanted,” he mumbled as he sat down. They both turned as they saw Melissa come down.

“Hello, boys,” she said with a smile. “Guess who gets to babysit you today?”

“We don’t need a babysitter,” Lance said. “I’m twelve. I can practically babysit.”

“I don’t really care, I just know I’m getting twenty bucks out of it,” she said with a smile. “So be good and don’t do anything stupid.”

“Don’t those both fall under the same category?”

“Cut it out,” she said with a serious face. “Now, Ryan will be coming over today. It’s important you don’t mention this to my parents. Do we have an understanding?”

“Why do we have to lie?” Marcus asked. He really didn’t like this. What was wrong with the truth?

“It’s not technically lying if you just don’t say anything,” she explained.

“Why do your parents hate him so much?” Lance asked. “Is there a story behind this, because I would really like to hear it?”

“None of your business,” she told him.

“Well then I guess it’s your parents business to hear about Ryan, heh?”

She sighed. “Fine, play that way,” she mumbled. “Ryan and I kind of almost went all the way once, and my dad kind of caught us.”

Lance started to laugh. “Well that explains it.”

Marcus looked completely confused. “What does that mean?” he asked.

Now it was Melissa’s turn to laugh. “Keep your innocence,” she told him with a smile. 

“Is there anything to eat for breakfast in this house?” Lance asked. 

“I don’t know,” she replied. “Why don’t you find something?”

“Well since you’re getting twenty bucks to babysit that is kind of your job.”

She rolled her eyes. “What do you want?”

“Eggs!” he replied happily. Marcus nodded in agreement, although he just wanted any sort of food right now. 

She sighed and then headed to the kitchen to make them. While she made them Lance turned on the TV, causing Marcus to look at it in amazement. He saw the people on the screen moving around, and he was in shock. How was that possible? They didn’t have anything like this back at the camp. Melissa came in and gave him a weird look. “You act like you’ve never seen a TV before,” she told him.

“Marcus is a very deprived child,” Lance explained. Marcus gave him a look that he either seemed to ignore or miss. 

“Well I promise you there’s nothing interesting about a TV,” she told him. “Every house has one, or at least should. The eggs are ready,” she said from the kitchen as both boys quickly got up. 

She shook her head as they scarfed it down. “Boys, what can you do?” she mumbled to herself as she put the pan in the sink. She heard someone knock and then smiled, knowing exactly who it was. 

She opened the door and then waved Ryan in. He smiled as he walked in, relieved her dad wasn’t home. 

“Hello, Ryan,” she greeted him. 

He noticed the two boys eating in the kitchen. “I thought your mother was taking them to find out who they are today?” he asked.

“She apparently had an emergency at work and now I have to babysit,” she explained. “It will be delayed a couple days. But I get twenty bucks out of it.”

He smiled. “What will you do with twenty bucks?” he asked.

“I could think of a million things I can buy with twenty bucks,” she replied. “We should go to the mall sometime this week.”

“I’m so there,” he said with a smile. He looked like he was about to kiss her but then she stopped him.

“So you never told me what you were doing out in the desert yesterday,” she told him. “I mean you’re weird enough as it is, but then you’re late picking me up because you find two kids out in the desert. I would love to hear the story behind this.”

He smiled. “I just happen to come across them while I was looking around. They were standing by my car. You’ll have to ask them for more information because I’m in all honesty not sure.”

“Okay, so then what were you and your car doing down there in the first place, before you ran into them?”

He sighed. “I really want your father to like me. I know he has good reasons for hating me, but I just wish he would see more than what he thinks he sees. So I thought if I could somehow find your brother’s body out in the desert he would like me. Because I remember them talking all the time when we first started dating about wanting to find his body so they could have a proper funeral and bury it.”

She shook her head. “That has bad idea written all over it. I want to find his body too, and I would love to know it was safe in the ground rather than out in a field somewhere, but I highly doubt you’ll find it. It’s been nine years and he was so little. Unless they killed him recently there won’t be anything to find. You’ll be looking forever. Besides, even if you do find it my dad would find more reason to hate you. Maybe he’ll be upset you found it rather than someone else, or maybe their last bit of hope that he’s still alive and out there somewhere will be gone.”

Ryan shook his head. “It’s been nine years. I’m sorry but your parents will just have to deal with the fact that the only thing they can do is find his body. I’m convinced it’s buried out in the desert somewhere. I mean it’s a great place to hide a body because it will most likely never be found. He was only a baby when he was kidnapped. What kind of kidnapper kidnaps a baby to raise it as his own or do anything except kill it? I mean you said it yourself your father thought someone wanted ransom money but the call never came. Other than money what else could the kidnapper have wanted?”

She sighed. “You’re probably right, but there’s still hope out there and until we see the actual body we’re going to hang on to that hope. My mother has told me that since I was little. She hasn’t told it to me lately, but she doesn’t need to for me to know she believes it.”

He sighed. “I’m just trying to help.”

“I know,” she said with a smile as she gave him a kiss. “In time my parents will like you, but until then just be on your best behavior.”

“Alright,” he said with a smile as he kissed her back. 

Lance and Marcus weren’t paying any attention to them, rather off in their own little world. “What exactly do social workers do?” Marcus asked. “Do they find homes for children who don’t have families?”

“Sort of,” Lance replied. “That and for children who are being abused in their current family. That’s what she thinks is our problem.”

“What would she think that?”

Lance gave him a look. “We were found out in the desert making up lies about why we were there, we wouldn’t tell them who are parents were, and you just wait until she sees the bruises. She’ll flip.”

“Will we get in trouble?” he asked with concern.

“No,” Lance replied as if it were obvious. “Our nonexistent parents will. When they can’t find them they’ll just send us to a foster home and pretend like everything is alright, but in reality it’s not.”

“Lance, were you ever in foster care?” he asked. With the way he talked about it he could have been.

“No,” he replied quickly. “I’ve just heard some really bad stories about it. I guess it can’t be as bad as the camp, but it’s the next closest thing apart from the fact you’re no longer physically abused.”

Marcus looked down. Being beat when he did something wrong was something he was used to. It got to the point where it really wasn’t all that bad. But apparently if they would flip when they saw the bruises on him, and he wondered why. It wasn’t like it killed him. But apparently in everywhere but the camp it wasn’t allowed. 

They got up and put their dishes in the sink, then headed back out to where Melissa and her boyfriend were. 

“Okay your turn,” Melissa said to Ryan. They appeared to be playing some sort of game. Marcus just stared at it, feeling even stupider for what he didn’t know. What was it that they were playing? He had no idea. 

“Monopoly?” Lance asked. 

“Yep,” Ryan replied with a smile. “You two want to play?”

“I don’t know how,” Marcus said sadly.

He gave him a weird look. “Who doesn’t know how to play Monopoly?” he asked. 

“It’s easy,” Melissa told him. “We’ll teach you.”

He nodded and then sat down, glad to be included in something. 

They started the game 

Chapter
*twitch* It does not finish here. What happens next?! I liked this chapter, I kept waiting for them to find out who Marcus was, but they never did. And I wish Lance would just tell the truth. 
Characters
Marcus – I love the way he’s so ignorant about everything. It’s so appropriate and almost sad.

Lance – Oh Lance, stop being so secretive. 

Ryan – Okay, so maybe he’s not the Ryan from the camp. And maybe he’s not been killing little girls in the desert. But I still feel like he’s hiding something.

Melissa – She still seems like a very average teenager. 

Jolene – Miserable. Though happier being a social worker than at her desk job, she’s still upset over her lost son (understandably). 
Over all
I enjoyed reading this. I really did. I wasn’t planning to read it all at once, but I did. At the end of each chapter I was dying to know what was going to happen and just had to keep going. I like how you don’t have too many main characters, and how it isn’t all filled up with useless dialogue. That said, it felt very rushed, (as I’ll mention later) and doesn’t have enough dialogue or description: try to show us these things are happening, not just tell us.
Something I’m worried about with the plot, is that the camp is only about a day’s walk from the town, so why has no one else found it yet? Especially if they’ve been running around the desert for missing children. You mentioned once that there’s a huge mountain in the camp, and there’s been over a thousand kids there. It must be huge and have been running for a while. It’s hard to believe no one has seen it yet. 
Here’s a few other points:
· Punctuation and spelling. 

There’s a lot of punctuation and spelling errors throughout. Mostly where you’ve made a typo or used the wrong word rather than a spelling mistake. You need to be careful with punctuation too, a lot of times you don’t have a comma where there should be one, or you have used a full stop instead of a comma or a semi-colon.
· Emotion 
Try to show it more through actions, rather than just saying it. For example, instead of “He was angry” try “His face turned hard, his hands clenched into fists at his sides”. Or even just something as simple as “The anger bubbled up inside him.”
It feels pretty detached a lot of the time, and forced. I had trouble connecting with characters when they were supposed to be feeling something. 
· When speaking
Don’t be afraid to simply say ‘he said’. You don’t need some adjective every time. In fact, it’s better to not. This gives actual emotion or feeling into the words, rather than feeling just another describing word because it has to be there.
· Starting sentences with ‘he’ – you do it a lot. Try to not, rearrange the sentence so it begins with a more interesting word and so they’re not all the same. You also use other words a lot (namely scarfing and beating), try using synonyms for variation.
· Descriptions 
 We don’t really see what anything looks like or feels like. It makes it feel a little empty and very rushed. It’s good to be able to picture what’s going on properly, and this makes it much more interesting. 
· Repeating yourself

You often say something’s happening, and then say it again directly after. I’ve pointed this out a couple of times. 
Marcus

Like I said at the start, he was hard to get to know. I couldn’t imagine him and he didn’t really seem real. This did change eventually and I started to get a greater understanding of his character. 

He is miserable, though he doesn’t know anything different and I think that makes him even more sad. He’s had to grow up too quickly in the camp, but this quickly changes once he leaves and he begins to act more like the nine year old he is. And I love how everyone keeps thinking he’s eight and he keeps correcting them that he’s nine, but he’s too shy to do it out loud so he just thinks it.

Lance

Probably my favourite character. He thinks he’s so grown up when really he’s only twelve. It suits him so much and I love the way when someone calls him a child he says “he’s twelve”. He is fairly smart, though I’m sure he’s hiding something. I’m thinking that he did go into the foster care and something happened there. There’s something he’s not saying about his past and I want to know what it is. 
Like I said, though, I really want to know more about him. I can’t picture him properly, because you haven’t given any description of him. All we know is that he’s twelve but up until then we know nothing except that he’s a little older than Marcus.

Note: for both Marcus and Lance, I feel like you’ve only skimmed the surface of them. I’d like to see deeper characters, more refined personalities and motives. 
Melissa

Don’t really know much about her. She seems like an average, sarcastic teenage girl who’s in love with her boyfriend. But you haven’t really had much chance to make her unique up until this point so that’s fair enough. 
Though I do think she was very quick to accept what Ryan was saying, about how Anthony had been killed. Sure it’s been nine years, but she didn’t seem distressed at all. In fact, she said ‘you’re probably right, but I’m still hopeful.’  - this worries me a little…
Ryan

Not much to say about him. Still think he’s hiding something.

William
Again, don’t know much about him. Haven’t seen much of him so my opinion hasn’t really changed since the start. 
Jolene

She’s sad about Anthony still… that’s about all. It’s kind of depressing how she became a social worker, though I can understand it. She wants to help children and families that have been in the same position as her.

‘The Head’

I really want to know who she is, and what she does to the kids after they turn 18.
So that’s about all I think. Let me know when/if you add to it because I’m dying to know what happens next!
�Do you mean were?


�He?


�Maybe get rid of the ‘blond’. You’re repeating yourself, we already know she’s blond because you just said so at the beginning of the paragraph.


�Rise and fall might sound better


�You don’t need this, we already know it’s a story


�This is all over the place: first you say William followed behind her, then you say they didn’t think much of it and so I’m assuming this is what had happened prior, but then you say Jolene followed William.


�Boss?


�You’re repeating yourself. You just said he was young when he came. 


�Outrageous?


�Of?


�Wait, took a bit of what? You said earlier that he was scarfing down his soup, but now he only took a bite? You’re contradicting yourself. 


�This is a very long sentence with very little punctuation.


�I thought he was the nice boss?


�Fork? Don’t they eat oatmeal?


�Out?


�Wasn’t it already nighttime?


�Ryan as in… Ryan from the camp? 


�I’m guessing it’s Melissa


�I’m not sure whether this is sweet or creepy
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