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      To save her mother’s life, Tylia is willing to sacrifice her own.

      Humanity is on the brink of extinction. After being decimated by a deadly virus, Earth’s population was saved only by the genius of Farrow Corp. Now, the scientists in Farrow’s Labs work tirelessly to search for a cure to the genetic plague that has left everyone hiding below ground, suffering in fear.

      Underground survival is dark and dank, an existence Tylia will do anything to escape in order to save her mother from the ravages of illness. So, the seventeen-year-old does what any loving daughter would: she hacks her way into the upcoming Acceptance trials so that she might face the infected world above. If she survives, her immunity guarantees her and her family a home in the Labs, and a renewed life for her mother.

      But the world above is vastly different from what she’s been led to believe. When Tylia is rescued from the jaws of death during the trails by a handsome stranger, and discovers that Farrow Corp’s security forces are hunting her, everything she once believed about humanity’s chances for survival are flipped on their head.

      Turns out, surviving the virus may be the least of Tylia’s concerns…
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      The alarm rang out jarringly, announcing the end of another shift and pulling my attention from my work. My hands hovered over the console of my terminal as I watched the other coders disengage and migrate from their own terminals down the aisles of computers and toward the Union Hall. I held my breath as they passed me in single file, hoping no one would take note of the fact that I was hanging back. Again.

      The eerie glow of the green light from the terminal monitors bounced off the metal walls of the main coding room, slowly fading as, one by one, terminal screens went into sleep mode. The other coders filed out into the hallway, talking about what they thought was on the menu for lunch tomorrow or how many side jobs they were hoping to pick up before their next shift. Before long, only one terminal remained active—mine.

      “You coming?” my best friend Viv’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “I hear there’s a new batch of Shine being passed around in the Union Hall.”

      “Nah,” I responded. “Hydro’s on the fritz again. I’m gonna log a few more ticks on my shift and see if I can iron out the kinks.” Nearly everything in the Geos was run by computer systems, but without the proper resources to create new technology, the programs were severely outdated. Coders spent most of their shifts working around old codes to keep everything functioning. But we also weren’t supposed to work as much overtime as I’d been logging lately—I could only get away with it if I kept on working on a problem I’d already gotten into.

      Viv bit her lip, apparently torn on whether she should accept my reply and join the others or hang back and make sure I was okay. I held my breath as I waited for her decision. I’d been logging a lot of extra ticks lately, and I worried that it would draw unwanted attention. It wasn’t surprising that Viv was noticing now.

      “How is your mom doing?” Viv asked, her face softening.

      “Pretty much the same.” I shrugged. “She’s in more pain lately, but…” I let the rest of the sentence hang in the air, unfinished. Everyone knew the Cough was fatal, though some lived longer than others. Still, more work meant more vouchers—meal vouchers, usually, but you could get something more tradeable, too, if you were lucky.

      Viv moved forward, squeezing my shoulder reassuringly. “Yeah, well… tell her I say hi, okay?”

      “Yeah, I will. Catch you later, Viv.”

      Finally, Viv turned away. She was the last coder to disappear through the stainless steel double doors. The morning shift wouldn’t start for another eight hours, and swing shift coders usually worked from their homes. I was alone. I turned toward my terminal, steadying my focus as I began coding again. Normally, repairing the code to track waste from the hydroponics would have been no big deal, but the reminder of what waited for me at home had thrown me off.

      My mother’s health had been deteriorating more rapidly. The Cough was common here in the damp tunnels of the Geos, but without access to a viable cure, it was fatal more often than not. It wasn’t that the treatment was expensive or rare, either. Actually, before everyone had gone underground, it had been easily preventable with proper hygiene, and even then they’d had treatments. But after more than a generation of living beneath meters of rock and stone, the treatment had become harder to produce, and the wait to get it was long.

      Too long for people like my mother.

      I shook my head and sighed, trying to focus on my work, but movement caught my attention and I found my eyes wandering to the large TV screen mounted on the front wall.

      Even though I’d never been to the place on screen, I knew it well. Like everyone else, I’d grown up watching it. The Cure, a modern reality show that followed the daily progress of a family of scientists known as the Farrows as they raced to find a cure for the Virus that wiped out most of humanity decades ago. The feed was always live, with lots of drama and little actual progress toward a cure. My father often complained about the show’s effect on the population. “The youth are so caught up in the dramatics, they forget why we need a cure to begin with!”

      It was hard to disagree with him. In many ways, the show had become more about entertainment than scientific advancement. Some days, like my father, I doubted that a cure was even possible. I didn’t let myself get sucked into the dramatics like my peers, however, though I often dreamed of making my way into the Elite. Gaining the power to move my family somewhere they wouldn’t have to struggle. Where we would all live a life of luxury. It was a dream many of us had, but few invested in. Entry to the Elite only happened one way: Surviving the Acceptance.

      A commotion on the screen pulled me back to the show. An argument had formed over who was to blame for leaving the most recent batch of antivirals out of refrigeration. Chen Farrow was leading the verbal assault on a younger Farrow she’d deemed responsible for the mishap. “This will set us back weeks, if not more!” she exclaimed, throwing her hands into the air. She was slender, but daunting when crossed. Maybe it was the way her dark hair and eyes stood out in stark contrast against her flawless white lab coat.

      Everything was brighter in the Lab, from the way the walls were painted to the silky smooth clothes people wore. Nothing like the drab attire assigned to those of us in the Geos who had to wear thick trousers and jackets just to keep warm in the dark recesses of what we called home. I adjusted my glasses, pausing to look at my hands. They were soft, unlike those of other workers who labored with their hands. They would be even softer if I were an Elite, I thought.

      And Mother would have the care she needs, a voice in the back of my mind reminded me, drawing my focus back to my work. Extra ticks on my shift weren’t going to move her through the queue any faster, but more vouchers could ease the burden on my father, who was often kept from his own work because he was caring for her. It could only do so much, though. Who knew how much longer she would survive in the Geos, where illnesses of the lungs ran rampant due to recycled air slowly shutting down victims’ lungs. Some found comfort in herbal remedies, but they were in high demand and short supply, making them expensive. The kind of expensive that a few extra ticks on my work log couldn’t buy.

      My thoughts drifted between the story unfolding on one screen and my work of recoding the hydroponics on another—a habit I tried to avoid, but my mind needed the distraction, and The Cure was good at providing just that. So much so that I almost missed the bug.

      Lots of things could create issues in the Geo’s coding systems, but I noted that this bug was unlike any I’d ever encountered. Mostly unconcerned, I flagged the issue and moved on. Only, when I went to click out of the program, a new window popped up instead. It was the command program for the electrical system—something I didn’t normally have access to.

      Before I could investigate further, another pop-up opened, this time for air circulation, and one after that for voucher distribution. Each window gave me access to a backdoor hack for that system.

      Suddenly, I had access to everything.

      And the last pop-up pulled up records for the Acceptance.

      My jaw all but hit the floor. I knew I should close down the files immediately, especially the files on Acceptance selection. Getting caught accessing this information could mean a strike on my record that reduced my family’s meal vouchers, or even worse, exile from the Geos.

      And yet, if I could figure out how the lottery system worked, maybe I could increase my chances of being chosen. Winning the Acceptance would mean automatic entry into the Elite for myself and my parents. I looked over my shoulder once more to be sure that I was alone before scrolling through the file. My eyes widened as I realized I could alter the data in my favor.

      “Amara, open file: Acceptance History,” I said.

      “Of course, Coder 354,” the AI chimed back in an artificially friendly voice. It was supposed to make working in the Geos more pleasant for coders. After all, they say that good moods are contagious. If your “coworker” always spoke to you in a chipper voice, how could you complain? Amara never gossiped, never argued, never criticized your work. She might point out a mistake here and there, but that was just good quality control.

      Images flashed on the screen of previous contestants. People who had been chosen for the Acceptance. After being chosen, it was a matter of survival. If they survived the Virus and the possibility of genetic mutations, they would be granted Elite status, and maybe even welcomed into the Farrow family.

      One by one, the faces of those who’d come before me moved across the screen along with their public profiles. Names, occupations, and status. Their names and occupations varied, but their current status was always the same. Trial Failure: Subject Deceased. My stomach sank as the words repeated over and over again across the files. No one in my lifetime had completed the trials. I tried not to let the weight of that realization get to me. Surely, there had been survivors. Others had found their way into the Elite and been welcomed into the Farrow family. So, why was there no standing record of them?

      I’d looked further into the files to strengthen my resolve. It was having the opposite effect. I took in a deep breath before deciding what to do next. “Amara, pull up images of the Above.”

      “My pleasure, Coder 354,” she chimed.

      It was no secret what the Above was like. Ghost towns filled with ruins that nature had reclaimed. The deserted world that had been left behind when the Virus took out a third of Earth’s population. Still, it was one thing to know what it was like, and another to see it. The thought of traveling to the surface, of trying to survive amongst the forgotten ruins, took my breath away. Beads of sweat formed on my brow and my hands began to shake.

      “No,” I chastised myself. “None of that. You may never get this chance again.” I placed my hands over the terminal console. This next part, I’d have to code manually in order to work around Amara’s memory banks. Information on each coder’s progress was stored within her programming, and hacking into the Acceptance wasn’t exactly something I wanted the higher-ups to trace back to my terminal. As far as I knew, no one had ever tried something like this before, and that meant that I had no idea how much trouble I’d be in if I got caught.

      Either that, or there was simply no trace of anyone who had made similar attempts. The thought made me shiver.

      My fingers flew over the keyboard, slowed only a little by the way they shook. All I had to do was decode the random generator that chose contestants and make sure my name was added in a way that triggered the lottery’s algorithm to pick me. I guessed that the algorithm automatically disqualified poor workers, or those with too many strikes on their records. Based on past contestants, anyone with two strikes or under was eligible. That wouldn’t be a problem for me.

      The second part involved overall health. Each contestant had a file under their name with a spreadsheet of how many trips they’d made to the med hall. Check-ups for things like birth control and minor injuries weren’t picked up by the algorithm, I noticed. That seemed logical. Sending someone in poor health to the Above would be an execution, not an opportunity, but basic check-ups didn’t indicate ill health.

      But then my brow furrowed as I discovered an encrypted file linked to each contestant’s medical record. The third and final requirement. I double- and triple-checked my work, each time with the same result.

      The Trials were rigged. It wasn’t random at all.
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      I continued flipping through the profiles of past contestants. Seven contestants selected every hundred days. The records went back further than I could remember. None of them had survived. The realization made my heart race as I pulled up my own file to see how my own chances faired. I was a partial match, meeting 75% of the algorithm’s requirements. The computer estimated I had a 60% chance of surviving the Above. Referencing some of the common traits of past contestants, I was able to tweak my record and boost my score up to 90%. Surely, the algorithm would select me now?

      The sound of laughter and approaching footsteps caught me off guard. Quickly, I minimized all files dealing with the Acceptance, refocusing my screen on the codes for the hydroponics system instead. The laughter grew louder, and I recognized its owner seconds before Viv walked through the entryway to the terminals. Two girls—also coders—followed her, stumbling every few steps. Obviously, the party had started without me.

      “Come on, Ty!” Viv called as she made her way toward my terminal. “I brought you some Shine!” The liquid in the glass jar sloshed back and forth as she wove her way through the rows of computers. I held my breath, afraid that in her carelessness she might spill. If she ruined one of the consoles, we’d all be out at least a full shift’s wage, not to mention in major trouble for carrying contraband. Toting Shine around the Union Hall was risky enough, but bringing it to work, where our activities were more closely monitored, was a real testament to her level of intoxication.

      “I’m almost done,” I said, trying to pass off my tense state as agitation rather than fear. It didn’t take much to convince Viv. She was already completely faded.

      “You work too hard, you know,” said Rana, one of the coders who had trailed in with Viv.

      “I dunno.” I shrugged. “I think I work just hard enough.”

      “Trying to get extra ticks on her shift,” Viv said, passing the jar to Rana, who took a long swig.

      “Or is she trying to get a sneak peek at the next Acceptance contestants?” the third girl teased, elbowing Viv playfully. Her name was Bree. She was new to our department, having just reached working age, and was desperate to fit in. Viv had immediately taken her under her wing, ever eager to be seen as a leader. A good thing, too, because Bree’s appearance made her a prime target for hazing.

      When people had lived in the Above, they’d all looked different and come from different places. When I was a youth, my elder, what one might call a teacher in the time before the Virus, taught my class of five that breeding was often by choice, and that many people chose to breed with those of similar backgrounds. It had been unusual, though not unheard of, to find a couple with mixed features. Nowadays, we all came from the same place, and reproduction was tightly controlled. Most of us had darker features. I’d been told that my heritage included a mix of Asian, Hispanic, and Black cultures, though I had no idea what those words really meant, beyond signifying different cultures or looks. I wasn’t sure anyone knew anymore.

      Genetics are a funny thing, though, and every now and then, something odd pops up in one of the youths. For Bree, it was bright yellow hair. It wasn’t that there was anything inherently wrong with it, per se. But it was a reminder of the time before the Geos. A time when we were different, and although in many ways social rules had improved over the decades, differences still made people nervous. And nervous people could be dangerous.

      Her first day in the terminals, she walked with the hood of her black sweater pulled tightly around her head and her eyes down. She hadn’t been in my class, but a few of the newer coders had been in hers, and it was immediately obvious that they hadn’t been friendly with her. I remembered that clearly.

      “Hey, freak!” one of them called to her as she made her way to her terminal. She pretended not to hear, but her steps grew quicker. I looked at the end of my aisle, where the voice had originated from, just in time to see the owner’s leg sweep out into the aisle. Bree hit the concrete floor with a thud, unable to catch herself with her hands in the front pocket of her hoodie. She pulled herself up, wiping blood from her now fat lip. For a second, I held my breath, waiting for a fight to break out. Instead, Bree limped her way to her terminal silently. It just so happened to be the terminal next to Viv.

      The next day, the coder who’d tripped Bree didn’t show up for her shift. It was almost a week before we realized she’d been coded into the swing shift—the only shift no one requests when moving from education to career.

      No one messed with Bree after that. “Tylia doesn’t care about the Acceptance,” Viv said to Bree. “She hardly even keeps track of The Cure. Personally, I think it would be terrible to be chosen.” Viv shuddered. “I wouldn’t want to know how I was gonna die. Wouldn’t want to know about anyone else, either.”

      “Still,” Rana commented, taking another swig of Shine, “what if you made it, though? Wouldn’t that be sweet? Living out the rest of your days in the Greens, breathing filtered air. Having real light.” She tilted the jar in my direction. “They don’t have the lung illness up there anymore, I hear. One of the Farrows found a way to treat it. That would be something, wouldn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” I said, trying to keep my voice even and casual. “Yeah that would certainly be something.”

      “Rude, Rana!” Viv chided her. “You know her mom is sick, right?”

      Rana flinched like she’d been kicked. “Oh! Sorry, Ty,” she said sheepishly.

      “I bet you more people survive than they let on,” Bree added. She was known for her kooky conspiracy theories. “The Farrows just don’t let on because they don’t want the Unions rioting for a spot in the Greens.” Her comment mostly elicited eye-rolls, as usual. It was a recycled conspiracy, common among some of the youth. Still, the possibility that survival rates were higher than suspected gave me hope. Maybe those who survived had their records erased, I thought, or were listed as deceased in our records no matter what. Maybe it was symbolic of their new life in the Labs. That was possible, right?

      “Anyway, the chances of any of us being chosen are, like, microscopic. Only groups of seven go to the Above. And that’s out of how many of us? Chances aren’t on our side.” Viv took the jar of Shine from Rana and passed it over to me. “Come on, Ty. Fixing the fertilizer program for the hydroponics can wait another day.”

      I bit my lip, hesitating only a minute before flashing my best fake smile. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to let Viv in on my secret. We had been friends for a long time, but treason was a little much to ask of any friend. I for sure didn’t want Bree to catch wind of it. “Okay, just give me a second to tie up some loose ends.”

      Viv and the others wandered back toward the door to wait for me, and I turned back to my terminal and moved quickly, undoing the changes I’d made to my profile. It was too risky. I needed to know more before I upped my chances of being chosen.

      Still, indecision tugged at me, making my stomach hurt. On a whim, I created a backdoor shortcut to the program that the bug had connected me to, bypassing the route the bug had used in favor of a link that would get me right to what I’d want to access, and then I hid the shortcut I had created in a password-protected directory—under an anonymous profile I could access easily in the future. This way, it would stay hidden, but I’d still be able to access it from any terminal. That done, I shut down my terminal and stood up, stretching as I walked over to the girls and took the jar of Shine from Viv.

      “Alright, let’s go!” I told her.

      Grinning, Viv put her arm around my shoulders and swept me off to the Union Hall.
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      The Union Hall was a series of metal corridors that made up the main living space in the Geos. It was dark and cold, much like the rest of my underground home. Skylights were scattered into the exposed rock overhead in its atrium, a large open area where members of different Unions mingled to trade, but most of our light in the halls came from dim track lighting along the concrete floors.

      The Geos began as a small commune drilled into the earth, but have been expanded multiple times over the decades to accommodate population growth—especially in the days before having a permit was required for having children. Once upon a time, everyone in the halls knew each other in a way that only those who were desperate to survive could. But where families used to be tight-knit and care for their neighbors, over the decades, such relationships have devolved into connections of necessity. My father blamed two things: a lack of resources, and the Acceptance.

      Each section of the Union Hall housed a different group of workers. There were the farmers who did the manual labor of planting and caring for the hydroponic gardens, the doctors who tended to the sick or injured, and the coders who oversaw the technological parts of the Geos, from air circulation and temperature to entertainment (a.k.a. broadcasting of The Cure), right on to rations and water supply. I was one of the coders assigned to the hydro division—making sure all programs concerning water supply ran smoothly. Folks said that, in the Above, people used to be able to choose their own job assignments. Down here, they were chosen for us based on how we performed in a series of tests during our schooling. The tests were top-secret and undiscernible from other lessons, but our elders kept records from our first day in their care on until the day we were assigned. Each placement was meticulous and considered.

      Moving through the Union Hall, I looked at the sea of faces around me as they passed by, most of them in small groups. Those from the Medical Union moved with great strides across the corridors, with little to no regard for those around them. They were pretty much the top of the food chain down in the Geos, and they knew it. Groups of workers from the Farming Union scattered to avoid being trampled as others passed by.

      The atrium was the one place people from different Unions could regularly be seen together. The giant, octagonal room connected all of our living quarters with other parts of the Geos. It was a main hang-out for youth, too, and thus a known hotspot for shenanigans—everything from gambling and Shine to fake vouchers could be found in the atrium, if you knew the right person.

      

      Ahead of us, a group of new coders egged on one of their peers, daring him to scale a wall. The Geos had been carved directly into the earth, with little time to worry about interior design. As a result, many of the walls consisted of sharp, jutted rock. Climbing the Geos’ walls had long been a sort of sport to some of the youth, who’d compete with their peers to see how far up they could get. The goal was to reach the skylight, hundreds of feet above our heads. As far as I knew, no one had ever made it. But that didn’t stop them from trying—and getting hurt, sometimes.

      Our small group stopped nearby to watch, letting others pass on to their shifts or to their living spaces only to repeat the same monotony tomorrow, and the next day, and the next day after that. It was no wonder some risked strikes to make moonshine. When everything was always the same, it was only a matter of time before people tried to find ways to keep life exciting, whether by drinking or climbing.

      People-watching as we drank, and as Viv chatted with Rana and Bree, I examined people’s bone structures, hair, and hands. I glanced over their clothing, not much different from my own. I wondered, did any of them do the same as they passed by me in these corridors of steel and carved stone? When they looked in my direction, what did they see? Just another coder, more than likely. Another coder with short, dark curls and soft hands. We were a dime a dozen. Bree would tell me that was a good thing. That standing out in a crowd wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

      Maybe that’s true here in the Geos, I thought to myself. But not in the Greens. The only chance any of us had to move up to Elite status was to stand out in this sea of other identical workers. To have such a unique genetic profile and qualities that you’d be hand-picked by the computer’s algorithm. But Bree didn’t know that, and I couldn’t chance telling her or any of the others. Just in case, I thought to myself. Just because I’d chickened out on the hack earlier didn’t mean I wanted to leave myself without the option to do so in the future. No, I couldn’t risk letting any of the others in on what I had found.

      The second we’d stepped into the atrium, an image on a nearby screen also caught my attention. Even though I wasn’t a fan of The Cure’s overall plot, I couldn’t argue that it was eye-catching. Especially up on the big screen in the atrium. Plus, people-watching people who all mostly looked the same, and reminded me of our hopeless situation, could only get me so far out of my worries.

      The atrium was actually the best place to view The Cure—partially because the throngs of people made it the warmest place in the Geos, and partially because the big screen made everything seem bigger than life. Even now, several Union workers, mostly female, huddled around the nearest screen to ogle Benjamin Farrow as he came to the defence of his younger cousin, the scientist responsible for leaving the antiviral out of refrigeration.

      It wasn’t often he was on screen, but when he was, he certainly made an impression. He was the poster child for standing out. He looked nothing like the rest of us, or even like the rest of the Farrows. His features were much more defined, from his pointed chin to his sandy-red hair. ‘Strawberry blonde’ is what they used to call it, or at least that’s what Mother had said when I was younger. She’d smile when his name came up, as if she knew a secret I hadn’t figured out yet. It was almost like she knew that almost every young girl would grow up to fall in love with Ben Farrow. Every girl except me, that is.

      Viv yanked me toward the screen and we came to a stop near the other group of girls. Viv always paused to drool over Ben when he came on screen. She was a sucker for his lopsided grin—complete with dimple. The fact that he was rough around the edges didn’t hurt, either.

      “He seems more like one of us,” she said now, as if reading my mind. “Don’t you think?” She turned to me for validation, but all I could do was shrug. Ben didn’t seem anything like us to me. First, there was the obvious: He was a Farrow and a scientist, not some coder nobody in the Geos. Second, I wasn’t even sure he was completely human.

      Ben was the Geos’ first genetically engineered human being. His mother, Sue-Jane, was considered Farrow’s second wife even though her role in Ben’s birth had been that of a surrogate more than an actual mother. Technically, Ben had no biological father.

      Sue-Jane had been chosen for a combination of looks and intelligence. Before Ben’s birth, she’d been a great scientist. More recently, she’d been too hopped-up on Phee, a prescription pain medication, to do any good when it came to research. Still, she loved the spotlight and always found ways to insert herself into the fray wherever she could. In one episode, she’d caused quite the commotion by dying her hair blonde—an act of individuality and defiance. Of course, being that she wasn’t just an Elite, but held a position of honor as Ben’s mother, she’d basically been given a slap on the wrist and allowed to keep her hair color.

      It would have been different if she’d been in the Union, where such a drastic difference in appearance branded you an outsider. The day Sue-Jane’s new hair had made its appearance on screen, Viv and Rana had turned to Bree, expecting her to be excited. One of the Farrows looked like her! Instead, Bree had sunk deeper into her black hoodie. “Yeah, looks great when a Farrow chooses to wear it. Won’t stop me being punished for being born with it.” I’d felt bad for her but couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like to live with that much privilege. To be able to change your appearance to something that would lead to persecution in some circles, and instead have it be the new risqué trend you’d started.

      “You’re delusional,” Rana’s voice drew me back to the conversation at hand. “Ben Farrow will never be like any of us.” She’d wasted no time staring at the large screen mounted on the stone wall of the atrium and had already joined the large circle of coders who stood beneath the television’s glow placing bets on The Cure’s outcome.

      “Care to place a bet, sweetheart? Or are you just admiring the goods?” the leader of the group called out. I tried to hide the horror on my face as he flashed a mischievous smile in my direction. “Your friend’s about to lose fifty yen betting Baby Ben will be first to find the cure.”

      “Hey, take that back!” Viv exclaimed. “I mean, Ben’s a scientist, for Pete’s sake! You have to be really smart to be a scientist.”

      “Baby Ben” was a derogatory term some used to describe Mr. Farrow’s son. While many of the young women in the community were enamored with him, others failed to see why he was put on such a high pedestal.

      “Sure, he’s a bit of a looker,” this guy replied, “but he seems about as smart as a common farmer.”

      Farmers had a bad rep in the Geos, having to deal with waste and fertilizer. There wasn’t much intellect required for that job, comparatively speaking, and so most farmers were seen as simpletons and excluded from mainstream activities. Still, few would say out loud what this guy had just said if farmers had been present. At least, not unless they wanted to find their family’s daily water rations contaminated with waste from the hydroponics, like several families had during the last conflict between Unions. That was a mess none of us in charge of Hydro wanted to clean up after again.

      “There’s a difference between intelligence and just knowing stuff,” Bree commented. She’d traded out one of her ration cards for a lollipop—a luxury food only available on the black market—and shoved it in her mouth now as she watched the screen. The lollipop was round and bright pink, and made a distinct pop as she pulled it out of her mouth to add, “That’s why ‘smart’ people can do such dumb things. Like pick on a badass like me.” She flashed her best smile in my direction. She was trying to be cute, but the effort fell flat for Viv, who was always eager to defend her celebrity crush.

      “Whatever, Bree,” she said, finally sick of her antics for the day. She turned back to the leader of the gambling circuit and finalized her bet by adding her initials to their record sheet.

      “Care to place yours, honey?” the guy asked again.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and snap at him not to call me pet names. Pissing off the wrong people was dangerous. I set my jaw and reminded myself not to say anything stupid, then shook my head. “Nah, I’m good. Thanks.”

      “Suit yourself, darling.” He turned away from me, suddenly disinterested in my existence. People like him might seem friendly at first, but the second you became anything other than a potential profit margin, they lost interest. No skin off my back. Without waiting for the others, I turned and walked away. I had better things to do than gamble. While Union workers were paid in food vouchers by Farrow Corp, we’d developed our own form of trade using currency from the old world. A hundred yen was equal to an hour of labor, whether that was for babysitting, mending clothes, or coding a mod for a video game. I worked hard for my yen, and I was hoping to hoard enough to pay for better care for my mother.

      Viv was the first to notice I’d moved on. “Hey, Ty!” she called out as she started in my direction, trying with limited success to keep the jar of Shine in her hand from spilling as she caught up to me. “What was that about?”

      I glanced over at her, still striding across the atrium. “What was what about?”

      “Why didn’t you want to place a bet? I mean, I know you don’t really follow The Cure like everyone else…”

      “Yeah, I’m kind of busy working overtime trying to keep my mom from dying,” I said sourly. I didn’t want to talk about stupid Ben Farrow and his stupid good looks. Not today.

      Viv looked like I’d slapped her. “Oh, Ty… I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s fine,” I cut her off. I didn’t want to have this conversation in the atrium, where everyone could hear. I lowered my voice until it was barely a whisper, adding, “I just think it’s dumb, betting on our own survival. I mean, who cares which one of the Farrows finds a cure? If that’s even possible.”

      “Of course, it’s possible!” Viv appeared shocked. What I’d said was basically blasphemy. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      I shrugged, pausing to lean against a wall and look back at her. “I dunno, Viv. I’m just not sure. I mean, my dad says they had one when the Virus started. Not for everyone, but for some. And after all these years, you’d think they’d have figured it out again by now. I just think it seems unlikely at this point.”

      “You’d better not let anyone else catch you saying that.” Viv glanced over her shoulder nervously.

      I nodded. “Yeah, I know.” We were silent a moment, and then Viv looped her arm through mine, any ill feelings forgotten already thanks to the jar of Shine in her hand, which was now empty.

      “Come on, let’s get you some more Shine. It’ll take your mind off things.”

      “Nah, Viv, I’m good.”

      “Well, at least come with me then. I need a refill!”

      I sighed reluctantly. “Fine.”

      Viv pulled on my arm, weaving us back through the atrium in a blissful haze. Sometimes I wished I could be more like her, content with my lot in life. Happy to entertain myself by watching the Farrow family act out their lives on giant screens, day in and day out. Drooling over Ben and getting caught up in the glamour and drama of The Cure. But I wasn’t like her. I glanced at the faces of other coders as we passed them by. I wasn’t like anyone here. I wanted more.

      And now I knew how to get it, if I was brave enough to take the risk.
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      Viv followed me as I meandered through the corridors, and we turned our heads as we passed the corridor that led to the Farmers’ Hall. It smelt of dirt and manure—an unfortunate if not unavoidable side effect of their working directly with the crops. It was almost like the Geos had been set up to separate us, with each Union’s living spaces segregated.

      “Don’t you ever wonder why the Unions are separated?” I asked Viv, still halfway stuck in my own thoughts.

      She shrugged. “I’ve never really thought about it. Just the way it is, I guess.”

      “But didn’t you ever have a friend in another Union?”

      She thought for a moment. “No… my class was all coders.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Mine, too. Kinda weird, huh?” Did the Elite know, even when we were sorted for school, that we were destined to be coders? Or was job sorting rigged like the Acceptance? I decided it was best not to voice those concerns. I was only glad I wouldn’t have to move away from my parents and go into another hall as I got older.

      “Pretty lucky that we both ended up coders, right?” she asked, missing the point I was trying to allude to. “Not as good as the doctors, maybe, but at least we weren’t made plumbers or farmers!”

      I nodded. There was a sort of hierarchy down in the Geos. Coders were pretty close to the top. Still, we all lived in the same dank, moldy place. Being stuck here in the Geos was the ultimate equalizer. Whether you were a doctor, coder, or farmer, no one was immune to the lung illness that came from a lifetime living underground.

      “Do you ever wish…” I paused, suddenly uncertain of how vulnerable I was about to make myself. Viv was my best friend, but what if she didn’t understand? Worse yet, what if she guessed I’d tried to hack my way into the Acceptance and turned me in? No, I thought to myself. Viv would never do that. Not in a million years.

      “Do you ever wish you could move up? Become one of the Elites?”

      Viv hardly registered the question. “Huh?”

      I supposed that, if you wanted to confess something, doing so with someone who was completely faded made it a little safer.

      “I get sick of the dark, and the cold,” I continued as if she was processing everything I said. “I’m sick of my mom being sick. I mean, how many of us have to die before—” I didn’t finish my thought. Before somebody does something.

      “Dead in the Geos, dead in the Above,” Viv slurred as she spoke. “Dead is dead. What’s it matter?”

      She had a point. The images I’d pulled up of the Above flashed in my mind, along with pieces of every lesson we’d had in school regarding the GM Virus that had driven us all underground. Pockets of the Virus still existed in the Above, and were said to be a hundred times more painful than the Cough. Suddenly, I envisioned the faces of past contestants twisted with the pain of the fever that was said to boil you from the inside out. And I’d almost volunteered myself for it. No, I decided, it’s too risky. I would have to find another way to save my mother.

      I looked at Viv, whose expression had become a little too suspicious for my liking, and sighed. “I just think it would be neat, ya know?” I tried to keep my voice light to avoid suspicion. “To walk around in a silk kimono all day. To have light and clean air.” I bumped Viv playfully with my shoulder and added, “To meet Ben Farrow.”

      That caught her attention. “Ben.” She swayed drunkenly as she all but swooned. “Now, for him, I’d join the Acceptance. He’s so dreamy, don’t you think?”

      I sighed. “Sure, Viv. So dreamy.” My voice had lacked enthusiasm, but if Viv noticed, she didn’t seem to care. She launched into a series of reasons she admired Ben. How cute it was that he looked after the younger Farrows, and how his pointed chin and the dimple in his left cheek gave her butterflies. I listened half-heartedly, suddenly distracted by the people around us. We’d wandered through the labyrinth that was the Union Hall and somehow circled back to the atrium, but instead of the ‘party vibe’ we’d left behind, there was a tenseness in the air. It crackled across my skin like electricity, making the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. Something was up.

      I slowed to a halt as I scanned the area, putting an arm out to stop Viv.

      “Hey! What’s the deal?”

      “Shush.” I could only think of one reason everyone would be on edge—an EF raid. The Emergency Force was a police force run by the Farrows. They were in charge of “keeping the peace” in the Geos, or so we were told. In my experience, their presence rarely brought peace.

      If we could avoid them, I knew we should. It wasn’t like we were in a real police state; the people would never stand for that. The forces weren’t even around that much. EFs kept to themselves, save for the occasional patrol when certain crimes increased, and random drills for the EFs who were still in training.

      I wasn’t sure which instance this was, but I knew that the consequences for Viv would be the same, faded as she was, whether the raid was technically “real” or not.

      Suddenly, people began to scatter. The EFs had found the Shine. Intoxicants were against the law in the Geos, on the basis that muddled minds couldn’t do their jobs properly. The word was that, some decades ago, one coder had shown up to their shift faded and actually dumped the water reservoir, not only leaving the community without water, but drowning several farmers in the process. Never mind that no one had made a mistake like that since. One jerk had ruined it for the rest of us generations later.

      I saw two officers moving around the atrium doing random checks. One found a bottle of Shine on a kid too young to join the workforce, let alone drink. The officer shook his head as he positioned the boy with his hands against the wall and frisked him.

      I tugged at Viv’s sleeve. “Ditch the Shine,” I whispered.

      “What? No way. I’m not done with it yet!”

      “Shhh! Just do it!” I insisted through gritted teeth. “It’s an EF raid!” I told her, realizing she hadn’t even noticed what was happening around us.

      That comment sobered her up real quick, though. Her eyes went wide as she frantically searched for a place to stash her jar and the EFs began searching Union members. Getting caught with illegal paraphernalia meant a cut in your ration vouchers at best, and a night in isolation at worst. Three strikes on your record made you ineligible for the Acceptance. You’d be stuck in your position with no hope of upward movement for the rest of your life. Severe repeat offenders might even find themselves demoted to a manual labor job like farming. Not only would there be no hope of moving upward, but you’d be doomed to live the rest of your life at the bottom of the Geos foodchain. I didn’t have any strikes on my record, but Viv had gotten herself into trouble a few times before, and I was pretty sure she had no desire to add another.

      “Psst, give it here!” It was Bree. She snuck in behind Viv, taking the jar and slipping it into the pocket of her hoodie. That wouldn’t do much if we got searched, but for now it was out of sight. A couple of EFs walked by, looking us up and down before deciding we were just there to observe the chaos, rather than being participants in illicit activity. I sighed with relief.

      I’d relaxed too soon. One of the EFs caught sight of Bree behind Viv, locking eyes with her. And then he focused on Viv. “Hey, I know this one. She has a record!” he said to his partner. And then, “Who’s your friend?” He reached past Viv and grabbed hold of Bree’s upper arm. “What are you hiding there, girl?”

      “Hey!” Viv protested. “Leave her alone!”

      “You mind yourself, young lady, or you’ll be next!” he warned. “Don’t think I can’t smell the Shine on your breath!”

      Viv clamped her mouth shut. No use giving them more reason to search us.

      The second EF approached Bree. “Do you have anything to declare?” He was giving her a chance to confess. This part of the legal process in the Geos always baffled me, though. If you were punished either way, what motivation could you possibly have to confess? Bree spat at his feet.

      The officer pulled Bree’s hands behind her back as we looked on somberly. Bree already had three strikes—making her ineligible for the Acceptance. This one would mean she’d probably be getting kicked out of the coding wing, and thus be out from under Viv’s protection. Who knew what would happen to her in a lower wing?  “Guess that answers that question,” the first officer said.

      His partner reached into Bree’s pocket and retrieved the Shine jar. “Aha!”

      Chaos erupted—Bree wasn’t going down without a fight. She leaned back, bracing her arms against the officer restraining her, and kicked her feet in the air. Her boot made a hard THUMP against the second officer’s chin.

      At the same time, Viv was moving forward toward the officers. “No, stop!” she called in vain, “the jar is mine!”

      The first officer stumbled back under Bree’s weight, but quickly righted himself and swept his leg under Bree’s, taking her to her knees. His partner, who had picked himself up from the ground after Bree’s kick, wiped the blood from his mouth, pulled back his fist, and swung—just in time to hit Viv as she moved to intervene on Bree’s behalf.

      Viv hit the ground hard. Unlike the officer, she didn’t get back up.
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      Everyone scattered when Viv hit the ground. I guess they saw an opportunity to escape the raid and took it. Couldn’t say I blamed them. From the day we were born until we took our last breath, life in the Geos was all about survival.

      One of the EF nudged Viv with his boot. One of her eyes fluttered open. The other was swollen shut. Viv moaned.

      “Get her to Medical,” he grunted before shuffling down the hall, the raid forgotten among the chaos of a potential casualty. Around us, others scrambled to retrieve bags of bartered contraband that had been tossed around during the fray.

      As I’d expected, the EFs had only stuck around long enough to see Viv regain consciousness. Even Bree had been forgotten at the prospect of the trouble they’d almost faced. Assault they could get away with, but in a society where population was so tightly controlled, murder was harshly punished. Even the Elite were held accountable when a life was taken, and the punishment was something far worse than a change in status. If you killed someone in the Geos, you were banished to the Above and the ruins of the world our people had deserted in favor of surviving the Virus.

      “That was quite the hit! Wowee!” Bree knelt by Viv as she sat up.

      “Uuunh.” Viv put a hand to her head. “What happened?”

      “That EF knocked you out cold!” Bree’s voice was a little too peppy for my liking, given the situation, but I said nothing.

      “Come on, Viv.” I put my hands under her arms to steady her as she stood. “Let’s get you to Medical.”

      “Uh, I think I’ll stick around here,” Bree said. “I’ve had enough attention for one day.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was trying to find more trouble or avoid it. “She took that hit for you, ya know!” I scolded her.

      “And I took the heat for her!” she shot back. “Way I see it, we’re even now. Besides, she’s got you. She’ll be just fine—right, Viv?”

      Viv could hardly stand up straight, let alone keep track of our conversation. “Sure, whatever,” she managed to mumble, which was enough to placate Bree.

      “Great! See ya later!” With that, she disappeared into the sea of people making their way back to their living quarters.
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        * * *

      

      The medical wing was the nicest hall in the Geos. It had to be, for health reasons. No one wanted to get sewn up in a room full of dust and mildew. Not even the farmers. Where other halls had patches of exposed rock in their ceilings and walls, Medical was covered from wall to wall in stainless steel, everywhere except for the floor. My boots squeaked against the white stone, polished to make it easier for workers to wash away blood and other bodily fluids. The thought made me cringe.

      Even though I understood why their wing was better than ours, I still couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy as Viv and I limped our way around the corner to intake, where patients pulled a number and were prioritized based on rank.

      Legend had it that this way of sorting the ill and injured was based on ancient medical practices from the Above. Only, back then, people had been prioritized mostly by the severity of their illness rather than their social ranking. Funny how the slow acceptance of an idea over time could become the norm.

      Intake was packed. Workers from different Unions were strewn across the metal benches, sporting a variety of ailments that were both illness and injury related, hoping to wait it out long enough to be switched in for a cancellation. The ability to cancel was a luxury only the Elite had. They could schedule an appointment for a routine visit and be seen the same day, even if that meant leaving workers like the ones here waiting days or more to be seen. In the Geos, there was no such thing as “urgent” care.

      I propped Viv in the back corner and wove through the crowd to the front of the room, to the receptionist terminal. One of the doctors responsible for scheduling looked on as I input Viv’s info.

      “Hey, my friend is really hurt. Any way she can get seen today?”

      “You know the drill,” he said nonchalantly. “Check the queue.”

      I sighed, knowing what I would find before I even turned back to the terminal. I tapped an option on the menu screen: Patient Queue. A long list of names popped up in the order that they would be seen. I had to scroll all the way to the following week to find Viv’s name. My stomach sank. A blow to the head with lost consciousness usually meant a concussion. She couldn’t wait til next week to get a work waiver, and without one, her time off work would be considered unexcused, meaning she’d forfeit the days’ waivers AND potentially be demoted if she missed enough time.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said to the scheduler, closing the queue before weaving my way back to Viv.

      “It’s a long wait,” I whispered, “but I think I can get you in. I just need you to create a distraction.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?” She groaned. “Ty, it’s taking all I have just to stay upright right now.”

      “I know, and you don’t have to do much, I promise. I’ll just go up there and tell the scheduler you’re gonna puke.” The last thing he’d want was to clear a room full of patients for Hazmat. Health protocols required sanitizing the entire room—including everyone standing in it. It led to a lot of hassle and paperwork.

      “Just act convincing,” I said.

      “That won’t be too hard,” Viv said, swaying as she spoke.

      I took her by the shoulder to steady her, looking around again to confirm there were still no empty seats. “Maybe you should sit down on the floor.”

      “And get trampled? No thanks.” She adjusted herself in the corner until she was steady. “Okay, we’re good. Go.”

      I approached the scheduler, who had begun to doze off at his terminal. I tapped him on the shoulder. He looked up, clearly annoyed. “You again? What do you want?”

      I tried to sound nonchalant. “Oh, nothing. It’s just that I thought I should tell you, I think my friend’s gonna puke.” I pointed in her direction. His eyes followed my hand, widening in horror as they landed on Viv, who retched right on cue.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” He reached into a drawer next to the terminal and pulled out a syringe. Anti-nausea meds. “Give that to her.”

      I held my hands up. “I’m a coder, not a doctor, dude.” He rolled his eyes. Most people in the Geos knew how to administer basic injectibles for pain or nausea, though technically protocol required that it be overseen by a doctor if the patient was currently in Medical. I’d backed him into a corner.

      The second he stepped away, I went to work at the terminal, pulling up the queue again first so that it would be on a familiar screen. I glanced over my shoulder at the other Union workers waiting, but none of them paid me any mind, probably assuming I was re-checking Viv’s status. Hacking the Medical schedule wasn’t something most people would consider worth the risk of banishment, but Viv needed to be seen now, and I’d seen an opportunity now for more than that. Chickening out of the Acceptance hack had put my mom at risk. Maybe while Viv was being seen, I could convince the doctor to write a script for her. Mother always put off coming to Medical because she knew the meds were only temporary fixes, and because it kept her away from work for so long that it cut down on our vouchers, but a temporary aid of some meds was better than what she had now, which was pretty much nothing, and if she wasn’t going to wait in queue to get them, I might as well get them while I was here.

      It only took me a second to move Viv’s name up in the queue by marking her injury as work-related, which was normally something the scheduler would have to have done. She’d be seen today now. Work-related injuries were higher priority than brawls in the atrium or anything else that happened while we were on our own time. I passed the scheduler on my way back to Viv. He shot me a sour look for making his job harder as he pushed past me.

      “It worked!” I said to Viv.

      She rubbed her upper arm where she’d gotten the injection. “Good. Guy was a jerk. Totally jabbed harder than he needed to.”

      Only three more names were called before my scheming paid off.

      “Viv Coder,” the scheduler called out. The surname ‘Coder’ served as a reminder of her job title. We all shared it. First names actually had to get board approval before being finalized. There were no duplicate first names among the Union workers.

      The scheduler walked us back to an exam room, eyeing me somewhat suspiciously. I smiled in response, not wanting him to know how nervous I was.

      “A doctor will be with you shortly,” he said, before turning away and closing the door behind him.

      We didn’t have to wait long for a knock on the door. I had no idea why they bothered, as they never waited for a response before coming in.

      “I’m Milo Doctor,” the man introduced himself abruptly, not even making eye contact before positioning himself at a terminal to pull up Viv’s chart. “Go ahead and have a seat.”

      Viv had already sat down on the sterile white exam table. The doctor turned from her record and examined the bones around her swollen eye. “Nothing broken.” He glanced back and forth between Viv and her chart as he continued his exam.

      “And how did this happen?”

      “She slipped at the end of her shift,” I said before Viv could open her mouth. She didn’t know I’d marked the injury as work related. The last thing we needed was for him to think Viv was trouble. Doctor bias was a major factor in treatment outcomes. “Leak somewhere in circulation or something,” Viv added. Even with her head injury, she had enough wits about her to follow my lead.

      “Always something,” he said flatly, flashing a light in Viv’s good eye. “Did you lose consciousness?” He sighed when Viv nodded. “Fine. I’m gonna have to write you a work waiver. Can’t have you staring at a screen all day with a concussion.” He turned to his terminal to input the waiver into her file. “Schedule your follow-up on your way out.”

      He made a move for the door. Without thinking, I reached for his arm.

      “Wait!” I recoiled as he turned around, a scowl on his face. “It’s just…” I began, my voice having grown quiet suddenly, “I was hoping, since I’m here anyway, maybe you could write a script for my mom, Lia Coder? She has the Cough.” If there was any shred of humanity under that white coat, he just had to help me.

      “You know the protocol.” He shrugged my hand off his arm. “If she’s in the queue, she’ll get her meds when her turn is up. If not, make her an appointment.”

      “Her normal meds aren’t working anymore. She needs something stronger,” I pleaded with him.

      “Then tell her to come in and wait for an appointment like everyone else. I’m sorry, but my hands are tied.” It was a rote response, given without enthusiasm. “Put her in the queue.”

      So, that was it then. My mom was stuck in the same spot, arguing that she didn’t have time to visit Medical and wait for appointments while Dad and I worried that she’d die if she didn’t. Ultimately, the Acceptance really might be my only option for helping her.

      In front of me, the doctor opened the door.

      “I need to refill my contraceptives!” It was suspicious at best, and ridiculous at worst, but I was desperate.

      “You’re just now remembering that you need a refill?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Hey, if you want to explain the results of an unplanned genetic coupling to the Farrows, be my guest.”

      That got his attention. He held the door open for me, rolling his eyes and motioning down the hall like he was doing me a huge favor. “Wait in Room 6, then.”

      Don’t have to tell me twice, I thought to myself, giving Viv one last glance before making my way down the hall. She gave her standard thumbs-up, though her composure lacked its usual sass. For a moment, I was torn, not wanting to leave my friend in her hour of need. If I hadn’t chickened out of hacking myself into the Acceptance, I wouldn’t have had to, but that was a done deal.

      I sat alone in the room for a long time. My gaze wandered around the glowing walls of the pristine  room, landing on the terminal. If I could just hack into the system one more time, I could get my mom into the queue for the next day, making her an appointment and then marking it as a work related follow-up. Or maybe I could convince my mom to come in with me, and then I’d pull the trick again with her already waiting. But, no, she wouldn’t go for that. She was too honest. I needed to arrange for an appointment or a script in advance or she wouldn’t go for it. I rapped my fingers against the exam table nervously, eyeing the overhead camera which I knew was recording my every move.

      Exam rooms in Medical were under constant surveillance. Cameras were located in every room to make sure no one tried to steal meds. The tapes weren’t monitored, so far as I knew, but did get reviewed when things went missing. I didn’t dare mess with the terminal while the camera was rolling, though—my sudden appointment might be just enough to get someone to review the tape unexpectedly.

      A knock on the door startled me and a woman about my mom’s age entered. “I’m Nari. I’ll be doing your exam today.” She’d smiled as she’d spoken, shaking my hand. She sat down at the terminal and pulled up my chart. I held my breath, knowing she’d see I wasn’t really due for a refill.

      “Hmm,” she said, her lips pursed. “Says here you’re not due for another two weeks.”

      “I know, I’m sorry.” I tried my best to sound remorseful. “I can’t find my pack. Must have lost it in the halls somewhere.” I hoped I sounded convincing. I could only make this work if I could get her to leave the room.

      Nari sighed. I could tell she didn’t believe me, but it was no use trying to call my bluff. If I walked out of here without a prescription and I was telling the truth, the consequences could be dire. Before leaving the room, Nari put the camera in Privacy Mode from her terminal so that I could change into the white robes used during female exams.

      “Selling meds on the black market is an automatic demotion,” she cautioned me softly. I wasn’t used to such a kind tone coming from a doctor’s mouth, but her eyes mirrored her intonation and I realized she was acting in my best interest. “Besides being extremely dangerous for the buyer, you know your prescription is tailored to your own genetic profile.” It was the same lecture doctors gave to students when we went through Sex Ed.

      “I’m not selling them, I promise.” This time, I was telling the truth, but I could tell she didn’t believe me. It didn’t matter, though—all I needed was for her to leave the room so I could “change.”

      As soon as the door clicked shut, I ran to the terminal. Changing was the only time anyone had any privacy in Medical’s exam areas, and even then it was only for a few minutes. And a few minutes were all I needed to get the job done. I scanned the list of names and ailments, choosing one that was minor so as to do the least amount of damage possible while still getting my mom the new appointment she needed. My hands flew across the keyboard like they had a mind of their own, and then it was done. Lia Coder had an appointment to see a doctor in two days, for follow-up on a work related injury, and with the way I’d worked the system, she’d only lose one day of work—she could deal with that.

      My victory was short-lived. Suddenly, a verification tab opened up, asking me to input my mom’s personal verification code to save the appointment—without it, this slot would disappear as soon as I closed the screen. And my mom had never shared that information with me—she was too honest, and probably would have guessed that I’d have tried something like this if she had. The only way for my mom to get in for a new appointment and a new script was, as she’d told me more than once, to come in to Medical, make an appointment that could be pushed back for hours, if not days, and sit and wait. And she wouldn’t do that.

      Things really were hopeless, I realized. I balled my fists, ready to pound the keyboard in a fit of rage. That was when Nari came back in.
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      Normally, when a doctor re-enters a room, they go through health containment protocol: Wash hands, put on gloves, re-activate camera. Staring open-mouthed at my still-clothed form seated at her terminal, Nari did none of these. Instead, she shut the door behind her and leaned in, wagging a finger at me like a mother scolding a youngling.

      “I knew it! I knew you were selling meds on the black market! I’m going to have to report you—” She moved toward the intercom by the front door, but I was faster. Before she could hit the button, I pushed my way between her and the wall.

      “No! I promise!” I pleaded with her, “Please don’t call the EFs! I’m not selling my meds. I’m trying to get care for my mother. She’s sick, and I can’t get an appointment. Here—check the terminal if you don’t believe me!”

      Nari eyed me suspiciously, pointing to the exam table. “Sit.” I obeyed. She pulled up her terminal’s history—I hadn’t had a chance to wipe it before she’d come in—and sighed. “Okay. I believe you.”

      My shoulders slumped as relief washed over my body. It was short-lived.

      “But you’re not going to get her care.” I opened my mouth to protest, but she cut me off. “No.” Her tone was sharp like the edge of a knife, but it lacked the authority I would have expected from a doctor. The sharpness wasn’t meant for me. Still, it stung. “No, you won’t get her care, not here.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      She rubbed the back of her neck wearily. For the first time in my whole life, I saw humanity in a white coat. “Twenty shifts ago, we were raided by the Rejs.”

      My heart leapt into my throat. The Rejs were a group of people who’d been banished from the Geos. They were a cautionary tale told to children to get them to behave. The idea that you could get enough strikes to be kicked out of the Geos was a nightmare right of passage for the young.

      But I’d never really seen one, or heard of a time when they’d attacked the Geos so directly. Most stories made them seem like a distant threat. An enemy less powerful than any of the protections Farrow and the Emergency Force provided.

      “An explosion tore through Med Storage, injuring several of us. My sister was one of them,” she said as she lowered her eyes, avoiding my stunned gaze. “I tried to use my credentials to get her care. It didn’t work. I’m a doctor, and I couldn’t even get her into surgery. She was mutilated. Scarred for life.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. It was everything I could offer, and not enough at the same time.

      “Yes, well.” She wiped her hands on the front of her lab coat. “Nothing to be done about it. The damage is still being repaired, and supplies are short. We simply don’t have enough to treat everyone, and…” She left the rest unsaid, but it was clear. Elites took priority over Union workers. I’d tried to hack my mother into treatment for nothing.

      Nari lifted a hand to turn the cameras back on, then hesitated. Instead, she leaned in and spoke in a voice so low that I almost wasn’t sure that she’d spoken at all. “There is a way you can help your mother.”

      I nodded, afraid to say anything in response, lest it break whatever spell was making her speak. “There’s a healer off grid, in the upper Geos. Goes by Wallace. He uses biomeds,” she warned. Biomeds were an outlawed practice. The Farrows and other scientists deemed them unreliable at best, and unsafe at the worst. “But maybe it’s a chance you want to take. You have to keep quiet about it, but if you go looking for him, he’ll find you. No one can know I told you this, though. I’d be demoted, or worse.”

      Banished to the Above, I finished the sentence in my own head, afraid to say it out loud. I nodded. “I promise.”

      She seemed to accept my response, turning away from the terminal. “Now, get changed.” She pointed to the gown, still laying folded on the shelf by the exam table. I looked at her, shocked that she would still go ahead with the exam until she pointed above her head at the camera. It would look suspicious if my appointment ended without an exam. I reached for the gown and turned my back to her as I changed. When I was done, I heard the clicking of fingers on a keyboard. The cameras were back on.
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        * * *

      

      When the exam was over, Nari turned off the camera again. She entered my script into my file reluctantly, printing it out so that I could take it to fulfillment. “If there’s something else you’re not telling me…” She locked eyes with me as I reached for the paper, holding onto her side a second more than was necessary. “It’s not worth it, whatever else you’re planning. You could lose food privileges for your entire family, or be demoted to smaller housing. Your choices affect more than just you, you know.”

      I didn’t say anything. Not only because I didn’t want to validate her suspicions, but because I didn’t know what to say.

      Nari was right—one misstep, and my mother could end up worse off than she was now. That combined with my earlier chat with Viv had given even more credence to my fear of the Acceptance. How stupid had it been, to think I could just fiddle with the averages and end up surviving? My mouth went dry just thinking about it.

      Nari’s eyes were still locked on mine, as if she could see into my mind if she tried hard enough. She wasn’t going to let me leave this room without an answer.

      “I’ll be careful,” I promised.

      It must have been enough, because she stood to leave the room. “You have two minutes to change. No more funny business.”

      The click of the door latching behind her was deafening. It reverberated through my body as I looked longingly at the terminal. It was a click that echoed what I’d feared when I’d first walked into Medical with Viv: I’d come here for no reason. The Geos held no hope for my mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t wait to get out of Medical. I dressed quickly, glancing only once more at Nari’s terminal before showing myself out.

      As I made my way through the waiting room, the scheduler stopped me. “Hey you!” I held my breath as he flagged me down, certain he’d figured out that I’d jumped Viv in the queue. Getting caught could mean fewer food vouchers, or being bumped to worse housing. Internally, I chastised myself. I’d jumped at the chance to help and acted without thinking it through or figuring out what I’d say if I got caught like this. I needed to come up with a cover, and fast.

      “Your friend got out almost an hour ago,” he said, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “Y-yeah.” I swallowed, trying to steady my breath. I needed to seem confident if I was going to talk my way out of this one. “I figured she’d be out before me. They wanted her to go home and rest.”

      “And you’re still here why?”

      “Well, if you must know, I needed to refill my contraceptives. I mentioned it to the doctor who examined my friend and he said they’d go ahead and get my exam over with.” That did it. The scheduler’s face broke out in crimson hues.

      “On your way then,” he sputtered. “And hurry it up.”

      It wasn’t until the door clicked shut behind me that I let out a sigh of relief. That was close, I thought to myself. Too close. I made a mental note not to mess with the medical queue again any time soon. The last thing I needed to do right now was draw attention to myself.

      I came to the end of the medical wing and paused. Should I go back to the atrium? No. It would be best to lie low for a while. I turned right and made my way toward the nearest transport station. Some of the coders with better housing assignments were able to walk to their living quarters, but not me. I had to take the tunnel shuttle.

      Union workers who lived in the outer quarters were given a limited number of travel waivers. One to get you to work, and one to get you back again. That was another reason so many of us spent our free time in the atrium. There was no way to save up transport waivers for trips to visit friends who lived further away.

      I approached the transport terminal and scanned my transportation waiver. The screen lit up green and emitted a chipper ding to let me know my waiver had been accepted. The turnstyle that limited access based on waivers was unlocked, and I made my way across the concrete platform to wait for the shuttle.

      The shuttles ran based on the number of people waiting for a particular section, so workers living in those areas that were more densely populated made it home sooner. My area of the Geos was sparsely populated, being one of the oldest sections of the Geos. Though you could earn enough waivers to move to better living quarters, my family had struggled since Mother became ill. That was part of the reason joining the Acceptance was so terrifying for me. With a 60% chance of survival, there was a serious risk that I would leave my parents to live with even less to get by on, and it only fueled my desire to find another way to help her.

      The other reason that my area of the Geos was so sparsely populated was because those who couldn’t afford to move up to better housing all suffered the same fate after years in one of the wettest areas of the Geos—the Cough. If you couldn’t move up, you died in that wing. Some faster than others.

      The screech of the shuttle brakes on the scrap metal track jolted me from my thoughts. The shuttle door slid open, creaking with age. Sometimes I wondered how many more runs these old tin cans had in them. Newer metals were reserved for things like Medical and the Greens. Nothing down here got repaired until it reached dire malfunction. I held my breath and prayed the shuttle would hold for this trip, anyhow—something I did every time I crossed the threshold.

      Inside, it was standing room only, not unusual for this part of the day. I grabbed hold of the nearest overhead bar and braced myself as the shuttle pulled out of the station.

      Time was hard to gauge beyond the workshift, with all of our light being artificial, but it was well past dinnertime when I finally made it to my living quarters. My father was in the main living space, sitting at the home terminal which had been assigned to my mother when she’d become too ill to show up for her shift. Even when we were dying, they expected us to work if we wanted to eat. Another reason that the idea of becoming part of the Elite was so appealing to the general population. Elite never had to work, even when they were well.

      “Where’s Mother?” I asked, sitting down next to him. Looking over his shoulder, I could see he was logged into her account, trying to cover for the fact that she was missing her shift again.

      “Resting,” he said absentmindedly as he repaired one of the bugs in the code that measured waste from the Hydros.

      I watched his fingers fly over the keyboard at speeds I could barely aspire to. He had the benefit of being ambidextrous—able to use both hands equally rather than having a dominant hand. He’d acquired the skill after a pipe accident had taken two fingers from his right hand. I’d been only six when it happened, but I vividly remembered him returning from Medical with his hand covered in bloody bandages, and sitting down at his temporary terminal to work. He hadn’t even gotten a full day off. For nights after that, he’d worked long after Mother and I were in bed, swearing at himself every time he missed a key. He’d stayed up late like that every night until coding without his missing fingers had become second nature. It had been an effort that kept us from starving since my mom had already fallen ill.

      Suddenly, his hands stopped, and he turned in his seat to face me. I knew he had more work to do, and I felt guilty taking up his time. “Dinner is still on the table, so why don’t you sit and eat before she wakes up?”

      I nodded, and went to sit down at the small iron table in the corner of our living space. It was just large enough to seat the three of us. It seemed larger every night my mother remained missing from the table. A plate of greens sat waiting for me. I tried to hide my disappointment. I’d hoped for at least a little grown meat, but times were tough. I knew my dad had been bartering with one of the farmer families to supplement what little food he could put on the table, so I never complained. I ate in silence, taking note of the fact that my plate was the only one on the table.

      “You ate before I got home, right?” I asked, even though I knew he’d lie if he hadn’t.

      “Mhmm,” he replied, not looking up from the work he’d resumed.

      I sighed. No use arguing with him over it. Still, when he wasn’t looking, I set some of my food aside in the fridge for later. Just in case, I thought. Maybe he’d eat it if he thought I’d gotten enough. I washed my dish in silence before tiptoeing to my mother’s room. There, I listened at the door, afraid to knock in case she was sleeping.

      “Come in, Ty,” my mother called from the other side. Somehow, she always knew when I was lingering. I opened the door, bracing myself for what I was about to see. In her youth, my mother had been a beautiful woman, but the Cough had stripped her of youth and beauty until all that was left was the frail skeleton that lay on the bed before me.

      The lights were dimmed in her room, partially because her condition caused headaches and partially so that she wouldn’t have to watch herself deteriorate in the reflection of the steel walls that surrounded her. The walls gave the illusion of cleanliness, providing a barrier between us and the damp earth, but beneath the shining surface, we both knew a colony of black mold invaded the air with its spores.

      “Come, sit,” my mother said, patting the bed beside her weakly. I obliged, albeit reluctantly. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to spend time with her—quite the opposite, really. It was just that facing her mortality became harder with each day.

      “I have something… for you,” she wheezed, drawing in shallow breaths between utterances. She turned her right hand over and opened it. Nestled within her wiry palm was the necklace she and my father had made during their betrothal, as was the custom. It was made of brightly colored strands of woven cloth, which my mother had scavenged from the abandoned halls of the Geos. From the cloth hung a pendant of orange quartz which seemed to glow in the low light of the room. My father had hoarded his yen for ages to pay for the stone, which my mother had worn proudly on their wedding day.

      She took my hand in hers, pressing the coveted necklace into my palm. “I remember when Tyler and I…” She paused to clear her throat as she blinked back tears. Crying would just trigger the Cough. She took a deep breath and started again. “I’ve been waiting…” she began, struggling against the illness that filled her lungs, “until you found a partner—”

      A coughing fit stopped her mid-sentence. I hated when this happened. It always made me feel so helpless. And yet, there was nothing I could do but be by her side, rubbing her back gently as the Cough shook her fragile frame. I reached across her to the bedside table where a glass of water sat. When the coughing had finally subsided, I handed her the water, which she sipped cautiously before clearing her throat. “I thought this... might be a better time.”

      The blood drained out of my face as the impact of her words reached my heart. This wasn’t a better time. She was worried that she was running out of time. That she’d die before seeing my wedding. She was supposed to be there at my someday wedding, not wasting away in a bed years before I’d even considered settling down.

      Before I could protest, she closed my fingers around the necklace and laid back on the bed, her eyes drifting closed. She’d worn herself out. I watched her chest rise and fall, trying to reassure myself that she still had time before I finally kissed her forehead and tiptoed out the door.

      I eased the door to her room shut, careful to hold the doorknob still to avoid the clicking sound it would otherwise make. I didn’t want to chance waking her.

      “How is she?” my dad asked, not even looking up from Mother’s terminal.

      “She talked more than usual,” I offered, not wanting to tell him the full truth. That she was preparing herself—all of us—for the end. I slid the necklace into the pocket of my coat and made a silent vow: I would save my mother, no matter what it took.

      I made my way back to the refrigeration system, retrieving my dinner’s leftovers. “I’m going out,” I said.

      “Shuttle won’t run again till morning,” my father reminded me.

      “That’s okay, I don’t need it.” For a moment, I considered telling him everything. That there was someone else who could help us. That, if I found this healer, I wouldn’t have to hack my way into the Acceptance. I looked at the fine lines on his face, too clearly illuminated by the terminal’s green glow.

      No. I couldn’t burden him any further. “I might be late,” I warned him. “Past curfew.”

      He looked at me, raising an eyebrow. “If you get caught—”

      “I know.”

      He pressed his lips together until they formed a thin line.

      “I’ll be careful, promise.” I didn’t wait for his response before slipping out the door.
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      Being out past curfew was an automatic strike. I had a while before I had to worry about it, but that didn’t mean I wanted to idle. I walked down the halls of living spaces at a calculated pace. Fast enough to get me where I was going quickly, but not so fast as to raise suspicion if I ran into anyone else on the way.

      Although, chances were, if I was going to run into anyone on the way to the roped-off parts of the Geos, then they’d be up to no good also. My thoughts spiraled into anxiety as I got closer to my destination. The upper areas of the Geos had been abandoned before I was born. They’d been built when the Virus first broke out. Farrow Corp, in a rush to get as many people to safety as possible, had cut corners on things like air circulation, forcing us to abandon the area as we’d moved deeper underground.

      I guessed they’d never expected us to live underground this long.

      But one man’s forbidden space is another man’s ideal. It didn’t take too long for the Rejs to take over parts of the abandoned tunnels. Rejs lived outside of Farrow’s control. Lawless rejects who would kill you as soon as look at you. Running into one was definitely something I wanted to avoid.

      I turned a corner and hit a dead-end. The elevator shaft had been locked off long ago, with a dirty, crooked “Out of Order” sign hung from its steel doors. I bit my lip. Nari hadn’t told me the elevators were no longer functional when she’d given me directions just before sending me on my way. Even if I could hack into the system and get them running without sounding an alarm, I wasn’t sure I wanted to risk being stuck in a steel cage if it malfunctioned. Or, worse, if the cable snapped. I shuddered.

      No, there had to be another way. What had Nari said to do next?

      Dammit, I’d stopped listening to her once she’d gotten to the part about the elevator. Great job, Ty! I chastised myself.

      I felt around the elevator door for signs of anything that might help. My finger brushed against something smooth and cold. Glass? I pressed, and a screen lit up. A terminal!

      The screen blinked green and black in front of me: Login.

      I couldn’t use my own credentials without getting caught. I’d have to use something they’d assume had been stolen. My stomach tied itself in knots as I typed in “Lia Coder.” When prompted, I typed my mother’s assigned password, which I’d memorized from watching my dad log on to her terminal, and waited with baited breath.

      Login Accepted. I breathed out a sigh of relief.

      Now, to get to work.

      I opened the system records for the old tunnels. I saw that they’d been locked down for over twenty years, but there were regular maintenance checks. That meant the elevators were operational, but someone had gone to a lot of trouble to make sure they didn’t seem that way. In fact, even most coders would have had trouble decoding the right sequence to get them up and running again. Good thing I wasn’t most coders.

      It only took me three tries before the elevator lights sprang to life. A ding announced the arrival of the lift. I steeled myself against my own fear and input the code for the upper levels before slipping under the “Out of Order” sign and pushing the button to open the elevator doors.

      If the outside looked run down, the interior appeared to be anything but. Stepping inside the elevator (and crossing my fingers that it wouldn’t be the last thing I would do), I noticed the inside was brightly lit, more so than any other area of the Geos. The floor was carpeted, too—a practice that had been abandoned once we’d realized how much moisture the Geos retained. It smelled a bit of mildew, but looked freshly cleaned rather than moldy, as I’d have expected it to be.

      The lift lurched up, taking my stomach along with it. I clenched my jaw and held to the metal rail along the edge of the steel death-trap, sure I’d hacked my way to my own death when another ding caught my attention. The elevator came to a halt, tossing my stomach one more time for good measure.

      I couldn’t get out of the dang thing fast enough. In fact, I almost tripped over my own feet trying. I fell forward, barely catching myself before I slammed into the concrete. The sound echoed and I pulled myself upright immediately, my head darting around to make sure the ruckus hadn’t alerted anyone.

      Seeing no one, I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the light. Suddenly, the lighting in the elevator seemed less like luxury and more like a security system. Then, just as my eyes adjusted to the brighter lighting, I plummeted into darkness. The perfect trap.

      Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who thought so. Before I could get my barings, something slammed into me. No, not something. Someone. Together, we fell to the ground. The impact stole the breath from my lungs, and for a moment I lay stunned.

      “Hah! Told you I could get her!” The voice of the girl who’d pummelled me rang loudly in my ear as she tugged at my coat, rifling through my pockets.

      “Stop! Get off! I don’t have anything!” I yelled, but it was no use. She was relentless.

      “Holding out on us, eh?” she asked as she pulled the box of leftover greens from my bag. She tossed it to her friend, who had moved to pin me down with her foot planted firmly on my collar bone.

      “Fine! Take it! Just leave me alone!” My hand moved to my right pocket, where Mother’s necklace sat, temporarily safe. Losing food was bad enough. I wasn’t going to let them take this, too.

      Rookie mistake. Even as I’d moved to protect what was most precious, I’d tipped the thieves off.

      “What else ya got there?” Thief One smirked, reaching for my pocket. That was her second mistake. Her first had been underestimating me. Before she could get her grubby hands on my mother’s necklace, I grabbed her friend’s ankle and twisted as hard as I could as I shoved it for good measure. She toppled to the ground, taking her friend sideways with her as I rolled out from under them.

      They didn’t stay down for long. “Oh, must be worth something if she wants to keep it that bad.”

      I couldn’t make out which one had said it, but I wasn’t waiting around to find out. I scrambled up and bolted as fast as I could away from the elevator. My lungs burned as I pulled in breath after breath of icy air. They weren’t used to this much activity. Energy was luxury in the Geos, and no one ran for recreation anymore—only training.

      One of the girls dove to the ground behind me, wrapping her arms around my legs as she did. When I hit the ground for the second time, the shock of the impact made the air rush out of my lungs. As I tried desperately to catch my breath and break free of her hold, her friend pressed her knee into my back, forcing me against the concrete floor until I couldn’t breathe.

      “Stop,” I whispered, trying to gather enough air into my lungs to call for help even though I knew it was useless. My vision started to blur, and I was sure this was the end. How could I have been so stupid? Sneaking off to a forbidden area all alone. It would take hours before anyone knew I was missing, and days before they declared me dead. They’d probably never find my body.

      Just before I lost consciousness, the pressure was released. I heard the sound of boots squeaking on the polished concrete as the girls ran off the way we’d come. The stale, damp air of the Geos had never felt so refreshing, and I sat up as a coughing fit overtook me.

      “Bunch of ragtags,” a gruff voice caught me off-guard, causing me to jump. “Don’t belong here. Neither do you.”

      I looked up at my rescuer. By the way he moved, I guessed he was near the same age as my father, so still on the younger side. He limped some when he walked, but the way he held himself made it clear that he was not someone to be trifled with. Still, even by Geos standards he came off as haggard, and was dressed in clothing stained by colors that didn’t exist in the Geos, not without engineering. He reached a hand out to help me up and, reluctantly, I took it.

      He pulled me to my feet with little effort, despite his apparent injury. As he pulled away, his pant leg slipped, making the brace around his ankle visible for just a split second.

      “I was looking for someone. Someone who knows about medicine?” I nodded at his brace and he pulled at the leg of his pants defensively. “I think it’s you, maybe.”

      “No one comes here looking for me,” he harrumphed. “Not unless they’re looking for trouble. Best if you be on your way.” He waved me off and turned to go.

      “No, wait!” I felt the sting of desperate tears forming at the corners of my eyes. “I’ve risked so much to be here.”

      He didn’t even look over his shoulder. “I said, GIT!”

      I couldn’t help myself; his tone made me jump. I clenched my fists, digging my nails into my palms to calm my racing heart. This was my last chance. “But Nari sent me.”

      The man stopped in his tracks. Slowly, he turned to face me, his eyes guarded. “What did you say?”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Nari sent me.” My voice had cracked on her name, but the way he stopped in his tracks let me know that he’d heard me.

      “Why would she do that?” He turned to face me with a raised eyebrow.

      “Because I need help.” The tears that had been forming in the corners of my eyes spilled over onto my cheeks, and his face softened.

      “Alright, child.” He held his hand out, motioning for me to come closer. “Show me what you brought to trade.”

      The momentary relief I’d felt was shattered. Trade? I didn’t have anything left to trade. Not anything that someone like him would want, at least.

      “I had something, but…” I looked over my shoulder in the direction that the ragtags, as he’d called them, had run. “They took it,” I groaned in frustration.

      He sighed heavily.

      “Please,” I pleaded. “It’s my mom. She’s sick. She has the Cough.”

      I couldn’t tell if his expression was more sad or exasperated.

      “I’m a coder,” I rushed on. “Maybe I could hack the system and get you food vouchers?” It was a risky offer, but all I had to give. Vouchers were heavily moderated, and distributing extras would flag in the system, but I was desperate.

      He waved me off. “Gah, I’ve got no use for your vouchers. Those only work in the Geos.”

      I bit my lip. There was one other thing I could offer, but it might be even riskier. “What if I could bring you food? Greens?”

      This piqued his interest. He raised an eyebrow. “Go on, I’m listening.”

      “I could get more and be back in a few days.”

      “What about meat? Can you get me some meat, too?”

      “I can try. Please let me try.”

      He harrumphed again and chewed his lips as he contemplated me quietly. “Two days... But only because Nari sent you.” He pointed past me, in the direction the ragtags had run. “If any of those hooligans give you any trouble again, you tell them you’re here to see Wallace and they’ll leave you be.”

      I nodded awkwardly. “Thank you.” But he had already turned his back to me, and only waved dismissively.
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      I barely made it back to my quarters before curfew. Dad was still at the terminal, finishing up Mother’s work for the day. “Cutting it close, Ty.”

      “Sorry, Dad, Viv got into some trouble earlier and I just needed to walk off some frustration.” It wasn’t exactly a lie—Viv had gotten into trouble, and I was frustrated. The details were missing, but the alibi had good bones. Hopefully, that would be enough to placate his anxieties.

      He didn’t respond. I leaned in to get a better look at his face, trying to gauge how much trouble I was in by his expression. Instead, I learned something else. Comparing Wallace’s face to my father’s had created a vision of vigor in my mind that I hadn’t noticed slipping away. The stress of my mother’s illness had aged him. The lines in his face were deeper than they had been before—especially the ones that formed at the corners of his mouth when he frowned.

      I patted him on the shoulder as I passed him on the way to my room. “You’ll go to bed soon, yeah?”

      “Hmm?” He’d barely looked in my direction.

      “It’s getting late, Dad,” I persisted. It seemed silly in a way, that I would be enforcing my father’s bedtime, but I’d take feeling silly over what I was afraid I’d have to do to keep them both safe. I tried to push those thoughts from my mind. No time for that now. There was work to do.

      “Yeah, in just a minute, Ty. I’m almost finished here.”

      I didn’t believe him, but there wasn’t much to be done about it.

      I closed the door to my room and fell onto my own bed, exhausted. I was asleep before my head hit the pillow.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I was up and ready before my parents. I had to be in order to pull off my new master plan. I opened the refrigeration station and removed my ration of morning greens. They would be fine at room temperature, but most preferred them chilled. Refrigeration units were only handed out to top-ranking Union workers. They were an easily revoked privilege. As I shut the door to the unit, I took solace in knowing that our family hadn’t slipped so far from Farrow Corp’s graces that they’d repossessed ours. It was known to happen occasionally. One of the families on our block had theirs taken the year before I’d started working, after the head of the house had become too ill to keep working. He’d fallen prey to the Cough, and passed just the day before it had been removed. The EFs hadn’t cared that the family was in mourning. Extra resources were only allotted to those who pulled their own weight.

      That was another reason I couldn’t risk missing my shift without a doctor’s note, and I wasn’t a good enough coder to forge one. Even if I had been, I wasn’t sure I would have risked such a thing. Besides, with Viv out, there was going to be extra work as it was. I was just going to have to get creative.

      I slipped out the door, pausing just long enough to confirm the sound of my father snoring in his room. Skipping breakfast meant sneaking out before there were witnesses. I needed more time to come up with a believable story before he had a chance to come up with any questions.

      I got to the coding wing early, but not too early. Almost on autopilot, I logged into my terminal, only to be frustrated to find that Hydro was still on the fritz from the day before. Until I looked at the error on the schematics. It was in the farming wing! Maybe I could use that to my advantage. What if, instead of fixing the problem, I flagged it for a visual check? The error had been unresolved long enough to warrant the flag, and a visual check would get me closer to the Geos’ main food source. This might be my best chance to get the meat I’d promised Wallace.

      I clicked on the error alert and a window opened on my screen, listing the repair history. Not only had this bug been waiting more than the allotted 48 hours, but it looked like it was a recurring error. Normally, this would have made me angry. Just another thing in the Geos that never worked right. Sometimes I wondered if this place was really that much better than risking the Virus.

      I pushed the thought aside and checked the box labelled “review”—flagging it as urgent.

      “CODE 74. VISUAL CHECK REQUIRED,” flashed across my terminal.

      “Ugh,” I groaned aloud, pretending to be annoyed. “Seriously?”

      The coder to my right glanced at the notice on my terminal. “Visual check, huh? Guess you’re going to the farming wing. Bummer.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “And before lunch, too!”

      “Careful not to touch the farmers! If you smell like waste when you come to the lunch hall, we’ll kick you out.”

      “Yeah, that would suck,” I said, a little more absentmindedly than I would’ve liked, as I put my terminal in sleep mode.

      “Save me a seat in the dining hall!” I called back as I left the coding room.

      The thing about the farming wing is that it always smells. You’d think that farming via hydroponics wouldn’t have that result, but no matter what way you look at it, plants need nutrients, and those nutrients come from waste.

      Farmer’s waste, mostly. None of the other Unions participated in any of the farming. But anyone in the farmer’s wing who could no longer handle the physical labor involved in farming directly was transferred to the fertilization department.

      I shuddered at the thought. Imagine not only spending your whole day working with waste, but with your own parents’ or grandparents’ waste! That was why the Farming Union was considered the bottom of the barrel when it came to social status in the Geos.

      Farming was kept further off than most of the other wings. The other Unions refused to work near the smell, so farmers and plumbers were put in one of the farthest corners of the work hall section. I’d have to take the shuttle.

      At the turnstyle, I scanned my waiver card. As expected, the system flagged up that I was trying to use it again too soon. ERROR: INVALID WAIVER flashed on the terminal’s touchscreen, followed by two options: ABORT and EXCEPTION.

      I pressed EXCEPTION, which opened another menu:

      MEDICAL EMERGENCY

      WORK RELATED

      ELITE LOGIN

      I selected WORK RELATED, then typed in the code for the Hydro error I’d coded along with my coder ID. The word APPROVED popped up on the terminal screen in bold green letters and I was let in.

      I sat this time. Being that it was mid-day, only a few of the shuttles were even running. I was the only one in my car. I looked out the window as the shuttle rocketed through tunnels of stone and steel, trying not to doze off. My post-shift shenanigans from the night before had sacrificed some of my alertness, so much so that I almost missed my stop when it was announced.

      FARMING WING

      UNIT: HYDRO

      I jumped through just as the double doors on the shuttle were closing. They bumped each of my shoulders and a bell sounded: *DING* “Please move away from the door,” a soothing female voice recording requested. Just like the computer system, automations in other parts of the Geos were meant to sound placating.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I mumbled. The voices became annoying over time. You could put a happy voice in everyone’s ears, but that didn’t keep people fed or warm or healthy.

      Unlike Medical, the farming wing wasn’t monitored by video. People seemed content to work for their wavers, and though strikes could mean losing meal vouchers, it didn’t happen often enough for anyone to resort to stealing food. Another thing that set the farming wing apart from the others were the walls. This was the only place in the Geos that had immaculate white walls. Growing plants underground required as much light as possible, and that meant minimizing the amount of light absorbed by the Hydro gardens’ surrounding environment. Which was great for plants, but creepy to walk through. I was glad when I finally reached the double doors that led to the Growing Room.

      The Growing Room was the largest unit in the lower Geos. All of the food for both the Geos and the Greens was produced there. Even with hydroponic tower gardens, that was quite the feat.

      The Growing Room was divided into sections based on the type of crops: Greens, Sugars, and Grown Meats. The Greens section was responsible for growing lettuces, peas, and some types of squash. The Sugars were for sweet plants like apples, pears, and grapes. And the meats? Well, that one was pretty self-explanatory.

      On the wall furthest from the entry was a series of terminals responsible for running the systems that kept the Grown Meats room running. Systems like heat, electricity, and water supply. That was where I came in. I’d put a bug in the Hydro system for the meat section for two reasons. One, I had an old acquaintance who worked in that section, and who’d be more likely to turn a blind eye if I walked out of here with an extra ration or two. And two, meat was the highest-value food in the Geos. It was harder to genetically modify, being that natural meat was grown by harnessing the power of nutrients from a plant-based diet. That meant it took more shifts to perfect a year’s crop. It was also more filling and dense in nutrient content, and other than some of the food in the sugar groups, the best tasting, too. The best meats were saved for the Elite, but top-working families would occasionally get vouchers for things like chicken and porkchops.

      I walked through the rows of HTGs, hydro tower gardens, careful to keep my hands to myself. I didn’t want to chance swiping anything until after I’d talked to—

      “Kev!” I hissed when I finally crept up behind him. Even from behind, he was hard to miss. He was stocky and muscular, with eyes as dark as an unlit Geo hallway. Though he was near my age at sixteen, his hair had already begun receding. A detail he was quite sensitive about, though it only made him look a few years older.

      Kev turned, confused until he saw my face. His expression showed a mix of excitement and suspicion as I approached.

      “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

      “Hydro’s on the fritz on this section. I got an alert to do a visual check at the main terminal.”

      He sighed. “Of course. If it’s not one thing with these systems, it’s another! If they would just invest a little more in upgrades…” He stopped abruptly. “Anyway, that’s no concern of yours.” He waved me down the aisle. “System’s all yours. Hurry it up if you can.”

      There must have been a little too much spring in my step as I passed, because he added, “And don’t go touching anything, either. I don’t want to get in trouble again.”

      I tried my best not to chuckle. “Hey, I’m Hydro, not Electric—there’s no proof I’m the one that hacked the system and animated the lamb!”

      Looking over my shoulder, I was almost certain I saw a smirk spread across his face. Kev and I had known each other a long time. My father had done quite a bit of coding for his father, dragging me with him from time to time. We’d never say it out loud, because we were technically from different social classes, but you could almost say that Kev and I had grown up together. I’d spent a lot of time getting him into trouble over the years, and he’d spent a lot of time forgiving me.

      That’s how I knew he wouldn’t rat me out.

      “Hey,” I lowered my voice, nodding for him to come closer. He looked over his shoulder one way and then the other before approaching me.

      “Mom’s not doing so well,” I whispered, trying to hide the twinge of regret I felt at misleading my friend. I hadn’t planned on letting him in on my plan when I’d come down here, but I couldn’t stand the thought of getting him in trouble without warning him ahead of time. “Dad’s trying, but it’s hard, ya know?”

      Kev bit his bottom lip. He knew me well enough to know what I was about to ask. He also knew I’d never ask unless I had to.

      “I’ll just take a little bit of meat, I promise.”

      He sighed, and then nodded as he glanced around once more to make sure we weren’t being overheard. “Storage in the back room has been prepped but not catalogued. If you have to, take it from there. I’ll see you around, Ty.” His mouth smiled, but his eyes were sad.

      I nodded, “Thanks.”

      I made my way to the terminals, glancing around one more time before logging in. I typed in a few of the usual codes for minor glitches in the system. Of course, none of them worked. I glanced at the clock: almost lunchtime. I’d have to work a little faster if I didn’t want to miss lunch.

      Quickly, I kept on working at it until I managed the necessary code for the glitch, and then I logged out of the system before I moved to a nearby storage container, slipping into my pocket two days’ worth of rations of smoked chicken jerky that had been harvested and packaged. I patted the outside of my coat to make sure there was no tell-tale bulge before moving away.

      My chore done, I headed to the dining hall. Each Union wing had one dining hall. In the older days, on the first layer of the Geos, all of the Unions used to eat together, but as things expanded and social groups started forming, Farrow Corp decided it would be easier and potentially safer for each Union to eat separate from one another.

      I hadn’t been to any of the other dining halls, but I imagined that they were similar to the coders’. A room with rows of metal tables and chairs spread throughout. Overhead, a string of singular lightbulbs in iron cages swinging from a network of cables that lined the ceiling. Across from the entry, in our dining hall entryway, was a set of green double doors that led to the kitchen. The serving area was a long buffet supervised by two attendants—one to serve you, and the other to pull up your file and check for food vouchers.

      Those who ate in the dining hall were offered metal trays, but I was taking my lunch to go today.

      Today’s menu was mostly greens. Just like any other day. But unlike other days, I was antsy. I tried to keep myself composed as the line dwindled. Finally, it was my turn.

      “One lunch ration please, to go.” I handed her my voucher card and she scanned it. The server began packing the greens into a transport box.

      “And actually,” I added on a whim, “my friend Viv is out today. Concussion. I thought I’d bring her lunch so she doesn’t have to miss a meal. Can you help me out?”

      Technically, opening an absent worker’s file was against the rules, but sometimes the attendant would make an exception if they trusted you, given special situations like this one.

      Good thing I’d always been nice to the lunch attendant. She pulled up Viv’s file on her terminal.

      “Yeah, it looks like she has an unused voucher for today.” She turned to the server. “Pack another one up for Ty, eh?” The server nodded.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I know she’ll really appreciate it.”

      I took the two transport boxes and made my way out of the dining hall, trying to keep my pace steady. I’d taken Viv’s lunch on impulse, thinking to use it in my trade with Wallace. But as soon as I made my way out of the dining hall, I felt a weight in the pit of my stomach. Could I really steal this meal from Viv and give it to Wallace, even if she wouldn’t have gotten it one way or another? Everything was spiralling out of control so quickly, and I didn’t know what the right answer was anymore. Was one meal worth an entire friendship? Was my mother’s health worth a meal? Was a chance at saving her worth a friendship?

      I didn’t have the answer, but I did have a good excuse to clock out of the rest of my shift. At least that way I’d only be making one trip today, preserving my travel waivers. As I got on the shuttle, I decided to make a mental list of people in my neighborhood who might be willing to trade me more greens for the yen I’d been hoarding over the past year. It wasn’t doing me any good to hold onto them for when they might be needed, somewhere in the future, and I couldn’t trade them for anything that Wallace was interested in.

      First, I’d have to make a stop home to drop off what I’d collected. Even with Mother being sick, walking around trading for food when I already had two rations in hand would look suspicious. I didn’t need anyone asking me what I was up to.

      Back home, I tiptoed to my room, stopping only briefly at Mother’s door to listen for the sounds of her breathing, to confirm two things—she was still alive, and she was asleep. Today was my mom’s day off, and Dad had started taking extra shifts in circulation. He wouldn’t be back until much later, so I had plenty of time to do what needed to be done.

      I decided I’d hide the jerky and the lunch rations in the tin box under my bed for now. My dad had given it to me when I’d been little—something he’d salvaged from the Above, before the Virus. He’d said it used to be called a safe, whatever that meant.

      As a little girl, I’d used it to hide my favorite trinkets. A yoyo some boy had given to me during rec time in year three, a handful of metal jacks, and an incomplete set of playing cards. Now, I rearranged things until they fit, then snapped the latch shut and shoved it back under my bed. My heart was racing as I thought of what I’d have to do next.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” I whispered, mostly to myself. I hoped I was right.
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      I’d kept a mental list over the past year of families I’d coded for in exchange for yen. It was important to keep track of your client base. As I left the apartment, I hoped that some of them would be interested in another exchange—this time for food.

      It took some digging. Most of my clients were still at their shifts. The handful who weren’t were home on leave for the same reasons as my mother. Their prices were steep, too, but I was able to round up two more rations, and one even had meat included.

      I returned to the apartment, pausing to check on my mom before sitting down at her terminal and logging in to mark my absence as “Family related”—albeit reluctantly. I hadn’t taken any of the emergency absences for the quarter, saving them in case Mother took a turn for the worse. Using them when I didn’t have to felt wrong.

      I logged back out of the terminal and paused a minute, thinking of Viv’s lunch. Finally, I headed to my room and opened the box where I’d stored the rations, and then stared into it a long while. Longer than a good friend would, unless that friend was thinking of stealing food from someone she cared about. But, no. I wasn’t that desperate. Not yet.

      I grabbed Viv’s lunch along with my handful of jacks and the rubber ball that had come with them. If I knew Viv, brain rest would have her bored out of her mind. I could spare time for a game with an old friend.

      Viv’s living quarters were just three down from my own—one of the reasons we’d been friends for so long. The convenience of having a playmate almost next door had basically guaranteed we’d be inseparable, at least in the first few years we’d known each other. Things had changed some since graduation, though not totally. Viv had started hanging out with a rowdier crowd. A crowd I didn’t feel like I quite belonged in. My dad said drifting apart was just part of growing up, but I hoped he was wrong.

      Viv still made a point to try and include me, too; even if what she had going on was something she knew I wasn’t interested in, she always invited me along. I appreciated that about her. And there was nobody in the Geos who I was closer to, outside of my mom and dad.

      I knocked on the steel doors of her house. No response. Guessing she was in bed, I knocked one more time before entering the code for her front door into the keypad on the wall. We weren’t supposed to share codes with anyone who wasn’t family, to avoid things like theft or assault, but kids still did it, regardless, and the Farrows didn’t seem to think it was an offense worth punishing. Viv and I had traded codes long ago, and it was lucky for me that nobody seemed to care, because I’d probably keyed into her home more times than I had fingers on my hands—a dozen times over.

      The doors opened with a woosh. The house was dark and quiet. Viv lay in the main living area on a red couch. Her head was tilted back, and her mouth was wide open in a way that would have made her look dead if she hadn’t been letting out a series of wall-shaking snores. The scene was so comical that I couldn’t help but let out a laugh.

      “What time is it? How long have I been asleep?” She yawned as she sat up, swaying slightly and holding her hand to her temple as she squinted at a digital clock on the wall. “Geez, Ty, shift’s not even over yet. What are you doing here?”

      “I came to check on you.”

      “Oh,” she muttered, apparently surprised.

      I pulled a chair from the dining area and sat across from her, scooting her light metal coffee table toward her until she could easily reach it before pulling the jack set out of my pocket. Viv smiled as I handed her the rubber ball. She bounced it once and her hand swooped toward the jacks, missing by a mile and sending her palm back to her temple in a way that told me this had been a bad idea. The corners of her lips turned downward as she tried again. She had a competitive streak.

      On the third try, she threw the ball at the jacks in frustration and slumped into the couch with her eyes closed.

      “Sorry,” I offered, keeping my voice low. “I thought maybe you’d be up for it, since it was low-key.”

      “It’s fine,” she said, but I knew it wasn’t. Viv wasn’t just competitive—she was a ball of pressurized energy. Being stuck on her couch had to be driving her nuts. “This sucks,” she said.

      “At least you get a break from work,” I offered. “I had to do a visual check in the Growing Room today.”

      Viv wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Gross. Hey, did you run into that one kid? The one who fell into the vat?”

      I cringed inwardly. Of course, that would be the first thing Viv brought up. Three years ago, during job training, Kev had fallen into one of the water vats during a student tour. No one in our grade had let him forget it, either.

      “I swear that boy has a thing for you,” she teased.

      “Ew, Kev? No. Gross, Viv.” I’d felt guilty before the words had left my mouth, but I couldn’t help myself. Everyone knew we’d hung out when we’d been younger, but even Viv didn’t know we still talked. Admitting I was friends with a farmer would have been social suicide.

      “And, yeah, I ran into him. The error was in his section. It was no big deal, though.”

      “So, how did you get out of your shift today?”

      “Logged myself out on a family emergency and told them I was bringing you lunch,” I said, producing her lunch from one of the inside pockets of my coat.

      Viv reached over the table, taking the box of greens with a nod of thanks. “Thanks. I was too tired to think about going out.”

      “Yeah, I better get going so you can rest.” I stood, glancing at the clock. There was plenty of time before curfew, of course, but I had rations to trade for.

      “Yeah, sure.” Viv didn’t seem offended as she half-reclined backward and started in on her lunch. “Thanks for checking on me, Ty.”
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      I didn’t run into the ragtags this time. Actually, as I wandered through the upper Geos, I marveled at how deserted the area seemed. I hoped that the girls Wallace had scared off last time had spread the word that I was off-limits.

      I stopped when the corridor came to a T. This was farther than I’d gone last time, and I had no desire to get lost in the concrete maze. I bit my lip, shifting my weight from one foot to the other impatiently. Where was he? Maybe he didn’t think I would show up again so soon. Or worse, maybe he’d never meant to meet me to begin with, and would be avoiding me now. Maybe this was all a big joke, and he was off somewhere with the ragtags, laughing at me.

      “Looking for someone?”

      I jumped, cutting off my squeal of surprise a little too late as I spun to face Wallace.

      “You scared me!”

      “Good,” he harrumphed. “What did you bring to trade?

      I reached into the hidden pockets in my jacket, pulling out the rations I’d managed to smuggle, trade, and steal. Some dried jerky, day-old roast, and a little over a day’s worth of greens.

      Wallace frowned. “That’s it? I thought Nari would have chosen better.”

      My heart sank. “I did my best,” I stammered. Really, I’d thought he’d be impressed by the offerings. So much for that thought.

      “If that’s your best, you have bigger problems than my herbs can cure.”

      “I traded all the yen I’d been saving. For a year! It has to be enough… please?”

      “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid, girl. I know how rank goes in the Geos! You’re a coder, so you can afford more.”

      “Please,” I begged him. “Nari knew I couldn’t spare anything, and she sent me anyway.”

      “Lies.” He waved me off and turned as if to leave. “I don’t have time for liars and cheats, girl, and I don’t like people who play games. I trade fair, and I expect your lot to, as well.”

      “Stop! Please don’t go!” I couldn’t believe he could hear the desperation in my voice and see it as anything other than genuine. “I have no other way to help my mom. Not without…”

      “Without what?” I could see that I’d piqued his interest. He’d turned back to me again, pausing to hear what I’d say, and I examined his face, which was leathery and worn, framed by a scraggly white beard and hair. The cracks in the canvas of his face told the story of a long, hard life. But the crows’ feet at the corners of his eyes also hinted at moments of significant joy. For a moment, I thought I saw a hint of amusement in his eyes as he waited for my reply.

      “Let’s just say my other options aren’t great, okay?”

      His eyes narrowed as he looked me over. He didn’t seem to have any qualms about the length of time he took to decide my fate. Finally, he broke the silence. “Follow me.” And with that, he turned and shuffled down the hall to our left.

      “Where are we going?” I asked after a few minutes spent following him. He didn’t even bother to look over his shoulder, let alone respond. I hesitated. What if he had no intention of trading? What if it was a trap? Still, I held out hope that Nari’s vow to “do no harm” extended this far from the Geos. Wallace had to mean me no harm—he was my only choice.

      He moved through the darkness of the old tunnels with ease, slowing only to make sure I was keeping pace. Ruins were scattered through the wings, hinting at what they had been in the early days. First, we passed an area full of wire remnants, most of which had been searched through and stripped, leaving only frayed scraps along the floor. Now and then, a stray letter key would crunch under my feet. This had been the coders’ wing.

      “Keep up,” he barked when I began to fall behind. “No time for exploring.”

      “In the old days, we worked where we lived,” he said as we came to a door. “None of those fancy separate homes they dug out for your lot in the lower levels.”

      How long had he been living up here on his own? The lower level had been built before I was born, and the prospect of anything beyond that just felt ancient. As Wallace pried open the door to his home, the sound of the rusted metal door creaking in its track only served to amplify the feeling.

      My eyes wandered around the one-room home. There were patched holes in the wall where terminals and appliances had once been, and an elevated cot that was covered in ratty blankets. Metal counters obviously salvaged from other areas of this level lined the back wall, adorned with small planters. Behind them was a series of full spectrum lights he’d salvaged from an old growing room. 

      I stepped forward to take a closer look.

      “Yeah, I suppose it’s not much to your view, but I have most of what I need.”

      I crept closer, marveling at the way he had things planted. It was nothing like the hydro systems we used. In fact…

      “Is that dirt?” I reached a hand out cautiously.

      “It is.” 

      “These plants, they’re not like what Farrow Corp grows at all, are they?” There were no towers and no meat in sight. Only clay pots filled with soft raw earth and plant varieties I had never seen before, and in all different sizes. 

      “No, they don’t grow any of these things down there. They don’t remember how.” His eyes glossed over sadly.

      “Will any of them cure her? My mom?”

      “I have things that can ease her symptoms. Elderberry, to help her fight the Cough, and Belladonna to ease her fever. But only the Elite have a cure.”

      “Of course,” I grumbled. “The Elite have everything—good clothes, enough food to eat, clean water, and nice things in general. Things I’ve wanted all my life, but I’d give up all of those possibilities if it would save my mom.”

      He put his hand on my shoulder. The weight of it felt reassuring. “Wishing never saved anyone, child. The question is, what will you do now? Will you accept her fate?”

      Indignation boiled into rage as his comment met the fire that was burning a hole in my heart. How dare he assume I could just give up?

      “I won’t!” I said, conjuring the memory of my mother’s face as she pressed her necklace into the protection of my palm. “I have another plan. Anything you can give me will just have to get her through until I can do something more for her.”

      Wallace raised an eyebrow in suspicion, but the twinkle in his eye told me I’d given him the response he’d been hoping for. 

      “I’m going to hack into the Acceptance,” I told him quietly. “I’ve already figured out how to get in, and I’m going to win. I’m going to survive the Above and get my parents into the Greens.”

      The twinkle in his eye intensified, spreading into a grizzled, toothy grin. “That’s exactly what I was hoping you’d say to make you worth my energy. Now, I have something even better than herbs to offer you, girl. If you can hack your way into the Acceptance, I can teach you how to survive.”
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      My heart felt as if I’d been dropped down an elevator shaft only to land safely at the bottom. “You’ll what?”

      He began to move from pot to pot, harvesting small dark berries from some of the bushes, not even casting an eye in my direction.

      “You heard me well enough.” He put the berries into a small glass jar and handed it to me.

      “Boil water. Three cups, and add half of the jar. Cook until the smell fills your home. Let them cool, and then mash and strain them. Have her drink a fourth of an ounce every two hours, as needed. It will help make her more comfortable.”

      “But why would you help me?” I held up the jar of berries. “Why not just give me the herbs and send me on my way? What’s in it for you?”

      He shifted his weight from side to side, avoiding eye contact. “Farrow Corp is no friend of mine, and I hold no qualms when it comes to finding loopholes in the Farrow family’s rules.”

      He wasn’t making any sense. Sure, he was kind of a hermit. But I couldn’t see any reason for him to want to help me survive the Acceptance. Unless...

      “You’re a Rej, aren’t you?”

      He leaned in close, pulling himself up until his shoulders were squared. I’d hit a nerve. “Who I was and who I am is none of your business. All you need to know is what I have to offer. A way for you to survive on the surface. If you come here at this time every day, I will teach you. Are you in, or not?”

      He held his hand out in a gesture I remembered from a year four lesson. It had been used to mark an agreement, back before the Virus made people afraid to touch one another. Even now, in the Geos, touch was reserved for only the people you trusted the most. Did I trust Wallace? I mulled the question over in my mind a moment. If what he said was true, he had no motivation to lead me astray by lying about how to survive.

      And turning me in to the EFs would hurt his chances of trade, and maybe even cost him his home. Besides, the knowledge he was offering me could literally mean life or death. At the very least, it couldn’t hurt. I swallowed my fears as I extended my hand, palm toward his, and grasped it in my own. 

      He held on a minute, examining the contrast between us. My hands, the hands of a coder, were soft and cold. His were cracked and calloused, with dirt caked under the tips of his nails. I tried not to let my squeamish reaction show.  

      “I’m in.”

      As I followed him from the coding hall a few minutes later, we came upon another familiar structure. This one looked like the atrium. Only, the ceiling wasn’t so high. I was pretty sure the wall climbers down in my atrium could have reached the skylights in this level without even breaking a sweat.

      And then I realized something that made my heart skip a beat. Looking out the skylights in this atrium, I saw a large, greyish-blue wall, with a bright light that made my eyes blink against its glow.

      “Is that...?” I couldn’t finish my sentence… the idea was just too terrifying.

      “Yes,” Wallace said, “that is the sky. The honest-to-God sky. Amazing, isn’t it?”

      He kept walking, as if the Above and the Virus were of no concern to him. I was frozen in place, mouth agape, unable to process the enormity of what he had just said.

      “Come on, there’s more where that came from.”

      More? The thought nearly sent me into shock. How could there be more?

      He didn’t look back to see if I followed, but shuffled on as if whether I came after him was of no consequence. I wondered how one could become so accustomed to something as profound as seeing the ‘honest to God sky’ and have seeing it be such a mundane occurrence. 
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      On the first two days, we covered what Wallace called the basics of survival. 

      “On the surface, there are many dangers to distract you,” he said. “So many that most of you forget the three survival essentials: water, shelter, and something called fire.”

      He covered how to find water on the surface. While ours was transported via a series of old, up-cycled pipes, on the surface, water flowed from things Wallace called rivers. Moving water was good, he said. Less likely to make one sick than standing water. “It’s cold, too,” he added. “If they give you a filter, you can drink it that way. If they don’t or the filter goes bad before you get back, you’ll have to boil it.” 

      We also covered how to make fire, and how to build shelter. “You have to stay warm,” he warned me. “Hypothermia takes out more potential victors than most other things. Your generation thinks that, because you grew up underground, you understand what cold is, but you don’t. You don’t know the cold of a bitter wind on a winter night, when the ground is frosted over and snow begins to fall...” His eyes went far away again, and he kept talking, spiralling into more information that I barely understood. It was happening more often as we spent more time together. During these times, none of the information he offered was anything I had experienced before. It soon got to be that I’d stay quiet and let his monologues run their course rather than interrupting to ask for an explanation. 

      By the third day, Wallace had begun to let his guard down. As we went over the ways to identify dead spots—places on the surface where the Virus lived, and the areas where Rejs lived and did something he called hunting, he began to let slip stories about his life, and why he had no love for Farrow Corp or the family that ran the Geos. 

      “The world is so much more than what you know,” he said. “So much more than tunnels and technology and vouchers. So much more than the dramatics that Farrow and his theater of puppets have created. He’d have you believe that’s all there is. That the entire world revolves around the Acceptance and a search for the Cure.”

      “But what else could there possibly be? The Virus wiped out most of humanity. We’re lucky that any of us are here at all!” 

      “That’s what they want you to think.” His eyes narrowed. “What I thought, too, before I was exiled.”

      “You lived in the Geos?” The idea would have been comical if it wasn’t so astounding. 

      “The Virus drove us all underground when I was just a babe,” he said, nodding. “So, yes, I grew up in the Geos.”

      “Then how do you know so much about the Above?”

      “Some of my knowledge comes from stories handed down to me by my parents. My herbs, for instance. My parents were healers, too. Even in the Geos.”

      “Wait, so you’re telling me that not only did you grow up in the Geos, but you were a doctor?” Looking at him now, covered in dirty, tattered layers of flannel and fleece, it was hard to believe. 

      “That I was. Until Farrow gave me the boot.”

      “But why?” With population growth, and so many dying from the Cough, what would make Farrow Corp banish a doctor of all people?

      “I’m sure you could guess if you really thought it through,” he goaded me.

      I only stared, shocked, and finally shook my head in response. 

      “I was caught providing medical care to people at the bottom of the queue. Ones like your mother, who would have died before getting proper care. Farrow didn’t approve of us cheating the system, even if it meant saving lives. Then again, saving the lives of others has never really been Farrow’s goal.”

      Now I knew he was talking nonsense. Benjamin Farrow had dedicated his entire life to finding a cure for the Virus. He’d built the Geos specifically for that purpose. 

      Listening to him go on, I decided that Wallace’s paranoia was the result of being alone so long. If his herbs hadn’t already been helping relieve some of my mother’s symptoms, I’d have written him off altogether. 

      “Crazy old man,” I whispered to myself as I left that evening. Still, he was my only hope, and I knew that I’d be back again after another shift.
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        * * *

      

      Except, when I arrived on the fourth day, Wallace wasn’t there. Instead, I found a handful of ragtags scavenging his place. “Hey!” I called out as I approached. The last thing I wanted to do was catch them by surprise. “Hey! You get out of there! That’s Wallace’s stuff!”

      A small pot clattered as it fell to the floor, knocked over by the elbow of a kid who could be no more than thirteen as he darted out of Wallace’s makeshift apartment. A few more followed behind them, not eager to take a side in whatever fight they thought I represented. I grabbed one of them by the collar as he ran by.

      “Who do you think you are?” I demanded.

      “I don’t have to tell you nothing!” he said as he struggled against my grip. He was pretty strong, for a kid.

      “Where’s Wallace?” I wasn’t going to let his attitude deter me.

      “Gone, duh.” He took a swing at me and I swept my leg under his, knocking him to the ground. It was a move Wallace had taught me as we’d gotten further into our lessons and begun talking about what I might have done in fighting off those girls who’d jumped me on my first visit. I knelt over this boy and pulled my fist back threateningly.

      “Okay, okay!” The kid put his palms up submissively. “Look, I don’t know anything. Wallace was here, and now he’s not. Only reason we even came in was because the door was already open. Place was tossed, like someone got here before us.”

      I felt the blood leave my face. “Like who?”

      The kid shrugged. “Depends. Rejs raid here sometimes. He’s no friend of theirs. Could have been the EFs. Heck, maybe he took off on his own and was covering his tracks.”

      There were too many variables. “Okay.” I waved him off. “Go.”

      He jumped up and took off, not giving me a chance to change my mind. “At least he’s smarter than he looks,” I mumbled to myself, kicking a stray bulb in frustration. I waited until I heard the glass shatter in the distance and nodded indignantly. Wallace was the only hope I’d had of surviving in the Above. And there was so much more to learn, from what he’d told me. Selfishly, I almost hoped he had been captured, even hurt. That was less painful than thinking that he’d left me on purpose.

      I crept toward Wallace’s door, half afraid someone, or something, would be waiting for me. If the Rejs had taken Wallace, there was no way I’d ever find him, no matter what clues they may have left behind.

      Like the kid said, though, the place had been tossed. His clay pots had been scattered. Most were cracked beyond repair. A few even looked as if they’d been shattered with a mallet.

      I knelt down by the elderberry plant and gathered a few of the smaller branches, shoving them into my coat and salvaging what I could of the berries that had been helping my mom. It was clear that Wallace wasn’t coming back. This would probably be the last time I’d have access to anything that could bring my mother comfort.

      I’d only known Wallace a short time, but the thought that he could have met some dismal fate left a heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach. As I walked back to the elevator, I was surprised to notice that I also felt somewhat homesick, leaving the upper Geos. I’d spent so much time there, more than I’d spent on any activity that wasn’t coding or sleeping. The thought of the Above still terrified me, but it also excited me.

      I was not the same Tylia I had been a week before. I would never be her again.
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      As I made my way home, I realized that I’d lingered longer than intended. I was cutting it way too close to curfew. As I came through the front door, my dad called from his room. “Ty, is that you?”

      “Yeah, Dad,” I replied, trying to keep my voice even as I walked to my room. To make him believe there was nothing out of the ordinary. “I’m just going to bed.”

      “Okay, see you in the morning.”

      I didn’t notice I’d been holding my breath until the door to my room shut behind me. My heartbeat was roaring in my ears, and beads of nervous sweat clung to my face, causing a chill to run down my spine. For the first time, I realized how much warmer I’d been in the upper Geos the past few days. Especially when I’d gone right after work, when the light of something Wallace called the sun had still beaten down through the skylights.

      I flopped down onto my bed and stared into the darkness as I waited for sleep to overcome me.

      No luck.

      Sighing, I rolled and leaned over the edge of my bed, sticking my hand underneath it until I found the cold, smooth metal of the safe. I pulled it out and up, setting it on my lap. It was heavy, especially considering how little was kept in it. I turned the locking mechanism: three to the right, seven to the left, and then right until it landed on the last number, fifteen. Locks like this used to be common in the Above, before keypads and fingerprint locks became standard. This was one of the things I loved most about the antique—it gave me a skill that not many my age had. Who knew… maybe it would come in handy when I was in the Acceptance.

      I pulled the game of jacks from the safe, which I stashed back under my bed before settling myself in a seated position on the floor. I spread the jacks out, bounced the ball, and collected the jacks. The repetitive motion was soothing. It always helped me think, and tonight I had a lot to think about.

      Wallace was gone. Maybe captured, maybe dead. Or maybe he’d known he’d been made, and had simply left before the EFs or whoever was after him could catch up.

      And that meant I was alone. No one but Wallace knew my true plan. Nari had no doubt assumed the healer would give me herbs for my mother and send me on my way.

      Whatever happened next was up to me.

      My thoughts spiraled one way and then another, trying to play out every option I had. There weren’t many. I’d gone to Wallace on a whim, hoping to avoid the Acceptance. I knew it was an impossible task, and something completely against my nature. I had always been more of the “act first, ask later” type. Sneaking to the upper Geos? That was a Ty thing. Hacking the Acceptance? Yeah, maybe on a whim that first day I’d thought of it. And the training had been fun in its own rebellious way, but was I really going to cheat my way into a situation that would most likely mean my death? The more I mulled it over, the more my fears boiled to the surface.

      Another series of coughs wracked my mother’s body in the room next door. She was running out of time. I looked at the digital clock on my wall—time had flown by as I’d sat up playing jacks. Two more hours until it would go off, summoning me for my next shift.

      Another cough, followed by a choking sound. My dad’s voice spoke in soothing tones. I could picture him now, sitting by her side, rubbing her back gently. My heart stopped while I waited for Mother to breathe again, which I knew had happened when the coughing and choking subsided.

      That was it. I made my decision. I wasn’t going to wait for my shift to start. I was going to hack the Acceptance right now. I bit my lip as I tried to decide the best course of action. Mother was still assigned a home terminal, but hacking into it for this was too risky. The last thing she needed was proof of unauthorized access. Then my father would also be in trouble for clocking in to her shifts.

      I stood, tossing the jacks on my bed and opening my door slowly. The benefit of a concrete floor was that it didn’t creak under your feet like wood, but the same couldn’t really be said about the old metal hinges of my door. At the first sign of noise, I paused and waited for Mother to have another coughing fit before I slipped out the door and tiptoed quickly across the house and out the front door.

      The hallways in the Geos were dark. Not the normal kind of dark, either. Part of energy conservation meant that the only lights on during sleeping hours were the track lights on the floor on either side of the hallway. They gave off just enough light for me to make my way safely out of the living wings, but not enough to warn me about any of the EFs who might be patrolling after curfew.

      Twice, I had to duck around the corner to avoid them. Luckily, their heavy, steel-toed boots gave me advance warning and covered the sounds of my own footsteps. In a matter of minutes, I was down at the shuttle.

      The area was deserted except for a few emergency shift workers. Doctors and one plumber. Life did tend to happen outside of working hours. Sometimes death did, too.

      I let thoughts of my new life carry my mind as the shuttle bus pulled out of the station. The Acceptance happened every hundred days, with candidates chosen the morning before. I counted backward on my fingers to the day that Viv had been at the doctor and gasped at how close I’d come to missing the nearest opportunity. Candidates would be selected today, with the ceremony happening in the evening. This time, there would be no backing out if I changed my mind.

      Once I got off the shuttle, it was easy to get to the coding room. There was no need for EF patrols in this part of the Geos. People often came in early or left late—not this early, admittedly—trying to earn more ticks on their shifts in hopes of better meal vouchers. I drew no suspicion as I walked through the doorway and made my way to my terminal.

      The room was quiet, and empty. “Welcome,” the AI’s voice greeted me as I booted up my terminal. I quickly pulled up the terminal settings and shut the AI down. I didn’t want her recording what I was about to do.

      I opened the encrypted folder I’d created earlier in the week, pulling up each past candidate’s information and comparing it to my own to see what changes would have to be made to increase my survival score. My first few guess had the opposite effect—reducing my chances from 60% down to 35%. I cursed under my breath. I didn’t have time for delays.

      Shakily, I tried again. Maybe it wasn’t about the health history or IQ scores I’d fiddled with before. I opened another file, this one involving genetics. I wasn’t a doctor, but I understood basic biology, and most of the program offered multiple choice options. I changed a few and brought my score back up to its original 60%. “That’s what you think,” I muttered, trying to amp myself into believing that what I’d learned from Wallace would increase my score enough to save my life.

      It took three more attempts before I was able to find the right combination of adjustments to bring my score up into the 90s. Satisfied, I wiped the terminal’s short-term memory and rebooted the system. There was no way anyone could trace the hack back to me. At least, that was my hope.
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      I spent the rest of the day terrified. What if my name wasn’t called? What if it was, but the hack was traced back to me? I tried to busy myself with the monotonous task of fixing small bugs in Hydro’s intake system. They were low-priority errors, so if I got distracted and messed something up, the glitch wouldn’t cause any real damage. But they were also worth less ticks on my shift. Doesn’t matter, I thought. After tonight, there won’t be any more shifts, ticks, or waivers.

      That evening, all of the lower Geos’ occupants gathered in a special room in the Union Hall, one reserved solely for these events. The stone in this area was a deep black, a different kind of stone than what was found in most of the Geos. That was because it had been installed specifically for decoration after the lower Geos had been drilled. Black had been the color of mourning in the Above, and this sentiment was honored in the way we gathered to reflect on those who’d been lost, once every hundred days. The ceremony would begin with a speech from one of the most recently inducted Elites—a girl by the name of Lyria who had completed the Acceptance before I was born. Even as I watched, she walked to the end of the balcony that served as a stage for the event, preparing to call the meeting to order.

      Below her, each of the Unions stood in rows reserved specifically for them. This event was the one great equalizer—any one of us could be chosen (or so we thought), regardless of job or status. Still, they had us segregated by title. I looked around, trying to spot Viv. I knew she would be here, even with her concussion, hoping for a chance to catch a glimpse of Benjamin Farrow. Kev caught my eye from across the aisle instead, flashing me a huge smile as he waved. Acceptance night had always been something he looked forward to. Once, when we’d been younger, he’d confessed to wanting to be chosen.

      “I want a chance to prove that I’m more than just a farmer,” he’d said. “What better way than to devote my life to finding the Cure?”

      “Devote your life?” I’d asked, “Or sacrifice it?”

      He’d just shrugged. “Same thing, isn’t it?”

      No, I thought to myself now as I recounted our conversation. It wasn’t the same thing.

      I forced a smile in his direction and waved half-heartedly just as Bree made her way down the aisle arm in arm with Viv. She bumped my shoulder lightly as she settled in. “Did I miss anything?”

      “No,” I said as the speaker’s voice announced the start of the ceremony. “What took you so long?”

      Bree smiled impishly. “Oh, you know… we just wanted to place a few bets before names were called.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Really, Viv?” Viv produced a fake smile, clearly trying to keep up appearances around Bree, but somehow it only made her look more sickly.

      “Hey, you have no idea what’s at stake this time!” Bree leaned in so close that I could feel the warmth of her breath on my chilled ears as she whispered, “Rumor has it the list has been hacked. The halls are swarming with EFs ready to take IDs.”

      I tried not to let my fear show. There was no way they could trace the hack back to me, I was sure of it. I wasn’t sure if that was more or less reassuring than the idea of getting away with the hack and being part of the Acceptance, though. Even with everything I’d learned from Wallace, my training had been cut short. What if I didn’t know enough to survive? The thought made my mouth dry up.

      “There he is!” Bree pointed to the balcony where the handsome Ben Farrow and his father were preparing to announce the next participants—the hopeful saviors of our people. The two men glanced over the crowd with wide smiles as they thanked Lyria for her introduction. Beside me, Viv and Bree hung on their every word.

      “Before we begin,” R.L. Farrow’s voice sounded out, bouncing smoothly on the obsidian walls, “I’d like to address the current rumors regarding the selection of this round’s participants.”

      The crowd broke out into nervous chitters which soon escalated to a static roar in the enclosed space. Farrow raised a hand, and silence fell. “The rumors you’ve heard are true: Someone has hacked into the system and altered the list.”

      I tried to keep my face stoic, to dampen my reaction, but it didn’t matter. Expressions of shock had begun spreading through the crowd like an electronic pulse.

      “The Acceptance, hacked? But how?” The same question was asked in several overlapping voices. Farrow raised a hand again.

      “Please, maintain order,” he commanded us. “I know that this is very concerning to all of you, but rest assured, we will get to the bottom of this. But the question remains, do we delay the selection, or move forward as planned?”

      An entire population held their breath as they waited for his answer.

      R.L. looked over the crowd and smiled. “And the answer is yes, we will proceed as planned!” A cheer rippled through the crowd, snapping me back to reality. My heartbeat pounded in my ears with such force that I was afraid I’d miss my name being called. The rush of adrenaline made everyone’s voices bleed together, and the first few names were unfamiliar to me. A couple of doctors and a tough-looking guy made their way to the stage as the audience cheered them on. I wanted to yell at them all to be quiet. I was still waiting for my announcement. That is, until they called Kev’s name.

      I stared in shock as he pumped a fist into the air in celebration. Around him, others from the Farming Union patted him on the back, congratulating him. My heart sank. I knew I should be excited for him, and yet the opposite was true. I hadn’t thought to look up who else would be selected. Maybe if I had, I’d have had a chance to change Kev’s profile so he wouldn’t be a match.

      That’s ridiculous, I chided myself. Kev deserved a shot at the Greens just as much as I did. Still, I couldn’t help but wish they hadn’t called him. Even if his profile had been more favorable than mine, I just couldn’t imagine sweet, easy-going Kev going up against all the dangers that Wallace had warned me about.

      “And, finally, the Union worker with the highest compatibility score this cycle: Tylia Coder!” A wave of dread had washed over me as Ben Farrow read my name from the list. I swore under my breath. How could I have done something as stupid as assigning myself the highest compatibility score? Panic rose in my chest as I scanned the line of contestants and realized that I was the only coder. Surely, the two things combined made me their number-one suspect. But what could I do? It was too late to confess now.

      Bree squealed. “Did you hear that? BEN friggin’ FARROW just said your name, Ty!”

      The wall below the balcony opened up to reveal a recessed stage. On either side was a staircase that I was to ascend with the others. On the far back wall, center stage, was an elevator that the Farrows would ride down from the balcony. It was meant to be symbolic—the Farrow family and those who’d been chosen for the Acceptance meeting each other halfway. I’d seen it more times than I could count, and yet this time was different in a way I never could have planned for.

      “For the Cure!” R.L. Farrow said.

      “For the Cure!” the audience echoed. That was my cue.

      I made my way to the aisle in a daze.

      A hush fell over the audience. The next part of the ceremony was one of reverence. As I made my way toward the stage, members from all Unions reached a hand toward me. It was a symbolic gesture—in a world that avoided contact for fear of disease, those chosen for the Acceptance were a sign of good luck. The community looked to us for their survival, and for the survival of their children.

      We were encouraged, though not required, to reach out and touch the hands we passed. A symbol of how the Cure would be returned to the community through us—whether or not we survived.

      The throngs of bodies leaning in toward me were overwhelming, so I focused on Kev, who was still making his way up to the stage. He turned one way and then another as he made his way forward, touching as many hands as he could reach with a wide smile across his face.

      I shoved my hands into my pockets instead. Suddenly, I wanted nothing more than to run back to my room and hide under the covers. Too late for that now, I thought.

      Each of the chosen stood on the stage, shoulder to shoulder, in the order that their names had been called. R.L. Farrow motioned to his son Ben. It was time to greet the chosen and welcome them into their time of transition.

      The room spun and my stomach churned. I wondered if emptying its contents on stage would be seen as a bad omen. Maybe they’d have to cancel the rest of the ceremony. At least that way I could come clean about the hack in private. Maybe they’d go easy on me if I confessed.

      “Welcome to Transition,” a voice sounded out, pushing the proverbial abort button on my mental breakdown. I looked up to see the face of none other than Ben Farrow. The blood rushed from my face and I sputtered something I could only hope was close enough to “Thank you” to be intelligible. He really was handsome, even up close.

      “Tylia Coder, I’ve got a good feeling about you. I think you’re gonna make it through the Acceptance.”

      He knew my name. Ben Farrow knew my name. Viv was gonna keel over from jealousy when I told her. Ben took his place beside me at the end of the line as his father closed the ceremony. The position was another symbol, with the Farrows on each end, keeping the chosen safe.

      Except that wasn’t what was really happening at all.
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      The ride home was a blur. I was just thankful that the chosen had been released before the rest of the population so that we wouldn’t have to battle the crowds to get back to our living quarters.

      My dad was waiting for me when I got there. Though he’d had to stay behind to look after my mother, whose condition had deteriorated rapidly since Wallace had gone missing, he’d no doubt watched the Acceptance Ceremony aired live on our screen (in lieu of The Cure).

      “Tylia Coder, I can’t believe you would do something so stupid,” he said in a harsh whisper as he rushed the door. “What will your mother think when she finds out?”

      “Geez, Dad, back off!” I threw my hands up in the air, protecting my personal bubble. “She’ll be proud I was chosen.”

      “Chosen, my ass. Don’t think I don’t know that you hacked the system. You had to—there is no way they’d have chosen your profile.”

      I should have known better than to think I could outsmart him.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, attempting to play it cool. Maybe he didn’t know for sure that I’d hacked the system. Maybe he just suspected.

      I pushed past him into my room. I only had a little while to pack my things. For the next ten days, I’d be preparing for the trials of the Acceptance. Training started immediately.

      “Do you think I don’t know my own daughter?” he demanded from behind me, standing in my doorway. “You forget how hard we had to fight just for you to be born!”

      I sighed. This was a story I’d heard a million times. My parents hadn’t been allowed a parenting permit until their late twenties, and were now noticeably older than my friends’ parents. It hadn’t been for lack of trying, but because of political red tape. The population growth in their youth had hit the maximum capacity for our wing of the Geos just before their application had been turned in. They’d been denied eight years in a row before I was allowed to be born.

      “Seriously. Sneaking out late at night? Trading all the yen you’ve been saving—yes, I knew you were saving it for your mother.” He waved a hand in the air and sighed. “Ty...”

      I turned back to look at him and saw that his eyes were the kind of tired that sleep couldn’t fix. Looking into them broke my heart. “I’m sorry, Dad.” I swallowed the tears that were making my voice crack. “What was I supposed to do, let her die?”

      “You weren’t supposed to take her place, that’s for damn sure!”

      “I’m not! Look, I know you’re worried. I get it, I do. But you don’t know everything. I can do this. Besides, it’s not that much different from you logging into her terminal and working her shifts.”

      “That’s different, Ty. We have to eat.”

      “Yeah, and when I win this thing, we’ll all eat better than we ever have. Don’t you see? It was the only way.”

      I shouldered my bag, noting the time. I didn’t want to leave things this way, but I’d been given specific instructions to meet the Geos shuttle at an assigned time, and we’d spent all my farewell time arguing.

      “I’m sorry you’re so disappointed in me,” I said, even as I raised my chin indignantly, trying to keep the tears that were forming in the corners of my eyes from rolling down my cheeks.

      Before he could respond, I pushed past him and out the door. He didn’t follow me. Out in the hall, I made a quick detour into my parents’ room. My mom was sleeping, and I kissed her on her forehead as gently as possible. Praying I wouldn’t wake her. When I hurried back out and toward our front door, my dad still hadn’t left my room. There wasn’t anything else to say, though. I just had to survive.

      The shuttle station was eerily quiet when I arrived. Quieter than I’d ever experienced, with only a handful of breaths whispering down the tunnel. I didn’t know what I’d expected. No one but the chosen would be traveling at this time of day. Still, the way the echo of my footsteps bounced off the stone walls sent a shiver down my spine.

      I scanned my transport waiver—specially assigned to me by Ben Farrow himself at the end of the Acceptance Ceremony. The terminal chimed cheerily, “Welcome, Chosen,” and the screen flashed as I made my way through the turnstyle.

      There was no shuttle. I leaned over the edge of the platform and peered down the tunnel before looking at my watch. What if I’d missed it? To the best of my knowledge, no one had ever failed to board before. I was mortified as I realized I would go into the history files as the first competitor to miss their train. What an embarrassing legacy.

      And then another thought occurred to me. What if I hadn’t missed the shuttle? What if they hadn’t even sent it? Maybe they knew I was the hacker, and instead of sending transport, a shuttle full of EFs was on its way? I could just imagine the shuttle doors opening up, releasing a flood of EFs to trample me into submission. I’d never escape.

      The sound of iron grinding against iron brought me to my senses and a shuttle I’d never seen before came to a halt in front of me. Unlike the run-down, grimy metal of the typical shuttle, this one showed off a pure white shell and glimmered in the dim fluorescent lighting. The doors opened smoothly, and a burst of warm air rushed over me. It was heated!

      Stepping into the shuttle car was like stepping through a portal to another world. The inside was as clean as the outside, and twice as warm. I sank into the nearest seat, marveling at the scent of freshly applied disinfectant—something I’d only ever detected in Medical. Is this what being an Elite is like? I wondered. If so, I could get used to it.
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        * * *

      

      I sat in silence as the shuttle moved through the tunnels. It stopped now and then, presumably to pick up new passengers, though I could never see them through the window and none of them ever made their way to my car. Maybe we each got our own private escort? While the Acceptance Ceremony was highly celebrated, what happened afterward was considered sacred; as such, it hadn’t been disclosed. Even the training was top-secret. Everyone who was chosen would now live tucked away in a restricted wing of the Geos until they were ready for the Acceptance.

      The shuttle’s brakes squealed. Slowly, we came to a stop. I looked out the window, expecting something new and exciting, but was disappointed to find that this platform wasn’t much different from the others I’d seen, save for the fact that it was cleaner and better maintained.

      The shuttle doors opened and I stepped over the threshold, noting that I wasn’t the only one on the platform. Several of the others were doing the same as I, stepping out of the protective bubble of their individual shuttle cars. I was right about us having been separated, but it looked like I was the only person who’d had an entire car to themselves. From the next car down came Kev, along with a female farmer I didn’t recognize. He smiled and waved in my direction. I returned the greeting awkwardly as I moved toward them.

      We were soon joined by two doctor apprentices, a boy and a girl who introduced themselves as Sorel and Jade. Sorel was tall with jet black, wavy hair, and Jade, true to her namesake, had striking green eyes.

      “This is Cassie.” Kev motioned to the girl he’d arrived with. Her hair was cropped short against her neck. A style that made sense given her occupation, but I couldn’t help but wonder how she kept warm enough in the Geos. Maybe the farmers had better temperature control than the coders did.

      “Were your cars heated, too?” she asked Jade, who nodded. “Isn’t it lovely?”

      “Yeah, mine, too,” I offered. “A girl could get used to that!”

      “A guy could, too,” Kev chimed in. “I wonder if everything in the Labs is heated like that.”

      “Guess we’ll find out,” I said.

      “I won’t.” Jade bit her lip, fiddling with her long black braid. “I’ll be the first to die, for sure.”

      “Hush, you.” Sorel nudged her with his shoulder playfully. “I told you we have nothing to worry about—it’s going to be fine. Besides,” he said, looking the rest of us over, “we’re obviously the smartest ones here.”

      So, that’s how it’s gonna be, I thought to myself. My fists balled up at my sides. Before I could open my mouth (and inevitably land myself in trouble), a voice boomed out from behind me.

      “Who is ready to get this par-tay started!”

      Jade jumped. Cassie shrank away. I turned to see two broad-shouldered young men in EF trainee uniforms.

      “That eager to look death in the eye, huh?” Sorel postured. “About what I’d expect from a couple of EFs.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. Doctors had almost the same social standing as EFs. Closer than any of the rest of us, anyway. Hearing Sorel refer to them with such disdain both shocked and amused me.

      “Death? We’re eager for adventure!” One of them clapped the other on the shoulder. “This here is my brother Jason. I’m Jax.”

      My eyes went wide. Brothers? Having more than one child in the Geos was a rare occurrence. It was hard enough to get a license for one kid, let alone two.

      I scanned the two of them. They shared so many features, from their dark eyes to their chiselled jaws. As I began to piece the information together, Jax caught my eye and winked. “We’re twins.” The way he flashed his bright white teeth at me when making the declaration turned my stomach. I made a mental note not to get caught alone with either of them.

      Jade didn’t share my caution, however, and continued to engage them in conversation. “Maybe an adventure for you! You both have weapons training. The rest of us are probably doomed to die a slow, painful death in the Above. Especially me.”

      The melodrama that soaked her words was so thick that I could almost imagine how each dripping word would suffocate under the weight of it. It made me choke, but on laughter that I hoped I’d camouflaged well enough as a cough. I couldn’t believe I’d had to change my survival score to get into the Acceptance, only to find that this band of idiots was somehow more compatible with the surface than I was.

      A chiming sound over the speakers interrupted us. “Welcome to training,” a computerized voice chimed. “Please make your way from the platform to the main greeting area.”

      A set of green track lights lit up the stairwell in front of us. We stared at it, then each other. Finally, Kev spoke up.

      “Well, guess we go this way.” He put an arm out, stepping aside so I could walk past him. “Ladies first.” His smile was genuine. Kev might be just a simple farmer, but somehow I got the feeling that he was the only one in this whole group other than me who had any sense. At least he was more approachable than the others.

      I took his cue, brushing past a very disappointed Cassie, and led the way.

      The stairs were made of white, polished stone that reflected the light much better than the dark, carved walls in the other wings of the Geos. They led up to an octagonal room not unlike the atrium. Except, here, a dome-like glass ceiling rose up above the carved stone, revealing true sunlight.

      The others oohed and aahed as they craned their necks to see their first hints of the Above, and I feigned the same admiration so as not to give myself away. I needed them all to believe that this was my first time seeing the Above.

      In my mind, I heard a ghost of Wallace’s voice. “The honest-to-God sky.” Even though he’d been to the Above—the surface, as he’d called it—he still hadn’t lost his reverence for the sky.

      Across the white-walled room, an elevator dinged. Its doors opened to reveal Benjamin Farrow, clothed in a silken white kimono. Staring directly at us, he spread his arms out in greeting.
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      “Welcome to the Acceptance!” His voice carried well, as one would expect from someone with his authority. “I will be your guide as you go through training. Our first order of business will be getting you settled into your new homes.”

      He turned and walked toward one of the adjacent walls. It rose with a great woosh, and a gust of warm air rushed outward as it revealed a long corridor. It was unremarkable, save for one detail: It was lined with mismatched, salvaged doors.

      The first door was on the right. It had a rustic look to it, being made of old wood and sitting on an iron track. Such a thing was almost never seen in the Geos. Materials like wood were hard to preserve in the damp tunnels. This one seemed to be sealed in a resin, and I couldn’t help marveling at the sight of something so rare and precious.

      “Farmers’ quarters,” Ben explained as he pushed the door aside. The others gasped in shock over the fact that such a relic would be chosen for a farmer. We peered into the room, which had two bunks, an enclosed bathing room, and a small hydro tower. Ben closed the door and continued on to the next door. This one sat on the left side of the hall.

      The second door sat on a single hinge and was adorned with the image of a long staff with two ropes weaving around it. At least, they looked like ropes until you got to the top, where they both seemed to have eyes and a mouth.

      “Hmm,” I muttered at the curiosity.

      “They’re snakes,” Jade said. “This was a medical symbol used by doctors before the Virus.”

      “Well done, Jade,” Ben said. “You are correct. This room is for those of you from the Medical Union.” He flashed her a smile that made my face flush with envy, and I started at the realization that I was jealous. Not just because Jade had known something that I didn’t, which was bad enough. Doctors looked down on just about everyone, and I’d have loved the opportunity to prove I was smarter than her. No, I was jealous that Ben had been impressed.

      Viv must really be getting into my head, I thought to myself, disgusted. Shake it off.

      We moved on to the next set of rooms. These two sat directly across from one another. On the left was a large metal door with a thick glass window that I recognized from historical records as the kind used in prisons before the Virus, and mine.

      Of all the doors, it was the most odd, plastered with the images of people I’d never seen before. There was a small man with a mustache riding what looked like a snake with legs, and a woman in a poofy dress. Next to that was a poster that reminded me of the upper Geos, all angled and falling apart, and then one where all the creatures seemed to be made from various kinds of stone squares.

      “Retro games,” Ben explained to me. “My father thought the coders would get a kick out of the old posters.”

      Behind me, Jax snickered.

      Great. Not only had Jade made a better impression, but now I looked like I didn’t even know my own history.

      I’d have locked myself straight into my room if Ben hadn’t continued first.

      “As you’ve all probably guessed by now, your living quarters reflect your Union’s history before the Virus. They’re meant to be a reminder to you, and to all who follow you, of what you will be working to achieve as you go through training. I can’t promise that any of it will be easy.” He paused there, and locked eyes with me. “But I’m sure you’ll all do a fine job.” My face grew hot, and I hoped he couldn’t see the color rushing to it.

      The others shifted uncomfortably in a way that told me I wasn’t the only one who felt like I didn’t belong here. If they only knew. But, no, I couldn’t trust anyone here with my secret. Not even Kev. I resisted the urge to glance his way as Ben Farrow continued his introductory speech.

      “You should unpack and rest. Training usually begins first thing in the morning, but we have extenuating circumstances this round.” He looked each of us over individually, and for a minute I worried he’d be able to read the guilt all over my face. I suppressed a sigh of relief as he moved on. “Due to the hack, you will all undergo additional testing tomorrow to confirm your identities.”

      My mind swam. Additional testing? What kind of testing?

      Immediately, I felt the blood rushing from my face. What if they compared a new testing of genetic results to their saved computers’ profiles? That had to be it, I realized—and they were sure to figure out who the hacker was when they did. How could I have been so stupid? There was no way I would make it through the verification process.

      “So get some rest,” Ben’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. He motioned to our rooms, and the doors opened as if of their own accord. Even if I hadn’t been a fraud, the image would have sent shivers up my spine. It looked less like we were revered guests and more like we were prisoners to be accounted for.

      “I’ll see you all in the morning,” he said as he exited the dorm hallway without looking back.

      The others huddled together, and I fell in naturally with the group—chittering about Ben and the Acceptance and who they thought the traitor might be. Sneaking off now would only make me look more suspicious.

      “Bet it’s one of the farmers,” Jason said, nudging Jax. “No way could someone from the Farming Union survive the Above.”

      “Actually, some of the best performing contestants have been farmers,” Kev retorted. “If you’d happened to pay attention in history, you’d know that.”

      “Doesn’t matter anyway,” Jade piped in with what was becoming her token response. “We’re all going to die anyway. You know we are. What does it matter which of us is supposed to be here?”

      No one responded, but I felt a shift in the group as they reacted to her statement. Maybe I could use that to get away from them and find some time for myself.

      “Well, I’m turning in.” I announced. “Whatever’s in store for us here, I don’t plan on dying sleep-deprived.”

      My words got a chuckle from the EFs, and one of them clapped a hand on my shoulder. “That’s the spirit! Live for the now. Worry about tomorrow later.”

      I forced a smile, hoping I’d come off as confident rather than desperate. It seemed to work well enough, for the others also filed into their rooms.

      I pushed the poster-covered door fully open. It was solid, much to my surprise, and it took a bit of weight to get it to move. Once closed, it clicked shut behind me, and I noticed the door had a bolted locking mechanism. I turned it, then pulled on the door just to be certain it would stay shut if someone tried to come in. It held.

      I sighed with relief and took off my coat and gloves. I’d been roasting since getting onto the shuttle, and for the first time in I didn’t know how long, sweat plastered my hair to my face. I stripped down to my base layers, tossing the excess into the corner. Then I surveyed my new living situation. The corner nearest to the door had a terminal and gaming chair—something only the top coders had access to. I had to hand it to Farrow Corp. They offered excellent accommodations.

      Next to the terminal was a single bed which was made up neatly, and across from that there was a small red couch. Unlike the other rooms I’d seen, it was obvious that this one was meant for a single person.

      On the wall across from the door was another door. It was hollow and swung open easily when I turned the handle, offering little in the way of privacy. It opened to reveal a sink, waste receptacle, and a large ceramic tub/shower combo.

      “A girl could get used to this,” I said to the empty room. Back home, we’d had a bathhouse split between a whole wing in the Geos. Ventilation just wasn’t good enough for every home to have their own. I’d often gone a week before my name would be selected again by the AI’s scheduling system—which was supposedly fine-tuned to our specific hygiene schedule based on a combination of genetic and vocational considerations. A shower was just what the doctor ordered now, though.

      After I’d bathed, I settled into the sleep clothes that had been provided in a cabinet next to the shower/tub combo. I stepped out of the bathroom, drying my hair with a towel. My eyes roamed the room casually, taking in my surroundings before finally settling on the terminal in the corner.

      I wondered if the others had been allocated terminals, as well. I hadn’t thought to check as we’d walked through the corridors. Non-coding terminals were mainly used for gameplay, but I was curious whether this one was hooked up to the main system or not.

      I sat down at the terminal and booted it up, muting Amara’s voice commands before the welcome screen could even come on.

      I logged in and accessed my file. The temptation to undo my hack was almost too much to handle, but there was too much at stake to take that risk. Security in this wing of the Geos was probably higher than anywhere else I’d been. I had no doubt that, despite the laid-back welcome we’d received, we were being watched, and since my profession made me a prime suspect, there was no way I was going to leave a trail to the program I’d created when I’d hacked the system.

      Red flags went up in my mind when I discovered my file was right there on the home screen, waiting for me to open it. My heart sank upon seeing the results. In the time since I’d been chosen, my survival rate had dropped to 35 percent. I was as good as dead. Now I knew how Jade felt.

      No longer curious about what entertainment the terminal might offer, I logged off and crawled into bed, too worried to savor the feel of the silken sheets against my skin. I stared at the ceiling vent and listened to the whir of the fan that circulated filtered air into my room, and took a deep breath. The air here was warm, but dry, so there had to be a dehumidifier in the system somewhere. It seemed like a waste to have it running in an area of the Geos that only housed a handful of people every hundred days, while hundreds were suffering back home. There was no way to experience these accommodations and not think what it might be like to get to the Labs, the Greens—to not only get to the surface and survive the Acceptance, but then be flown into the sky, to the Labs, the very opposite of the underground life we’d come to know in the Geos.

      Farrow Corp had done a good job of giving us just enough exposure to what life in the Greens might be like so that we were motivated in our training.

      Well, it worked, I thought to myself as I drifted off to the sound of the fan’s motor.
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      I awoke to an alarm not unlike the one that had marked the beginning of my days back home. I hopped out of bed and dressed quickly, choosing to leave my heaviest layers behind so that I wouldn’t overheat. I kept my gloves just in case.

      The others filed out of their rooms about the same time as I did. Down the hall, an EF I’d never seen before was waiting. “Prepare for processing,” he commanded us. Instinctively, we formed a line behind him and he led us out into the octagonal room we’d passed through the night before. He paused and counted us there, taking note of our Union affiliations and marking things off on the clipboard he carried.

      “Doctors to the left. Farmers to the right. EFs in the room to the middle.” Then, he looked up at me and frowned. “You, come with me.”

      I shot a nervous glance at Kev. He smiled back at me, completely clueless. “See you later?” he mouthed. I nodded and followed the EF through another wall that raised as we approached it.

      “Haven’t had a coder in here for a while,” the EF said. “Not since I first started here, even.”

      “Oh?” I thought about the other Union trainees’ rooms. “The others had two beds,” I remarked. “Mine only had one. Why?”

      “Coders are usually exempt from selection,” he said, as if it were something everyone knew. “They’re given easy jobs for a reason. Most aren’t fit for survival in the Above.”

      So, our survival scores decided more than just our chances in the lottery. They decided our entire futures.

      I couldn’t decide if that was a blessing or a curse. On the one hand, Farrow Corp had placed all coders into a group that fit their physical abilities and chances of survival in some other arena. On the other, they’d lied to everyone in the Geos about coders’ chances at bettering their lives.

      Probably a kindness, even if it was a lie. A well-intentioned lie, I decided, was better than a truth that quelled all hopes.

      I only hoped that if I was found out, R.L. Farrow would feel the same about my own lie.

      We came to a stop in front of another door.

      “Well, here we are,” the EF said. “Processing is usually short, but with the hack, I’d expect to be waiting a while.” He held the door open for me as I entered by myself. When it closed behind me, I heard it latch shut.

      The room was similar to Medical’s exam rooms. There was an exam table right in front of me, where I sat and waited for my turn. I didn’t see any cameras, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any. I looked around as I waited. The walls were bare. No sign of a terminal anywhere.

      After what felt like an eternity, there was a knock at the door, followed by the lock clicking open. A woman walked in, clad in white robes. She carried a tablet with her, and I tried not to gasp audibly. A portable terminal. I’d heard rumors of such a thing when I’d been younger. Even the Above had once had this technology, but it had been rare and very valuable. We didn’t have one down in the Geos. Not as far as I knew, anyway.

      “State your name,” the woman said by way of introduction. She didn’t even raise her eyes from the screen.

      “Tylia Coder,” I said.

      She reached into her pocket for a long tube. “Hands,” she said. I complied, and she pressed the tube against one of my fingers. A sharp pain made me jump, and I looked down to see a crimson droplet gathering on the pad of my finger.

      The processor squeezed my finger over the tube, collecting three drops before handing me a piece of gauze. “Apply pressure.”

      I complied again.

      She pressed a button on the terminal and a small door on the wall opened. She placed the tube in the hole and shut the door. Then, she waited. After a moment, her terminal made a beep and she flipped through the info that popped up.

      “Identity confirmed. Tylia Coder. Survival chances 35 percent.” At that, she finally looked up at me, and I wished she hadn’t. Her eyes gave her away. She knew I didn’t belong there.

      “How could it be so low?” I hoped the genuine panic in my voice made my inquiry believable. “Why would the algorithm choose me if it was that low? That has to be a mistake.”

      Her eyes narrowed on me suspiciously, and I realized she must be thinking of the hack even as her brow furrowed and she flipped through the screen. “That’s a good question.”

      “Unless,” I tried my best to plant a seed of doubt in the processor’s mind, “whoever hacked the Acceptance must have changed my score. Could they have…” I let my voice trail off, hoping I sounded panicked when I announced, “could they have put me here to die? I didn’t know I had any enemies, but maybe I do! Why would they do that to me?”

      The increasing urgency of my tone had obviously made the processor uncomfortable. She shut down the file on her terminal, holding it close to her body. “I have everything I need here,” she said. “You’re free to proceed to training.”

      “What does that mean? Is that really my score? I don’t want to go through with this if I’m just going to die!” I’d turned the dramatics up to max, and I knew it. It did the trick, too.

      She frowned, backing toward the door. “Obviously, there will be an investigation, but that is above my paygrade. Proceed to training. Now.” She pressed a button, and the doors slid open to reveal the EF who had escorted me to processing.

      “Take her to training,” the processor said.

      “But I thought—” the EF began to argue, but the processor held up a hand to silence him.

      “Do as you are told.” She raised an eyebrow then, and the blood drained from the EF’s face.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, and took me by the arm.

      Though his grip was gentle, it was clear I wasn’t going to be given a choice.
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      Training for the Acceptance was all about how to survive the Above. Or that’s what the Elites who’d led our classes had told us.

      Most of my day consisted of the seven of us sitting in a room with four tables and seven chairs. Jax, Jason, Sorel, and Jade sat in the front at their assigned Unions’ tables. My table was in the back next to the farmers’ table. I sat alone, but Kev made sure to position himself closest to my table, and he gave me a friendly wave every day when I entered the room, which at least made me feel a little less alone.

      During these classes, we were taught about the Virus. How it had begun as an animal virus, but quickly gotten out of control—spreading across species from pigs to monkeys and then, finally, to humans.

      There was something to be said about knowing your enemy, but I found myself disappointed in the information the Elite instructors provided. It was nothing like the practical advice Wallace had given me—how to detect the Virus in yourself and others, and how to avoid areas that were known to be affected. General geography, and how to live off the land, were also skipped over during our training. Maybe I had a chance of surviving this after all, I found myself thinking, if Wallace’s unique advice was any sign of its usefulness.

      After lessons, we would break for lunch before simulations. Simulations were done in a dedicated gaming room and used a combination of augmented reality and image projection to create survival simulations. We trained simultaneously. Teams were able to interact with one another within their part of the room, but otherwise mingling within the simulation was discouraged. They said it had something to do with ensuring the data collected was controlled, but the longer I tried and failed on my own, the more I felt like their need for control had less to do with data and more to do with me, though I couldn’t put my finger on why.

      The game started at a beginner’s level, with individual settings based on the algorithm that had chosen each of us. The first day, our simulation covered what to do on day one of the challenge, which prioritized shelter and water. The computer projected the scene of a barren, cracked wasteland full of unmarked concrete ruins.

      Wallace had taught me that contaminated areas had been marked with a red X. None of these buildings were marked, so I chose the one that seemed most stable and began to search for signs of a functioning water supply.

      An alarm rang out. The simulation disappeared, replaced by flashing red lights.

      The AI’s voice came over the speakers: “Contestant terminated. Reset.”

      If you passed a level, you’d move on to more advanced levels, including those involving hand to hand and weapons combat modes. Some of us moved up the levels faster than others, but no matter what I did, I always seemed to fall behind the rest.

      The game’s great equalizer, though, was the Virus. It could hit at any time in the game, and seemed to be based on our survival scores, as well. Since my score was low, I had the highest instance of failure.

      Three days into training, I still hadn’t moved past Level 2. On day four, I lost my cool.

      “THIS STUPID COMPUTER IS BROKEN!” I yelled, pulling off my helmet and tossing it across the padded floor.

      “You just have to keep trying.” Kev removed his helmet, as well, turning to face me. Technically, this week was just meant to give us time to get used to the gaming interface. Real trials—the ones that would be graded—wouldn’t start until the following week. Kev was the best at them so far, even better than the EF trainees. None of us could figure out why. I was the absolute worst of the group.

      “You were so close this time—I could feel it!” Kev took his role as coach seriously. After I’d cried from my frustration on day two, he’d offered to help me work out the kinks. We’d even been able to sneak in for an extra session, just the two of us, while the others had been in the dining hall.

      “It’s impossible,” I said now. “The damn Virus keeps coming out of nowhere. I’m doomed.”

      “It’s not like you can get kicked out for failing a sim.” Kev was trying to reassure me, but he’d missed the point entirely. I was going to die in the Above.

      Or maybe that’s what they wanted me to think. “It’s rigged!” I said, moving to the main terminal. They wanted me to quit—I suddenly felt sure of it.

      I flipped through the game code and checked the settings for my avatar. Since my survival rating had mysteriously tanked since my arrival, the computer automatically assumed I would die in the Above. I knew it would be too suspicious to change my survival chances again—instead, I inserted a glitch into the code connecting my survival chances to the game’s settings. Now, I’d have a chance at getting somewhere. To be on the safe side, I made sure that my settings matched all of the other trainees’, as well—if we all had the same chance and were being affected by the same glitch, nobody would think to trace it to me. I hoped.

      “Everything okay?” Kev asked. My heart jumped into my throat and I shut the terminal’s screen down again.

      “Yeah, the terminal was glitching. It should be fixed now.”

      Kev nodded. Things glitched in the Geos all the time, so it was a feasible cover. And I was pretty sure that, being a farmer, Kev wasn’t going to mull it over for long enough to realize that the technology in the training wing was a lot better maintained than anything we’d ever seen at home.

      “Come on,” I said, picking up my VR helmet and putting it back on my head. “Let’s try this one more time.”
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      I blew through the simulations after that, finishing Level 3 in orientation mode before the dining hall was anywhere close to closing—we had plenty of time before dinner, which was rare.

      “You wanna go grab something to eat together?” Kev asked hopefully. The others had made it clear that they weren’t interested in mingling with any of the other Union members, but he’d asked after every session, even though I’d always declined. Tonight, I felt like celebrating, though.

      “Yeah, sure. Just let me get a quick shower,” I said. Showering had become part of my daily routine now, especially after simulations.

      “Cool. I’ll save you a seat.” We exited the simulations hall and Kev shot one last smile over his shoulder before making his way to the dining hall.

      It was only after he was out of sight that I realized I was missing something. My gloves, which I’d removed for the simulation, were no doubt still sitting on the floor beneath the terminal. As I turned to retrieve them, though, I heard voices. Cautiously, I peered around the doorway to see the Elite who ran our survival classes speaking with another man, whose back was turned to me.

      “It’s obvious from her scores that she won’t survive. It’s a waste of all of our time for her to continue,” the Elite said.

      My mouth went dry. He was talking about me. I was sure of it.

      “Let her be,” the other man said. Farrow!

      “But she’s obviously the result of the hack. She doesn’t belong here.”

      “Causing a disturbance in their group will throw the results of the experiment. You know that. Besides, there is no proof she’s the one. The computer does occasionally choose people with low survival scores, just to make sure that the algorithm is up to date. Besides, even if she is a result of the hack, she’s going to die anyway.

      My shoulders sank in relief. They didn’t know I was the hacker! I had mixed feelings about being sent to the Above with an incompatible score, but this was something. It was hard to be sure how I felt about the new information, though. There was relief that I still had a chance to save my mother, but also something else I couldn’t place. Everyone knew that no one had survived the Acceptance in years, but listening to them talk about my death with such certainty was surreal.

      I bit my lip, evaluating my choices. I could give myself up, but what good would that do now? If Farrow was willing to let me continue, who knew what he would do if I outed myself? Besides that, the algorithm didn’t know me. It didn’t know about Wallace. Plus, what good would that do my mom? She was the whole reason I’d come.

      Suddenly, the fact that even Farrow didn’t think I could make it stoked a fire in me. I’d show him. I wasn’t going to let my survival score determine my fate. It would just fuel my determination to win the damn thing.

      My stomach rumbled and I held my breath, waiting to see if anyone had heard me. The conversation lapsed into something more mundane, something to do with rations. I decided to forget about the shower and head straight for the dining hall.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hey, Ty.” Kev waved me down as I picked up a tray, next choosing from an assortment of greens and meats. There were no vouchers here. Food was given freely at specific times during our shifts. “I saved you a seat.” Kev pointed to a set of empty chairs at a nearby table, away from the others who were just finishing up their meals. “Was afraid you weren’t going to make it in time.”

      He didn’t seem to notice I hadn’t showered, and I was glad for it. I was still trying to shake off the ill feeling that eavesdropping on Farrow had left in the pit of my stomach, but something that Kev had said pulled my attention in another direction.

      “Time for what?” I asked, glancing at the clock on the wall. Dinner hour wasn’t even half over yet.

      “The guest speaker.” His grin grew even wider, testing the limits of his skin’s elasticity.

      Guest speaker? I followed him to the table and took my seat. No one had said anything about any—

      “Welcome, friends, and dare I say, future family?” R.L. Farrow’s voice boomed as he walked in the door I’d just come in. Everything in the dining hall went silent as he made his way to the front of the room, his silken robes flowing around him. “I won’t take much of your time, I promise. I just wanted to address you all formally before you move on to your next stage of training.” His eyes scanned the room, a smile on his face. I’d admired that smile, but now as I watched him I noticed that his eyes didn’t crinkle in the corners like they usually did. Today’s smile was false.

      “Please.” He spread his arms out, palms up. “Don’t let me keep you from finishing your meals as I speak. Think of me as one of your own, addressing you casually, as friends do.”

      That was part of his allure, the way in which he interacted with the crowd. Like he was one of them, and vice versa. It gave the masses comfort. So much so that we’d often forgotten which of us was clothed in damp rags instead of soft white silk.

      “You all know how the Virus has evolved over time,” he said as we continued our meals. “How it began as an animal virus spread among livestock before mutating and infecting the human population.”

      Around me, heads bobbed; of course, we’d all learned about the Virus in grade school, and then were reminded of its evolution more recently in our training. We knew that a cure was found, and then lost, and the gallant tale of the one man who’d dared to save the world by taking us underground.

      “You won’t be surprised to hear that the Virus continues to mutate. But in our attempts to recreate a cure, we discovered something else. Those who are exposed to the Virus experience their own mutations, most of which are deadly. We understand these mutations, but not how to prevent them. Those who get past them are the ones who survive the Acceptance, who carry a natural immunity, and who will help save all of humanity. Though we know these people exist, we don’t have enough information about why such immunity occurs, or know enough to replicate a cure.”

      The hush that had fallen over the seven of us turned to hushed whispers between pairs.  Exposure to the Virus had always been a possibility, but the idea that only those who were both exposed and able to survive would be going forward was shocking.

      “I have faith that each of you will honor your Unions with your contribution to the cause, and I wish you the best of luck in your endeavour. For the Cure!”

      One by one, the others stood and echoed Farrow’s words: “For the Cure!” Kev was no exception. His eyes beamed with pride and admiration. I followed the others’ lead, but my heart had sunk. I’d almost dared hope that I’d found someone to talk to about what I’d heard, but it was clear that Kev wasn’t going to be that person. Suddenly, I was very lonely. I thought of my parents, especially my dad. What if I didn’t make it? What if the last thing I’d done with my dad was argue and storm out?

      Suddenly, I was having trouble remaining still. Every cell in my body was screaming for movement. I wanted to run back home, to tell my dad it had all been a mistake. I wanted to go back to my normal life.

      But I couldn’t. I fidgeted with the cuff of my sleeve, trying to keep my movements minimal. When that stopped being enough, I began to shift my weight ever so slowly from one foot to the other, a skill that I had learned from Wallace when he’d been teaching me to read a Rej’s body language.

      “Your only chance of survival if you run into them,” he’d said, “is gonna be calling their bluff. Most will threaten more than they’re actually capable of. Those are the ones you dare to follow through with their threat. If you judge right, you’ll get safe passage.”

      “And if I choose wrong?” I’d asked.

      “You’re dead.”

      So, he’d explained, being able to read someone could be the difference between life and death. I only hoped that R.L. Farrow’s eye wasn’t so delicately trained. It wasn’t like I could hide in a crowd of seven.

      Farrow continued his speech after we sat down again, but none of it landed firmly enough in my mind for me to take in exactly what was said. His voice seemed distant and muffled as I struggled through my panic attack. Just as I was certain that the beads of sweat forming on my forehead would give me away, my mind was thrust back into the moment by the sound of scattered clapping. The speech was over.

      Farrow gave one last nod to us before exiting. He was gone as quickly as he’d come. Across from me, Kev took his seat again. I sank into mine heavily, collapsing into a heap of exhausted bones as I tried to process the new information. The closer we got to the Acceptance, the more I found myself regretting how I’d left things with my dad. I needed to make things right before I left.

      “You okay?” Kev leaned in, his brows knit together with concern.

      “Yeah,” I tried to play it off, but then changed my mind. “Actually, no. I’m kind of dizzy, and nauseous. I think I may have overdressed.” I motioned to my long sleeves. “Still not used to circulating heat.”

      Kev nodded. The environmental difference in the training hall meant a difficult adjustment for all of us who’d grown up in the cold dampness of the Geos.

      “Kev, I’m not feeling so well. I think maybe that last session in the sims caused some eye strain. Mind if I catch up with you later?

      His face sank in a way that made me feel guilty for lying to him. I knew he’d been looking forward to catching up, and he had always been so nice—not just to me, but to everyone I’d seen him interact with. Farmers may have been known as more suited to manual labor than formal academics, but I had never in my life met an educated person who was as kind and willing to help another human being as Kev was.

      “Yeah, Ty, of course.” His voice was sincere, if disappointed. I wondered if forgiveness was just part of his genetic make-up, if maybe that was something the algorithms had honed in on when they’d chosen to approve his parents getting a birthing license. I knew that in the past they had denied licenses to families with a history of anxiety or chronic health issues that would put too much strain on the Geos’ resources. Maybe they approved them based on positive traits.

      Or was it just that I’d gotten him used to being disappointed by me? I pushed the thought aside, along with the guilt. I didn’t have time to worry about that right now.

      I managed to choke out one last “Thanks!” before getting up and bolting for the door, pausing only long enough to dump my tray on the way out.

      I didn’t slow down until I’d made it all the way out of the dining hall. Then, I paused to catch my breath. While it hadn’t been the heat affecting me at dinner, it sure wasn’t helping now. Even with the physical training we’d been doing, I found it hard to run in the heat. Inwardly, I chastised myself for bothering with the extra layers at all today, but I’d started to get homesick and the layers felt like home to me. Knowing I would shortly be facing my own mortality had made me hold on to any and every form of sentiment I could.

      It was probably well enough, since I was sneaking out anyway—I needed to make things right with my dad before I ran out of time. The shirt I was wearing wasn’t really fit for the cold of the Geo tunnels, but it was better than short sleeves, and I didn’t dare go back to my sleeping quarters, for fear of being caught sneaking out. Better to just go, and hope I wouldn’t be caught now or when I snuck back in later.

      I glanced over my shoulder once more before turning down the hall that would lead me back to the shuttle station. I was in the clear.

      Which was why I nearly jumped out of my skin when someone put their hand on my shoulder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey! I was hoping to catch you before you’d finished dinner.” Ben flashed his signature Farrow smile. “Sorry if I startled you. I saw you slip out before the others…” he trailed off awkwardly.

      “Yeah, I just, um, needed some space.”

      He laughed. “Father can be a bit overbearing at times.”

      My jaw went slack momentarily before I was able to collect myself. I never would have expected Benjamin Farrow to say something so relatable.

      “It’s not just him, it’s…” I gestured to the general area around us, and finished awkwardly, “everything, I guess.”

      Ben nodded. “Lots of contestants struggle at this point. Scientists in the Greens, too. Each new trial brings intense feelings. Hope, fear, envy. We’ve seen the best and the worst parts of humanity during some of these trials.”

      His words were strangely reassuring. I’d been so wrapped up in the intensity of my own experience that I had let my emotions isolate me. “Maybe I’m spending a little too much time in my own head,” I admitted.

      He nodded. “Come on, I’ll show you where I go when I need some space. It’s basically the most deserted place around here, and I spend most of my mornings there before work begins.”

      He took my hand and led me out the main doors toward the shuttle station. My heart leapt up in my throat. This was it! I was actually going to make it out of here, and with the son of R.L. Farrow at my side, I was pretty sure no one was going to try and stop us.
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        * * *

      

      But I found myself drawn to him as we approached the shuttle station, where I noticed there wasn’t even a terminal to scan my travel waiver. There were no voucher terminals on this side, and the room was completely open, giving me space to note how it felt to be in his presence—just the two of us.

      I raised my eyes to the florescent lights hanging above us, blinking the tears out of my eyes. I was embarrassed. Not because I was crying in front of Ben-freaking-Farrow, but because I was crying in front of someone who had zero chance of understanding why.

      And yet, I could feel the question, still unasked, crackling with electricity in the air around us.

      “It’s my family,” I offered in a half-truth, hoping it would be enough to satisfy his curiosity.

      He nodded. “It’s okay. Lots of contestants miss their families when they come here.”

      I knew he was trying to make me feel better, but the way he’d worded it felt off. Still, I could tell he was trying his best, and I could use another friend.

      “I mean, it’s my dad, really. We fought before I left. He…” I was about to toe the line here, and I knew it. “He didn’t want me to come.”

      Ben’s eyes widened. Refusing the call to the Acceptance was so taboo that we didn’t even have a punishment for it. No one had ever dared.

      “He wasn’t going to stop me,” I clarified. “He was just really worried.”

      Ben was visibly relieved. “Everyone has doubts. Families, too, I think. At least mine does, though obviously not about the same things,” he offered. “My father has been disappointed in me more times than I can count.”

      “You consider Farrow your father?”

      “Well, why wouldn’t I? He created me, even if it was through scientific manipulation rather than, well, you know…” He blushed, and then added, “The other way.”

      “Well, but it’s more than just worrying about being a disappointment,” I said. “My mom, she’s really sick. She has the Cough.”

      “I don’t understand. Plenty of disease symptoms include coughs. I’ve never seen anyone die from one.”

      I stared at him for a minute, surprised he wouldn’t know what I was talking about. He really was isolated from the Geos. “It’s not a cough,” I finally explained. “It’s the Cough. It kills us. Every one of us if we get it. Some live longer than others, if they’re lucky enough to get decent medical care, but it’s a matter of time.”

      “Oh, well, that’s easy. Now that you’ve been chosen for the Acceptance, she’ll have access to the best treatments available.”

      “You say that like I’ve already won.” I didn’t see how he could be so optimistic, especially knowing that he had watched each wave of contestants fail before me.

      “I believe in you, Tylia Coder,” he answered, and the corner of his mouth pulled up into a lopsided smile that was so stunning I nearly let down my guard entirely.

      “Well…” I shrugged awkwardly. “I hope you’re right.” As soon as it was out of my mouth, I wanted to kick myself. “I hope you’re right?” Way to be lame, Ty.

      He didn’t seem to know that I was the hacker. That my stats had been artificially inflated, including my survival score. I fully believed that he thought I could win this. That he was personally invested in it. I even felt like he genuinely cared about me, though I couldn’t put my finger on why such a thing would be true. I was simply confident that Ben Farrow meant me no harm. That he meant to help me, even.

      I may have let slip a small smile as I realized that Viv would have been blind with jealousy. I couldn’t wait until this was all over with. If I didn’t die in the Above, I might just die telling Viv about my conversations with her celebrity crush.

      “I guess I’m afraid that she’ll die if I don’t make it,” I added as he kept watching me. And there it was—the truest truth I’d told him so far.

      “Oh, you’ll make it through the Acceptance just fine,” he reassured me, “which means she’ll be okay, too. You just have to keep training. They have you wear a neurofeedback suit to increase the simulation’s realism.That means, if you get hurt in the Sim, you feel the pain in real time. It frightens some of the new contestants at first, because they don’t warn you during orientation. Some people even want to quit—just don’t do that. You’re strong though, so I know you can handle it, and since you already know it’s coming, you have time to prepare.”

      At first, I thought he was kidding, but when I looked into his eyes, they were serious. Dead serious. A shiver ran up my spine. The practice Sims had been bad enough, but I didn’t stand a chance in the next round of training if there was going to be painful feedback…

      “Oh, and when you do get to the Above, you’ll want to avoid the others,” he continued, oblivious to my horror. “Even if you think they’re your friends here, once you get up to the Above, everything changes. Trust no one, and nothing. Oh!” He reached into a secret pocket in the sleeve of his robe. “That reminds me… I wanted to give you this.”

      He handed me a small metal tube with openings on either end. One end was more narrow, and reminded me of one of the smoke tubes some of the gamblers used in the atrium back home. Only, this didn’t seem to have a battery pack. I looked to Ben questioningly.

      “It’s a filter,” he said. “For water. You’re going to need it in the Above. One of the top reasons candidates fail the Acceptance is water-borne illness. Don’t eat anything you find, either. Everything up there is toxic.” He looked upward almost instinctively and shuddered, but when his gaze returned to me, the moment had passed, and he was back to his cheery self. “You should take some protein strips with you. The dried ones.”

      It was a brilliant idea, and one that hadn’t occurred to me yet. Wallace had spent some time going over basic hunting, trapping, and foraging, but we hadn’t gotten far into all of that. I was pretty sure that I would be okay once I got up there, but it couldn’t hurt to pack an emergency supply, just in case.

      Something else about our conversation was bothering me, though. It had taken a moment for me to put my finger on it, but the longer Ben spoke, the stronger the feeling became that something wasn’t quite right. “Why are you doing this?” I asked, trying to keep my voice from sounding too accusatory. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m super grateful. But why tell me? Why not the others?”

      His smile returned in full force. “I mean, I know you guys don’t really mingle, and since you’re the only coder, there probably isn’t anyone you’re that invested in down here.” He paused to feel me out, and I was torn. I knew I should tell him that Kev and I were friends, and that it wasn’t fair to keep this kind of information from him, if not the others. But as I looked at Ben, I realized that maybe I had a way to get my mother faster care. I shrugged. “It’s a fair question, isn’t it?”

      “Oh, it’s plenty fair. I’m not supposed to—it’s part of the trial, you figuring out what to do, how to do it, and all that. Hints like these—my father wouldn’t be happy I’m telling you any of this,” he admitted, glancing back the way we’d come as if he expected someone might be following us. But then he turned back to me. “It’s just that you’re different. I needed to help you if I could. And I wasn’t sure if the others would matter to you. I’m glad they do, that everything does, but, well…” He shrugged. “You know, scientist and all. If everyone figured out this stuff, my father would know I’d helped someone and word had gotten out, but I thought I could help you and it would be okay. Plus… I was curious, so I looked up your profile, and it turns out you’re a match for me.”

      I nearly had to pick my chin up off the ground. We were a match? That meant the algorithm had determined that our genetic profiles were compatible, meaning the likelihood of a healthy child being produced was high.

      “We weren’t sure it was even possible—you know, because my genes were edited.” For most, this simply served to solidify pairings, but as the first genetically engineered human, I imagined it was groundbreaking for Ben and the Labs.

      “I know, it’s crazy, right? Some people search their whole lives for their match and wind up with less favorable odds than us,” he added, looking at the ground as his face turned a deep scarlet. “I dunno, I guess maybe it’s something my dad chose when he designed me, but I don’t like to take chances. I want you to have as much information as possible before you’re sent to the Above.”

      I blinked. Once. Twice. Three times. The weight of the information he’d just thrown at me was too heavy for me to process all at once. Seconds of silence stretched on before Ben spoke again.

      “You know, I knew I liked you even before I saw your profile. You’re not falling apart like the girl doctor or crazy-nervous like the girl farmer. You’re not arrogant like the two EFs. And you’re not desperate to prove yourself like the other guy.”

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak without saying something stupid.

      “Anyway, I know you wanted some space to think, and I guess I’ve given you even more to think about.” He glanced at his watch. “And I’ll be expected back soon myself. Don’t be a stranger, okay?” He leaned in, kissing me on the cheek before turning on his heels and leaving.

      My hand raised automatically and hovered over my cheek where his lips had just been; suddenly, I felt like a complete fraud. I didn’t belong here, no matter how much Ben thought the opposite. I wasn’t nearly as impressive as he made me out to be. What if there was someone else waiting back in the Geos who was better equipped to survive the Acceptance? What if she was a match for Ben, and I’d stolen that chance from both of them?

      The thought hurt—I didn’t want to be responsible for anyone’s loneliness. But then I pushed the thought aside. I had to keep my mind in the present, or I’d be doomed before I even made it to the Above. My family needed me. In the Greens, they’d have medical care, not to mention better living quarters. And, who knew… Maybe it wasn’t my actual profile Ben had seen, but that didn’t mean we were a bad match. And by surviving the Acceptance, I might still contribute to finding the Cure.

      Besides, it was kind of nice to be around someone who was truly on my side. Or, at least, as “on my side” as they could be without me confessing. And even if the things I’d told him hadn’t been the whole truth, they were truer than any other conversation I’d had since coming to this place.

      I leaned against the nearest wall and slid to the ground. For a long while, I just sat there, rolling the water filter back and forth with my fingers, examining it as if it somehow held the secrets to all of my struggles. I sighed. Ben thought I was his match. Farrow knew I was doomed to die. Sitting here staring at a damn water filter wasn’t going to change any of that, and this shuttle station didn’t offer any extra choices.

      I stood up and, after a moment of thought, pocketed the water filter Ben had given me. Just because I’d hacked my way in here didn’t mean I was stupid enough to reject genuine help when it was offered, and clean water was literally about to mean life or death.

      And now, especially with the help of Ben, I might actually stand a chance at surviving. I made a mental note to formally thank Ben the next time I saw him, and headed back to my room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Phase two of training was nothing like I’d expected. Phase one couldn’t even compare. First off, there were new rules. In these simulations, no one was supposed to talk to one another before, during, or after. The others took this rule pretty seriously as far as I could tell. Except for Kev, who would sometimes walk with me to the dining hall afterward and let me vent my frustrations with the program. Still, even he had never offered to help me, so why would he now? We were all supposed to survive the sims on own merit, based on our profiles and our actions, which was fine for everyone else, but royally sucked for me—my one-time disconnection of my survival chances from the sims had been rectified quickly, and now it was back to the same routine, with the machine expecting me to die at every turn. Day after day, the algorithm reminded me that I was doomed to death in the Above, and none of the decisions I made during the simulations altered the outcome.

      Which brought up the second difference in phase two. The Above in the simulation looked nothing like the world that Wallace had described to me. It was dangerous, yes. But the similarities ended there.

      “There’s nothing you need that the earth can’t provide,” Wallace had said. To him, the Above was lush and full of life.

      What Wallace had described with reverence, though, the sims projected in stark contrast. The sims projected a dusty, barren landscape with a bright orange sky, incapable of hosting life. Every time I interacted with it, I died. In the first day of sims alone, a boar mauled me, I wandered into an invisible swamp and drowned, and I got killed by Rejs.

      And that was on one of my good days.

      On the bad days, I could barely hit the reset button before I was killed again, and Ben had been right about the feedback suits. Dying hurt each and every time. After a while, I stopped trying to survive and found that my inaction gave me a better chance of survival than anything else I’d tried so far.

      At the end of the week, I was the only one who had zero maintained level completions, as certain actions within the sims would reset the player to their first level: For example, an in-game decision that led to contaminating the Geos was an automatic re-set on the scoreboard. As I looked up at everyone’s simulation stats, I was filled with dread. Maybe Farrow had rigged the sims to send me a message. He knew I’d been involved in the hack… I was sure of it. There was no way that anyone could look at my stats, see how I was struggling, and still believe there was a chance I’d wound up here by accident. Even after hearing the hushed talk regarding my certain demise, I wasn’t entirely convinced that Farrow wasn’t suspicious of me.

      Of course, some days I worried that I was slipping into a paranoid state for no reason.

      I decided I needed to talk to Ben. Maybe his belief in me, no matter how misguided, would lift my spirits. The next morning, I got up earlier than the others and snuck out to the shuttle station, where I now knew he spent most of his mornings.

      “I was wondering how long you’d stay away,” he said as he leaned against one of the stone pillars. “I was hoping we’d have more time together, but I’m being sent back to the Labs.”

      “You’re what?” I’d come here looking for confidence, or a confidant. I wasn’t sure which. Suddenly, I felt like my lifeline had just been pulled out from under me.

      “I know,” he answered, his face wrought with concern. “I don’t want to go right now, but the team’s made another discovery, and since my dad is busy with the Acceptance, I’m the next in the chain of command. I have to go.” He reached into his sleeve and produced a small, flesh-colored earpiece.

      “I snagged a comm for you,” he said, pressing it into my palm. “It’s programmed to mine exclusively. I want to be the first one to know when you win.”

      “If I win,” I corrected him. “What if I need help?” My heart leapt into my throat. Having Ben’s input from the Labs could be the difference between life and death.

      He smiled and bumped my shoulder with his playfully. “Nah, you’re going to do great, I just know it. Besides, you’ll only be in range once you get back to the Geos.” He stood up straight, aligning his body to mine as he looked into my eyes. “I really like you, Tylia Coder. I could use someone like you in the Labs. I think we’d make a great team.”

      “Yeah,” I said, not wanting my sour mood to ruin his moment. I forced a smile. “Yeah, I think we would.”

      “So, you’ll call me, then?” The mischievous smile returned. “When you win?”

      “Yeah,” I tried to sound convincing. What good was a comm if I couldn’t use it during the Acceptance? Still, I didn’t want to offend him. Maybe if I stayed close to the Geos, I’d stay in range in case I needed help. I flashed my best smile, hoping it was convincing. “I’ll call you when I win.”
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        * * *

      

      Phase three began with a ceremony. It was one that I was familiar with, having watched several over my lifetime. But being a spectator was much different than being a participant.

      The format was similar to the Acceptance Ceremony, with a few new rituals. First, it took place in the atrium of the Union Hall on a temporary raised platform that sat in front of the screen that normally played The Cure. During the ceremony, the screen instead displayed a slideshow of images from the Above followed by photos of each of us taken from our identification files. Instead of coming in with the general population, we stood on stage with R.L. Farrow as people from the Geos entered—an added dramatic effect that had made Jax and Jason nearly explode from excitement.

      I scanned the sea of people, many of whom I’d known since childhood. I was lying to each and every one of them.

      Parents began to file to their designated seats of honor in the front row until each was filled, save for the pair of seats reserved for my parents. My heart sank when the last of the audience had filed in and the seats were still empty. I could guess which parents belonged to the other contestants. Kev’s parents were seated to our left, but stood quietly as a sign of respect for those chosen to compete in the Acceptance. His mother waved meekly, and Kev shot her his best smile. I envied the way he beamed with pride. Jason and Jax’s parents stood facing centerstage, waving their arms and hooting at their sons, who pumped their fists in the air excitedly in response. It was aggressive, annoying, and somehow one of the sweetest things I’d ever seen. The twins obviously had their parents’ full support. I couldn’t believe it, but I was actually jealous of them.

      I watched as my fellow chosen made contact with their families for the first time in weeks, and each time my heart broke a little more as I stared at the empty space where my father should have been standing.

      The ceremony seemed to drag on forever as I tried to hold back my tears. My father’s absence could mean only one of two things: He was embarrassed and angered by my choice to hack the Acceptance, or my mother’s health had deteriorated and she was facing some sort of emergency.

      The thought made me retreat even further into my own thoughts, burying myself in silly details—a crack in the wall here, or the funny way someone’s hair made one ear look smaller than the other. Anything other than the thoughts that threatened to push me off of the teetering edge of my own sanity.
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        * * *

      

      The ceremony was short. For all of the show and fanfare, only a short speech was made by R.L., honoring us each for the sacrifice of time away from family during training. There was no talk about the real sacrifice: our lives.

      Following our send-off ceremony, there was to be a procession. The chosen would exit the stage and walk down the center aisle to the transport station as the crowd around us celebrated the send-off with cheers, well-wishes, and gifts for the chosens’ families.

      Exiting one side of the stage—first the EFs, then the doctors, then the farmers, and finally me—I couldn’t help but scan the crowd once more for my father, but to no avail. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from crying as I was forced to watch as each of my training companions were celebrated by their friends and families as the procession made its way down the aisle.

      Behind us, the audience filed out, marching along with us with hoots of celebration as we headed to the shuttle station where we would say goodbye to everything we had ever known, possibly forever.

      It was a long march to the shuttle station. As the others began to board their individual cars, I saw Kev shoot me a sympathetic look. The gesture was meant to make me feel less alone, I knew, but it had the opposite effect.

      Finally, I was the last contestant standing on the platform. The shuttle slid forward until the door to my car lined up perfectly with me, as it had with all the others.

      Just as the doors wooshed open, I saw him—my father, fighting his way through the crowd. I waved my arms in the air as I called out to the crowd. “Hey! Hey, make way for my dad!” But they didn’t seem to register my voice over the chaos of the celebration.

      Finally, he made it close enough to the gold-plated chain that roped the general population off from the chosen. As he approached, one of the EF guards tried to hold him off. “The time for goodbyes is finished,” he said gruffly.

      “No, he’s fine,” I said, putting my hand on the EF’s arm. The EF looked down his nose at me, obviously annoyed at being bossed around, but my position as part of the Acceptance prevented him from denying me, and he let him pass. “Stay on this side of the barrier,” he warned. My dad nodded.

      I leaned over the barrier to wrap my arms around his neck. I held him close, only letting go when he pulled away to press something into the palm of my hand. It was a copper bracelet cuff—the second half of my parents’ wedding jewelry, and the companion to my mother’s necklace.

      “I’m so sorry, Ty,” he offered in a hoarse whisper. He cleared his throat, and then added, “I understand why you did...” His eyes glanced at the EF looming over his shoulder, and then he finished, “What you did before you left. I was just scared. So scared.” Tears glistened in the corners of his tired eyes. “I just couldn’t stand the thought that I might lose you both.”
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        * * *

      

      I’d thought I was doing this for my family. The reality was, I’d been selfish. I wanted so desperately not to lose my mother that I’d put my father in a position to lose his entire family.

      “Your mom is already in queue for an upgrade to the Greens,” he said, and I sighed with relief. Ben must have pulled some strings after all. “There’s just the normal bureaucratic red tape to get through and we’ll be home free. You did it, Ty—you’re going to save your mom!”

      “How is she?” I asked. “Does she have any more of those herbs left?”

      “Some,” he said, but the smile plastered across his face stopped at his eyes. He was lying, or at least withholding information from me. Even with the medicine Wallace had offered, then, she was still getting worse.

      “I don’t want you worrying about the two of us, Ty. Just focus on surviving.” He put his hand on my face, brushing away a tear with his thumb. “I believe in you. I know you can do this. I’m so, so proud of you, baby girl.”

      “Time to go,” the EF said, and my attention returned to the shuttle idling behind me. Letting it run like that was wasteful, and if I stalled much longer, I could get my dad in trouble, too.

      “I love you,” I said before turning and stepping into my car. I didn’t dare turn to look at him through the window, knowing I’d break down immediately if I did.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the transfer process was a blur. We’d all been given a handful of supplies based on individual request. I’d paid attention to Ben’s advice and requested some dried meats. I’d also had them pack me a fire starter, some rope, and a tarp for shelter, as well as a knife. I’d kept the water purifier and communication device in the pocket of my jacket secretly. I didn’t want to chance getting Ben in trouble.

      Each of us was tagged with a tracker that monitored our vitals and reported back to the Geos. If we survived long enough to prove useful to the Cure, the tracker would light up green and broadcast our location so that we could be picked up by air shuttles sent by the Labs.

      They handed us our packs as we stood in a straight line just before being ushered into individual elevator tubes. Unlike the elevator in the restricted wing, these tubes allowed for only one passenger each, and were compact and round—giving just enough room for the average-sized passenger. Jason and Jax even had trouble getting their broad shoulders into the elevators and had to scrunch themselves in to make themselves smaller. From my position in the back of the line, I didn’t have any concerns about space, and thanked the powers that be that I wasn’t one of the few people in the Geos who was claustrophobic.

      Next came Jade, who had a last-minute change of heart and tried to resist being pushed into her tube. I couldn’t say I blamed her. The unique thing about being last in line was that I had more time to take inventory of what was happening. Each of the tubes seemed to be spaced a distance away from the others. I knew we were each to be judged on our own survival merit, but I didn’t think any of us had realized exactly how strict the parameters were or that we’d all be dropped in separate areas of the Above.

      Two Elites forced Jade into her tube, finally, despite her screams, and shut the door behind her. A second later, a cheery ding rang out, announcing that the loaded tubes had begun their ascent to the Above.

      When it came time for my turn, I didn’t resist. And as soon as the doors to the elevator closed, I pulled the bracelet and communication device out of my pocket. I stared at each of them for a moment, making a silent vow: I was going to survive this.
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      I’d been raised with the image of the Above as a dead, barren wasteland. But when the elevator doors opened, I was relieved to see that, instead of reflecting an image from the simulations, in which I’d perished in nearly every scenario, what I encountered was the exact opposite. The landscape I stepped into seemed like a lush paradise in comparison with the images I’d pulled up on my terminal in the coding wing what felt like a lifetime ago.

      In place of the cracked clay, the ground was instead covered in soft, springy plant life that looked almost like it was related to some of the varieties of greens grown down in the Geos. Plant and small animal life buzzed all around me, my ears immediately going hypersensitive to experiencing all the new sights and sounds. The sky was brighter than my eyes were accustomed to, and I found myself shielding my eyes with my hands. I couldn’t tell from my current position whether the sun was rising or setting, but I quickly decided that finding a place to make shelter was my first priority, if only because I had a small bladder of water in my pack. If I’d come without such a resource, finding water would have taken priority over shelter.

      But the wonder of the unexpected life I’d been dropped into made the need for shelter even more important. According to Wallace, small wildlife attracted two things: larger wildlife and Rejs. And I had no desire to encounter either.

      I scanned the area, squinting against the intense light until I saw something rising up in the distance. A gathering of large buildings, framed by trees.

      This might not be too bad, I thought to myself, deciding to try the buildings first and see what I might find. As long as I was smart about which risks I took, and respected the power of the natural world that was reclaiming what Wallace had almost forlornly referred to as the surface, I might just have a shot at surviving. As I neared the landmark in the distance, its shadow began to take more definite shape. It was large and jutted out into the sky at mostly parallel angles; the group of buildings was larger than I’d realized, with trees off to the side, but much of the silhouette I’d seen originally was made up of the remains of a city.

      The buildings were broad, with wood paneling. Some looked like living quarters. Others, I guessed, served other purposes. There was something called a corner store, with varieties of greens I’d never seen painted on its walls. Another, larger building was labeled as Brown’s Medical Complex—which, without the name, was at least a term I recognized. I walked the wide, rough path that laid over the earth, which felt like carved stone. It branched off on the sides, slithering between buildings. Now and then, I would come across an unidentifiable discarded carcass or a pile of bones. I didn’t stop to inspect whether they were animal or humanoid—potentially the remains of those who had competed in the Acceptance before me. Anyone who’d perished in the Above was mourned with an empty urn.

      The risk of bringing the Virus down into the Geos was too high to risk it on the body of a contestant who hadn’t survived.

      I wandered by another building that was incredibly large, like the medical complex. It rose least three floors up into the sky and had windows on all sides. The peeling paint was a cheery yellow. In the front of the building was a courtyard littered with colorful artifacts. One had a ladder leading up to miniature living quarters. Another, disk-like contraption spun in a circle as the wind picked up, its rusted parts creaking. A small white shoe hung from its weathered handlebars.

      A large stone sign in the front read “Washington Elementary.”

      As I moved closer to the courtyard, my eyes caught sight of the striking red X that had been drawn in large, dramatic brushes on the building’s stone walls.

      Wallace had warned me about those places marked with the red X—they were among the main places to avoid. A red X indicated mass mortality from the Virus. Places whose populations had been wiped out in percentages so high that the survival rate didn’t even register statistically.

      I shuddered as the thought sank into my mind, like a dry sponge that had been squeezed and placed into a puddle.

      How many primary-aged children had wandered the halls of this building? How many had begun to fall before the Virus had been discovered? Had they dropped one by one, or all together? The Virus had spread quickly, reaching international plague status before the governments had recognized it as a threat worthy of their cooperation.

      Most likely, the entire school population as well as their families had fallen before anyone had deemed them worth saving. If the internationally-successful Farrow Corp hadn’t stepped in and used its economical power to force their hands, humanity might have been completely wiped out.

      I shook the thought from my mind. “Stop getting distracted, Ty,” I chided myself. Obviously, coming to the town had been the wrong choice. There was too much of the Virus here. I scanned the sky. Taking note of the sun’s position confirmed what I’d feared. I’d have to move quickly if I wanted to make it into the cover of the trees before nightfall.

      I turned back the way I’d come, deciding that the path I knew was the safest choice. I retraced my steps meticulously, careful to avoid all the hazards I’d encountered on my way in.

      Now and again, when I stepped around shards of glass or crossed a path to avoid a pile of bones, I could almost swear the echo of my footsteps faltered. By the time I was halfway back to the edge of the city, I was sure I was being followed.

      My first instinct was to turn and confront my pursuer. A part of me that was larger than I’d like to admit hoped that it was Kev. For a moment, I envisioned myself calling him out, and having him appear from one of the dull, lonely buildings that surrounded me.

      But something deeper in my mind tugged the impulse away. Wallace had warned me to avoid the others when I got to the surface. Ben, too, had impressed upon me the importance of avoiding other people. I couldn’t be sure whether this stalker was friend or foe. The other contestants weren’t the only humans in the Above.

      Wallace’s training took over my consciousness and I continued on my path, feigning ignorance. Once I made it into the cover of the woods, I even made a good show of trying to hide my tracks—a skill Wallace hadn’t had a chance to teach me before disappearing, though he’d told me he planned to.

      I slunk through the forest, trying my best to keep my breath steady and calm the beating of my heart in my ears. In the city, things had been silent, other than the occasional gust of wind. The Virus hadn’t wreaked its havoc in the forest. It was teeming with life.

      “Even when you think you’re sitting in silence,” Wallace had said, “if you listen carefully, you’ll find that life is loud.”

      Growing up in the Geos, I’d become used to noise. The noise of a generator powering the terminals. The buzz of the track lights as they flickered at the end of their life. The slamming of metal trays against tables.

      The noises here were not like any of those, and Wallace hadn’t had enough time to warn me. While my ears heard these wild noises, my brain couldn’t categorize them. I didn’t know what sounds were the trees rustling, the birds calling, or the hunter stalking. If I couldn’t separate the noises from one another, how was I supposed to evade whoever was following me?

      I picked up my pace. Maybe if I could get a good distance between us, I could climb up into one of the trees and hide. My pursuer may very well pass right by me, and with any luck, I’d have a good enough view to determine whose side they were on.

      I wove through the trees as I walked, hoping to confuse whoever was behind me without losing track of my relative position. When I felt certain I’d put enough distance between me and my mystery stalker, I began to look the trees over more seriously, scanning the boughs for one strong enough to hold me. Wallace had told me I’d have to nest up high enough to be missed by the Rejs when they went by, but not so high as to alert anyone to my position. This meant staying below the cover of the forest canopy.

      Just when I thought I’d found a promising tree—one with broad, pointed leaves which I could use to camouflage my shelter—a rustling in the brush about thirty feet away caught my attention. Before I’d had the chance to assess the threat, it bounded through the brush and barrelled toward me. Its long face, beady eyes, and especially long curled horns flew at me as fast as a Geos shuttle. I dove out of the way, not even looking over my shoulder as I scrambled to my feet and ran.

      The beast made a bellowing sound that drowned out all the other life sounds of the forest. As the lowest hanging branches whipped against my face and shoulders, there were only two sounds I could hear—the pounding of my heart racing against my ribcage in rhythm with my feet beating against the ground, and the hoofbeats of what was sure to be my death as it raced behind me.

      The landscape changed around me in blurs. The trees grew further apart, and the way ahead became a steep incline. I hoped I wasn’t the only one forced to slow down by the terrain’s new tilt.

      As I crested the hill, a new sight greeted me and my heart plummeted. A wall of crimson red Xs painted on the side of a wooden fence lay on the other side of the hill. Even if I was able to scale it, doing so would surely mean my doom.

      I had a better chance with the beast.

      I turned, my chest heaving as I tried to fill my lungs with air. The act surprised the beast, who also slid to a halt.

      I could see it better now. Its hide was dark, and its eyes were beyond reason. It was afraid, like me. But why?

      I stepped closer slowly. Maybe it could be reasoned with.

      Or maybe not. My advance set it off, and it charged me. I spun out of its path, barely missing the point of one of its horns, which grazed my shirt, tearing it.

      I took off down the hill, putting more distance between us before turning to face the beast again. Its sweat-covered muscles rippled. Its thin tail flicked this way and that. I stood poised, trying to read its body language. To predict when it would attack. I was pretty sure I could.

      Arrogance was as good as idiocy, and mine was about to cost me. This time, the beast made contact with my body, tossing me up and over it. I hit the ground and my vision blurred. I lay on the ground feeling as if my whole body had been shattered. It seemed like minutes, not seconds, had gone by before I was able to inhale again. I pushed myself up from the ground, clutching my arm as blood began to pool from a wound on my forearm.

      Behind me, the beast stamped its foot, huffing in agitation. I knew better than to look it in the eye as I turned to face it.

      If it was anything like the animals in the sims, I knew it would charge again. The beast bellowed as it launched itself into the air after me. I waited, biding my time. I counted as it barrelled toward me, trying to calculate how many strides were left until it was on me. A slight miscalculation and I was done for.

      The seconds seemed to stretch on as I watched the beast rush toward me. Every muscle in my body was poised, screaming to run, but I held my ground until the last minute.

      I could smell the beast’s foul breath as I rolled aside at the last minute, tucking my limbs inward as I hurled my body out of the animal’s path. The beast sped past me. I struggled to my feet, grabbing a nearby stick to use as a weapon.

      Blood pooled in my mouth. I spat in the beast’s direction, daring it to try again. If I was going to die, I was going to do so fighting.

      I planted my feet, pulling the stick up and around until its weight rested on my shoulder, trying to pretend that every breath I took didn’t feel like I was inhaling shards of glass.

      I stared the beast down, and I yelled. “Come for me then! What are you waiting for?”

      It stamped its hoof. Then it let out a bellow that shook the entire forest.

      “Well, Tylia,” I said to myself, “time to see if the sims were right.” Suddenly, I wished I’d taken my chances with the Virus. The beast lowered its head as it braced itself to charge. I raised the stick, willing my muscles to swing with enough force to stun the beast before it ploughed me down.

      Against all reason, I closed my eyes. Please, I thought to myself, please let them upgrade my parents anyway. I knew it was an empty prayer. The Elite was reserved for survivors only, not imposters who were stupid enough to get themselves trampled to death.

      The beast cried out again, but this time was different. It wasn’t a threat or a war cry. It was a call for help. I opened my eyes to see a spear sticking out of the side of its ribcage. Moments later, four Rejs burst through their hidden spot in the trees and slayed the beast.
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      My body froze, betraying me as the four got to work skinning the creature. The act was barbaric—one that my stomach couldn’t handle. I bent over, my hands on my knees, and dry heaved.

      One of the Rejs, the one who had been giving commands as they butchered the animal, approached me. He was taller than the other three and dressed in clothing made from the hair and hide of a beast similar to the one that had attacked me. Their faces were covered from the eyes down in white muslin cloth.

      My brain screamed at me to run, but scanning the landscape, I realized that I had nowhere viable to go. Even if I chose a direction randomly, he was close enough to close the distance before I’d made it out of spear range. Whether he caught me or not, I’d be dead.

      My eyes jumped over the beast’s body, focusing on the spear sticking out of its ribcage. They’d outrun me, or worse.

      Every muscle in my body tensed as the Rej took my wrist in his hand.  His broad shoulders and strong arms told me he was probably male, though his face and head were hidden by the soft-looking fabric. He turned my arm, tracing his fingers around the wound where I’d been caught by the beast’s horns. Perhaps he was appraising my hide. Did they wear people skin, too? My mind branched out into several worst-case scenarios. Rejs were one of the most dangerous things one could encounter in the Above. Even Wallace had warned me to stay away from them.

      They were outcasts, breaking all of society’s rules and following no man’s law. They ravaged the upper Geos, stealing medicines and food. There were even rumors that they were the reason nobody had survived the Acceptance in the past fifteen competitions.

      The Rej moved back toward his companions and called out instructions in words I didn’t understand. They tossed him a pack and he returned, motioning for me to sit.

      I thought about running again, double-checking my options, but when I shifted my weight, my leg buckled and I nearly fell to the ground.

      The Rej caught me by my uninjured arm and lowered me to the ground gently. He reached into his pack and pulled out a gauze cloth and a small wooden bowl with a lid, along with a flask. He poured the contents of the flask over the wound on my arm and I threw my head back, suppressing a scream as a burning sensation spread up my limb.

      The Rej nodded. “It burns, but it’s good,” his deep voice said in a soothing tone “The burn kills the infection. The pain will stop in a minute.” I tried not to flinch as he tended to it. At least it can get by without sutures. I cringed at the thought of trying to sew myself up out here in the middle of nowhere. He opened the wooden bowl, scooping an ample amount of a green salve onto the gauze before wrapping it around my wound. His fingers traced down my arm to my wrist, where my father’s copper cuff sat. My arm broke out in gooseflesh under his touch.

      “What do you want to trade for this?” he asked, his voice muffled by the cloth covering his face.

      “Trade?” I repeated as my mind processed the question.

      “Yes.” He nodded. “Copper is valuable. Makes good tools. You can trade for supplies.” He looked up, and his eyes twinkled. “This is a new wave, isn’t it? You don’t know trade yet.”

      “I know what trade is,” I said curtly. I thought about telling him right off the bat that I’d been raised to believe Rejs were no better than the dumb beast his friends were skinning. But he had three friends, the smarter part of my brain reminded me. Best not to insult their society when I was outnumbered. “It’s mine,” I said firmly. “My father’s, anyway.” I didn’t know why I felt I owed him any explanation.

      “It means a lot to you, then,” he said. “Especially if this is a new wave. I can respect that.”

      The tension left my shoulders. I was relieved, but confused. If he wasn’t going to rob me, what were his intentions? Rejs weren’t known for their kindness towards outsiders. Rumor had it that they’d even kill amongst themselves if it came down to issues of territory or other resources.

      The Rej unwrapped his scarf, as if revealing his face to me would make me trust him. He was my age, or close to it at least. His face was scarred, but not in a way that detracted from his beauty. His sculpted jaw and dark hair caught my attention more than I would have liked to admit. And then there were his eyes.

      I hadn’t been able to see his face clearly from beneath the shadow of the wrap, but now that his full face was exposed, I realized his eyes were a color I’d never seen before. One that reflected the brilliance of the sky when the sun was high in the heavens.

      Maybe he wasn’t a Rej at all. Maybe none of them were. They were nothing like the mindless killers we’d been warned about by Farrow Corp. Maybe they were something new.

      I didn’t know what to do with his gesture of revealing himself to me. It seemed to have caught his companions off-guard, as well, as they had paused their work and were staring, as if waiting to see my response.

      “My name is Tylia,” I said.

      He smiled, and my goosebumps returned. “I’m called Skylar Two.”

      I thought it best not to tell him my first response, which was that that was a very odd name. Instead, I motioned to the scarf, which he’d folded and set on his knee. “Why do you wear that?”

      He chuckled, and called over his shoulder, “This one’s curious!” The others mumbled amongst themselves and I thought I caught one of them chuckling as they went back to their work of packing up the meat for apparent transport.

      “Well, I suppose there’s no harm in you knowing some of our customs. Especially since...” he shrugged.

      “Since what?” Since they were going to kill me anyway? I felt my anxiety bubbling back to the surface.

      “They’re a custom, really,” he said. “Back from the days when we thought we could avoid transfer of the Virus. And then, when society fell and the land was barren, these protected us from the wind.” He motioned to his face. “Obviously, there is some risk still, if we aren’t vigilant. Windstorms still happen from time to time, and not all of the surface has recovered as nicely as this area. That’s why we hunt here.”

      “So, you just avoid the places the Virus lives now?” I asked, thinking I ought to guide the conversation to information I could use in the future. If the Rejs had a map of the contaminated areas, it would give me a huge advantage in the Acceptance.

      Skylar Two shrugged. “We don’t really need to anymore. Most of us are survivors, and those who aren’t have a good chance of surviving exposure when the time comes.”

      When the time comes for what? I wanted to ask, but thought better of it. Wallace had warned me about getting caught up with the Rejs. Still, this one didn’t seem so bad—at least not yet.

      “You seem... different than I expected,” I said. Wallace had taught me that bit, about trust. If avoidance wasn’t possible, my next line of defense was to prove I was trustworthy. “They’re less likely to kill you if you don’t seem like a threat,” he’d said. I swallowed hard at the memory.

      “Different how?” he asked, and I was afraid I’d stepped over the line.

      “Well, it’s just that... I mean, I was told...” My speech lagged like a poorly coded terminal.

      I was taken aback by his ability to take everything in stride.

      “We need to go,” one of his companions said, unwrapping her own covering to reveal her face, which was as beautifully sculpted as Skylar Two’s. “The carcass will attract predators. Leave your stray and let’s go.”

      Skylar Two shook his head. “They’re not strays, Donalt. They’re people just like us.”

      “No, they’re not just like us.” She motioned toward me. “She has tech. They always do. It’s a crutch. They don’t know how to survive without their precious machines.”

      I sat up straight, raising my chin defiantly. “You don’t know what I can and can’t do.”

      “This one’s got spunk!” one of the others called out, shouldering a pack of meat as he and his companion unveiled themselves. Donalt was the only woman in their group.

      “Go ahead, then.” Donalt met my indignation with a challenge. “Chuck your tech.”

      I checked the tracker I’d been tagged with. It must have been damaged during my encounter with the beast. ACCEPTANCE FAILED flashed in big red letters, indicating death. I smacked it. The error remained. Suddenly, I became engrossed in its repair. “No, no, no,” I mumbled to myself as I tried to figure out how I might fix it.

      “See? She can’t even set it down without throwing a tantrum!” Donalt exclaimed.

      “You don’t understand!” I yelled back, forgetting myself. “Now they’ll think I failed!”

      “Yes, you failed Farrow Corp’s little test,” Donalt taunted me. “How horrible to fall from their good graces. You’re as bad as the others.”

      “We saved her,” Skylar Two spoke up. “You know the law of the land. She’s our responsibility now.”

      The other two nodded, and the one called Donalt gritted her teeth. “Fine. But you’re the one that’s going to explain it to your father.”

      I could tell by Skylar Two’s smile that he considered this a victory, but I wasn’t sure that I did. Suddenly, I was having second thoughts about joining their troop—especially with Donalt’s gaze bearing down on me. Instinctively, my hand went to the pocket of my coat, where I’d hidden Ben’s communication device. Who knew if it even worked anymore? Chances were good that it, too, had been damaged in my scuffle with the beast. No way to find out right now, I decided. Best to wait until I was alone.

      The rest of the group shouldered the packs of meat. Donalt tried to shoulder me with one as well, but Skylar Two took it instead. “She’s injured, remember?” he commented in response to her sneer.
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      We traveled through the woods until I could no longer determine the way we’d come. The Rejs moved smoothly through the woods, even as the path began to grow steeper. For a while, the terrain evened out, and we were given a quick respite before we began to climb back up again. Even with the meat and supplies the others carried, though, they barely broke a sweat. I pushed harder with every step, refusing to show weakness. Rejs preyed on weakness, Wallace had said. We crested a hill and stopped for water. Through a break in the trees, I could see the peaks of a large mountain over the mist that covered the horizon. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen it when I’d first arrived. I’d been so focused on survival, I’d missed one of the most majestic parts of the Above.

      “That’s home.”

      I startled as Skylar Two came to a stop beside me.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” he asked.

      I didn’t want to explain to him all of the feelings rising up in my chest when I looked at those blue-grey peaks. How could he understand the depth of my awe? I just nodded.

      “Tell me about this,” he said, tapping my copper cuff gently with his finger. The act caught me off-guard. Donalt’s protests had reminded me who I was traveling with. They didn’t want to get to know me. They wanted to profit from me. Whether I gave him my bracelet or intel about the Geos, I was sure they would use it to their advantage. Still, I couldn’t just stay silent. If I no longer appeared friendly, I could easily be treated as a threat.

      And I knew what Rejs did when they felt threatened.

      “It’s part of a marriage rite,” I said, eyeing Donalt suspiciously as she drank from the water flask she’d been carrying on her hip.

      “Donalt acts tough,” he said. “But I’m the leader, at least here. You don’t have to fear us.”

      “I’m sure that’s what you say to all the girls you find wandering in the woods.”

      “Not all of them.” He smirked, and I wasn’t sure whether or not he was kidding.

      “You know that’s not true,” Donalt cut in. “Don’t lie to the poor thing.”

      “Mind your place, Donalt.” Skylar Two set his jaw and glared. Donalt opened her mouth to reply, then thought better of it, shrugged, and walked away.

      “Like I said, she talks big, but her bark is worse than her bite.”

      “Bark?”

      “It’s a noise that canines make,” he offered. When I wrinkled my brow in confusion, his eyes went wide. “I guess they don’t have many animals down there, do they?”

      I shook my head. Why did he feel so easy to talk to? Was I really that lonely already?

      “So, it’s from your family,” he steered the conversation back to my bracelet. “You must really miss them.”

      I swallowed the lump growing in my throat. I refused to cry in front of him. In front of any of them.

      I cleared my throat, and answered, “I guess.” I locked eyes with him for emphasis, then saying, “I mean, I have no way of knowing if they’re okay. What with you Rejs raiding our food and supplies.”

      It was Skylar Two’s turn to fall silent. I didn’t wait for him to recover before starting off toward the mountain, hoping my confidence might afford me enough respect to give me a leg up in the Acceptance.

      “Come on,” I called back. “I don’t know about you guys, but I don’t want to be out here when the sky goes dark.”

      We didn’t stop again, not even when one of the other males slid down an embankment. Skylar Two went down to retrieve his injured companion, and the rest of us continued on. Eventually, they caught up, and it wasn’t long before even the injured Rej was able to keep pace with me.

      Though I pressed on without complaint, my body wasn’t used to this kind of labor. Most all the floors in the Geos were flat, and I’d never walked this much in my life.

      For the last leg of the journey, the incline increased significantly, until we were all scrambling up the mountainside with the help of our hands, grasping onto holds as we went. Even though the others offered a hand to one another, when such a gesture was extended to me, I declined. It wasn’t just about looking like a worthy adversary to the Rejs. I was proving something to myself, too—that I belonged in the Above right now. That my survival rating was wrong, and I was not some wilting, underground flower.

      “Here we are,” Skylar Two called back as he pulled himself up over the edge of the next cliff. “Home sweet home!”

      Relief washed over my aching body as I pulled myself up over the side. I wanted nothing more than to sprawl my body out against cool stone until my muscles stopped screaming at me, but I resisted the urge, pulling myself up to stand instead.

      I looked ahead and my breath caught in my throat. In the wall of the mountain, a great cavern had been carved—whether by tools or time, I couldn’t be certain. The cavern was lit by hanging torches. At the mouth of the cave stood two sentries, who I guessed to be their version of EFs. They held spears at their sides and bowed to Skylar Two as he approached before returning their attention to the horizon. Perhaps they didn’t think I noticed their sideways glances as I filed in behind him.

      A crowd of at least thirty people awaited the hunters as we entered a room that was easily as wide as the atrium in the Union Hall back home, though the ceiling sat much lower and there were no windows to let light in.

      In the center, a fire towered over us, held in by a formidable stone pit. Iron bars enclosed it, holding skewers across the flames. As we approached, members of the crowd that had stood waiting took the packs his hunting team had brought back, skewering the separate pieces of meat and setting them over the fire. I stared on, curious about their methods of food preparation. Everything I’d ever eaten had been grown and prepared mechanically.

      “We smoke it,” Skylar Two explained as if he’d read my thoughts. “It lasts longer that way.”

      “Yeah.” My hands went to my pack, where I’d stored the dried meats Ben had suggested I bring. “We have that, too, sort of.”

      Skylar Two cocked his head curiously, but I didn’t elaborate.

      A crowd had gathered around us as we’d spoken, and all eyes were focused on me. Some of them shied away when I made eye contact, but others—mostly children—stood wide-eyed and seemed drawn toward me.  Skylar Two smiled at them, nodding his permission for them to come closer. Before I knew it, they had rushed him, asking questions in a language I didn’t recognize. He answered them in a tone that reminded me of the way my father had spoken to me when I was very young, and I felt a pang of... what? Regret? Homesickness? I couldn’t place it, but it was both painful and thrilling, and I felt myself wanting to lean into the feeling.

      Tiny fingers traced my bracelet as the children oohed and aahed, turning my hand over one way and then another to get a better look at it. The whole thing was surreal. It had never occurred to me that Rejs would have children.

      I scanned my surroundings with new eyes. I could see now that, though the cave itself may have been created naturally, these Rejs had made it their own. There were stairs carved into the walls, leading up to two tiers of dwellings that had been chiseled into the rock.

      “Like us,” I whispered to myself.

      “Huh?” Skylar Two tussled the hair of one of the kids as he darted away, leading the others into a game of chase. “What did you say?” he asked.

      “Oh, nothing,” I shrugged it off, but I got the feeling, watching a mischievous smile spread across his face, that he knew what I’d been thinking.

      Suddenly, the crowd parted. A man who mirrored Skylar Two in all but age approached. He had the same strong jaw and dark, spiky hair, though his was scattered with grey. His arms bore the same dark ink—maybe a family crest, of sorts. The two men each crossed a fist across their torso and bowed.

      “Father,” Skylar Two greeted the man with reverence, despite the personal title. And then he added, “Long live Skylar One.”

      “I see your hunt was successful, my son,” the man replied, eyeing me momentarily. “And I see you were delayed,” he said, indicating the wrappings on my arm. “Always bringing home strays.”

      “This one is different. Our hunt crossed her path. She wasn’t looking for our camp.”

      “And you take her at her word on this?” He raised an eyebrow suspiciously in my direction.

      “We cornered the water buffalo, but it slipped through our trap. It plowed her down before we killed it. I couldn’t just leave her there. She wouldn’t stand one night out there, not injured.”

      “Remember what happened the last time you brought home a pet?”

      Skylar Two rolled his eyes. “That was a baby warthog. Child’s play. Tylia isn’t a pet. She’s a companion.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked, and his face flushed. I was sick of people talking about me as if I wasn’t standing right there.

      “I just meant... you’re different from an animal.”

      Personally, I couldn’t help but be amused by how flustered he became as he tried to backtrack. He sighed in frustration and turned back to his father, likely hoping he’d have more success arguing his case with him.

      “I’m not a boy anymore, Father.”

      “No, you’re not,” he said. “You’ve grown well into manhood. Remember that. Someday when I am gone, our people will look to you as their leader. Is this how you choose to lead them? By bringing a stray from the Geos into our safehold?”

      “She’s not like the others,” he argued. “She’s not a threat. I just know it. I saved her, and she’s my responsibility.”

      Skylar One was silent a long while. A stillness hung in the air, as if everyone present was holding their breath, waiting for his reply.

      “Well,” he said, pausing for emphasis. “What happens when you tire of her, like the boar?” He eyed me up and down, and then asked, “Shall we just save us all the trouble and eat her, too?”

      I felt the blood drain from my face. When he’d complimented his son on the hunt, I hadn’t realized that there was a question of whether I, too, would be on the menu.
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      My muscles tensed like metal coils just waiting for the right moment to spring into action and make my escape. Before I could make a run for it, though, Skylar Two let out an ear-shattering roar. It was only after the others joined in that I realized they were laughing. Skylar Two nudged me with his elbow, his face red from laughing at my expense. My jaw ached from clenching it. I was outnumbered, and not about to fight my way out of the cave and down the mountain, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to draw a line.

      “I’m not here to be anyone’s pet,” I said, projecting my voice so that it bounced off of the cave walls. “I’m here to survive the Acceptance and bring a cure for the Virus to my people.”

      Once again, laughter bubbled through the crowd, accented by Skylar One’s booming voice. “There is no cure for the Virus.”

      “Maybe not yet,” I argued. “But the Farrows are working diligently to create one, and the Acceptance is an integral part of that. If I survive—”

      “No.” Skylar One’s voice was firm as he held up a hand to stop me. “There is no cure. You are either immune or you are not. Those of us who made it through the illness have made lives here, borne children. Some who are immune themselves. Others…” he trailed off into silence a moment before shrugging. “If you are not immune, you die. End of story. There is nothing the false gods of Farrow Corp can do to change that.”

      “You don’t understand! The scientists in the Labs have been working for years—” Skylar One turned to his son, ignoring my outburst. “Take care of your pet. Keep her out of trouble.”

      His disrespect set me on edge. There was nothing I would love more than to put him in his place. Who did he think he was, disrespecting the sacrifices of my people? If the only way to survive was natural immunity, and no one from the Geos had survived yet, surely the odds were stacked in my favor with all that I knew and since I’d gotten this far? I felt a rush of excitement at the thought. I wasn’t sick yet, and if all of the Rejs were immune—which seemed to be the case—then maybe I had a chance of surviving this.

      “This girl is under the care of my son,” Skylar One announced to the crowd. “She is his responsibility, and therefore under his protection.” A titter spread throughout the crowd at this announcement. Skylar One leaned in toward his son, lowering his voice so that only those close to him could hear. “You see that she stays out of trouble. I mean it.” The crowd parted then, making way for Skylar One to exit.

      Everyone went about their business, prepping the meat and hide from the night’s kill as if I wasn’t there, save for a handful of stragglers—mostly children—who gawked as Skylar Two took me by my good arm and guided me through the crowd.

      “Come on, I’ll show you around,” he said, as if talking to an old friend who was visiting and not an apparent prisoner from the Geos.

      He walked me through throngs of people who all seemed to be busy doing similar things. One group of women was weaving straw baskets. Others were smoking meat or tanning hides. Each person worked without modern technology, using tools made from rock and polished bones.

      “We don’t have any tech here,” he explained as he pulled a torch from the wall and continued on. “Those of us who choose to live on the surface abandon all technology and live off of what Earth Mother provides.”

      “But how?” My mind returned to the images of the Above that I’d pulled up on my terminal—those of a barren wasteland. Surely, the Rejs had used some tech, or at least would have in the beginning?

      “It seems impossible to you, I suppose,” he said, turning to lead me up one of the sets of stairs carved into the cave. “The world has only recently begun to return to life. In the beginning, many of us perished in the elements, or died of things like hunger and disease. It took us time, to remember how we are meant to live.

      “At first, we relied heavily on the ocean bordering the other side of the mountains, but over time, our knowledge grew, and Earth Mother breathed life back into the ruins of mankind. It was then that we returned to hunting in the forest, where we found you.” He turned a corner, pulling back a woven cloth that acted as a doorway for what looked to be a living space. It opened to an open room not unlike the one I’d stayed in during my training, only this one was made of washed limestone that reflected the light warmly. The room had a seating area made from bundles of bamboo shoots tied together and elevated on a platform. The limestone walls had been painted over with bright hues, each depicting a different scene. On one wall, a scene depicted death and mourning, and people dividing, some going underground. Then there came a scene of a group arriving in the mountains. The third wall intrigued me the most, for it showed a mix of overgrown foliage with scattered markings to represent buildings and animals. Some of them felt familiar, like the strokes of brown paint that had been used to depict a beast like the one that Skylar Two’s hunting party had slaughtered when they’d saved me. I approached the wall, tracing the scene’s shapes with my fingers as Skylar Two lit other torches, bringing more light to the space.

      “It’s our history,” he said as I investigated the painting. “From the fallout of the Virus, to the founding of our society. Each home in the cave is painted to represent the lives of our bloodlines. This one is reserved for our leaders—my bloodline.”

      He’d said it as if it should have been obvious. This was his personal dwelling he’d brought me to, though I hadn’t realized it until now.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said. “Beautiful and sad and... familiar.” My fingers traced a series of red Xs in the center of the painting. The Xs sat in the center of a grey circle. The picture reminded me of the dead zone I’d nearly run into while being chased by the beast. “What does this one mean?” I asked.

      Skylar Two made a face that almost seemed to show a flinch, but it happened so quickly that I couldn’t be certain it was in response to my question. “That is our trial,” he said solemnly. When I raised an eyebrow, he clarified. “It’s like the Acceptance, only we don’t lie to our own about it. They’re given the choice to participate, or to leave for neighboring communities and hope they’re accepted there instead. Most choose our trial. The likelihood of being chosen by one of the neighboring groups is low. Not all of the leaders are as welcoming as my father.

      I wouldn’t have called his father welcoming, but I decided not to argue. I’d made it this far on pure adrenaline and grit, but now that things had settled down, my body ached from my journey in a way I’d never experienced. The wound where the beast had clipped me burned, and as more sweat gathered on my brow, I began to realize how tired I was.

      “You need to rest,” Skylar Two said, seeming to read my mind. I nodded, and he led me to an adjacent room, this one’s entrance covered by the hide of what must have once been a large, auburn animal. The sleeping quarters were modest, but not uncomely. The floor was clear of clutter, and a faux window made of iridescent shell fragments hung on one wall. There was only one problem.

      “There’s only one bed,” I noted.

      Skylar Two spread his arms wide and shrugged. “I am only one person.”

      “Just so we are clear,” I said, struggling to keep my voice firm and even, though my mind quivered nervously, “your so-called ‘protection’ doesn’t entitle you to any extra… benefits.”

      His brow knotted in confusion. I nodded my head at the single bed, waiting for him to make the connection.

      His eyes widened as realization dawned on him, and then he did something I hadn’t expected. He threw his head back and let out a throaty laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” I demanded.

      “Your people must be desperate if this is the way they court one another!” He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye and chuckled. “I am not looking for a mate. Though, truthfully, if I were, I’d choose someone like you, only…”

      “Only what?” I was fuming, my anger fueled by my embarrassment at misjudging the situation.

      “Only, with a body that is less soft,” he said.

      My face burned as I contemplated his words. I noticed again how muscular he was. I recalled that Donalt had a similar build, with strong arms and a lean body. Nothing like the body of anyone from the Geos. A body that had no expectation of running, climbing, or hunting. A body that had never seen the sun.

      My embarrassment only served to encourage Skylar Two, who smiled as he knelt to reach beneath the bed, producing a bamboo bedroll. He unrolled it, laying it out on the dirt floor. “My body is not soft like yours,” he said, his eyes twinkling good-naturedly. “It will not mind sleeping on the ground.” With that, he laid back, put his hands behind his head, and closed his eyes.
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      A low hum woke me from my sleep. I shot up, disoriented at first. On the floor beside me, the shadow of Skylar Two’s form sat up slowly, stretching as he let out a long yawn.

      “Morning meal,” he said as he rose from the ground and led me out to the front entry of his dwelling. He pointed down to the main floor of the cave, where a broad-shouldered man stood beside rows of people who were seating themselves to eat. Each one laid out a bamboo pad not unlike the one Skylar had slept on the night before. Once they were seated, they were handed a wooden bowl of food that my eyes couldn’t identify from this distance. It smelled familiar, and yet new at the same time. Not quite like the meat back home, but I knew it wasn’t greens, either.

      The low hum that had woken me sounded once more, and I saw that the broad-shouldered man was blowing into a large, polished horn.

      I was surprised, as I’d always been told that the Rejs were a lawless and wasteful people, descended from the ancestors who had caused the fall of our society when the Virus had spread.

      “That’s to summon the late-wakers,” he explained. “We gather together for the first meal each new day, before the hunters and gatherers leave at first light,” Skylar Two said while I took in the sight of his people as they began coming together. There was no pushing, no fighting for resources like I’d seen in the Geos. “The elderly and the children stay here during the day, weaving baskets and making tools. The young hear the stories of our elders and learn the ways of our people. Everyone has a place. Everyone serves a purpose. Eating the morning meal together reminds us that the individual can feed many. Can house many. Can care for many, if each one does their part to the best of their ability.” His chest had swelled with pride as he’d spoken, and as I watched him, I wished that there was something in the world I believed in as much as he believed in his way of life.

      “There’s room for you, too,” he offered. “Soft people must eat more often, or they get cranky,” he teased. He intrigued me in a way that I’d never been intrigued before, the way that he could follow up such a serious statement with just the right amount of humor to take the pressure off of me, and I was surprised to find that I wanted to go down the stairs with him to learn about his people and their ways. To see if, somehow, they had outsmarted Farrow Corp and found a way to live.

      But something else was holding me back. The reasonable part of my mind chastised myself, and fiercely. How could I be so easily taken in by the enemy? The same people had raided my home many times. Suddenly, I recalled the story of Nari’s sister, who had been injured in a recent attack, and felt my jaw set. No. My duty was to the Geos. Surviving the Acceptance was the only hope I had of upgrading my parents. It was the only chance I had of saving my mother. Mentally, I severed the connection that Skylar Two’s charisma had created between us.

      “Do I have to go down there?” I asked, and my stomach hurt as I watched his face fall. “I mean, no offense, but my soft body is still tired,” I said.

      He shifted his weight awkwardly, avoiding eye contact. “Yes, of course.” He motioned me back to his sleeping room. “No one will bother you here. After the morning meal, I must leave with the other hunters. You’re free to wander, but I’d caution you against causing any trouble.”

      “I’m not a prisoner, then?”

      “Honestly,” he admitted, “I’m not certain what you are. Not yet, anyway.” He flashed me a dazzling smile. “A friend, hopefully. I’d hate for it to turn out the other way.”

      A shadow fell over my mind as I contemplated his words. I was free to roam, but was I free to leave? Skylar Two acted as if he’d known others from the Geos. How many others had there been before me? And where were they now? But rather than voicing any of my questions, I nodded, and he turned to leave.

      After he’d gone, I retrieved my pack from the corner of the sleeping room, opening a pack of dried meat. I’d tried to play cool in front of Skylar Two, but my soft body wasn’t tired—it was starving. After eating, I explored the dwelling and was relieved to find a pitcher of water in a room meant for socializing with others. It had a table that seemed best suited for someone who was standing, which was where the pitcher sat. Across from the table was a wooden pantry with intricate designs burned into the wood. I couldn’t find a drinking glass, so I settled for a stone bowl, pouring the water carefully into it. It seemed clear, and smelled clean, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I pulled my straw filter from a pocket on the leg of my pants, savoring the water as I drew it into my mouth through the filter. The taste of clean water that had not even once been mechanically recycled was an experience that left me in awe. I wondered at whether I’d ever be able to go back to drinking water in the Geos, before deciding that going back would mean living in the Greens. If Ben Farrow had access to filters, I reasoned that I could convince him to share. I sat back, smiling as I sipped more water from the straw and let my mind wander to the idea of drinking fresh water for the rest of my life.

      I started into another strip of dry meat eagerly… before I caught myself. My rations weren’t going to last me forever. I didn’t know how long my filter was good for, either. Best to preserve them both as much as possible. I tucked the second strip away in my pocket. It wouldn’t keep long now that I’d opened it, but I could at least save it for mid-day.

      I slung my pack over my shoulder and slipped my feet back into the boots I’d left on the floor by the bed. I decided I couldn’t afford to sit around waiting for Skylar Two to get back. I had to find a way to let the Geos know I was still alive.

      I exited the space to find a scene that was entirely different from what I had seen at the morning meal. The bamboo pads had been cleared to make way for those who had stayed behind to go about their days. Everyone in their prime had gone out, presumably in search of food. Only the very young, the elderly, and the new mothers remained. My eyes scanned the cave from top to bottom. Some busied themselves near their dwellings, sweeping the dust out of their doorways with tools made from wood and dry grass. Others minded the children, who appeared to have been divided by age and were being taught different tasks, from weaving and mending to carving and cleaning fish. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to how they were divided other than their age. Both girls and boys were represented in near-equal numbers amongst every task.

      It took a moment for all of the pieces to fall into place before I realized this was their education system: each group of children learning different skills, building on their knowledge with each year. Not unlike the way education had been before the Virus. Only, instead of arbitrary subjects that most of them would never use again, here they were being taught how to make and use tools. How to build. How to feed themselves.

      They were being taught how to survive.

      I wandered down the stairs to the main floor of the cave, past those who were dying animal hide and preserving food. I felt like an intruder, viewing the most basic functions at the heart of their community. It made me feel like even more of an outsider.

      This feeling was only amplified as I neared the mouth of the cave. Suddenly, those who had previously paid me little mind paused in their work, locking eyes and shaking their heads as I walked by. I was suddenly reminded how dangerous these people were. I was no friend to them. I was an outsider. An other.

      A gust of wind whistled through the cave mouth, cooling my face. I sighed as I stepped into the mid-morning light. I closed my eyes before going further, letting it soak into my skin. It was warmer than the sun of the previous day. The rays licked my skin in a way that both soothed me and set me on edge. The sun could warm, I remembered, but it could also burn.

      I opened my eyes and scanned the entry. Guards were posted on each side, but they were different from the ones who’d been posted when Skylar Two had brought me in, although with the scarves on their faces, it would have been easy to mistake them for the same two men—had the ink art sketched into their skin not shown completely different designs. The last pair’s had been comprised mostly of angles, whereas these men had lines that followed a curving pattern down their shoulders.

      “They mark our year of birth,” the one on my right said. “Given after our trial, a mark of the gods that protects us from disease.”

      This piqued my interest. I’d noticed many of the others with markings, but hadn’t had a chance to ask Skylar Two about it in all the chaos. If they believed the ink protected them from disease, perhaps the plant which the ink came from had medicinal properties. Maybe the Rejs had stumbled onto a cure accidentally.

      “How is the ink made? It comes from a plant, doesn’t it? Something that grows up here?”

      The man on the right raised an eyebrow and nodded silently.

      “Can you tell me where it is?” I tried to walk closer to the ledge in front of the cave, to get a better look at the valley below, but the second that I stepped forward, the guards stepped ahead of me, crossing their large wooden spears to block my way. I stumbled back, caught off-guard. “I wasn’t told that I was a prisoner.”

      “You’re not a prisoner,” the guard on my left replied. “But neither are you free to go.”

      “Okay, I hate to break it to you,” I said, trying to sound light and nonconfrontational, “but that is kind of the definition of a prisoner where I come from.”

      “Were you brought here against your will?” the guard on the right asked.

      “Well, uh,” I stuttered, recalling the series of events that had led me to this moment. I hadn’t exactly been invited to the Rejs’ party, but I hadn’t been bound and spirited away, either. “I guess not.”

      “Exactly,” said the guard on the right. “You are not a prisoner.”

      “Then I’ll just be going!” I flashed my best smile and took a step forward. They didn’t buy it, and I shrugged. “Can’t blame a girl for trying.” I could have sworn that the guard on the right who’d been doing most of the speaking cracked the briefest smile, before setting his jaw. The other guard leaned in, forcing me to take a step back.

      “You are an outsider, and therefore your travel alone is restricted until after your trial is over,” he said.

      “But I’ve done nothing wrong!”

      He only raised an eyebrow. “That is doubtful. You are from the Geos. Few from the underground complete their trial. Skylar Two is wasting his time.”

      Wasting his time? I wanted to shout. What about my time? What about my mother’s? But I kept these thoughts to myself. If they wanted to treat me like some mysterious stranger, I wasn’t about to waste my time revealing any more information than necessary about myself.

      I turned on my heels, keeping my head high so as to avoid making eye contact with anyone as I made my way back through the cave. Just because I was stuck here didn’t mean I had to shrink under their gaze. Still, on the inside I shriveled, both humiliated and scared.

      I took a little too much gratification in slamming down my boots on each step as I made my way back to Skylar Two’s dwelling, but I found my frustration level even more irritated by the inability to slam a door behind me in anger. Somehow, the snap of the animal skin falling shut behind me wasn’t quite the same. I kicked my boots off, not even bothering to move them from the center of the living space, and then stormed into the bedroom, letting my body collapse onto the wool-stuffed mattress.

      Instinctively, my hand went to my neck, where my mother’s necklace still hung. My fingers traced the threads and I imagined that they spanned the distance between us, linking us together. I wondered if her name had been bumped off the upgrade queue. Life in the Greens was only awarded to the families of Acceptance survivors, and since my tracker was toast, there was no way for anyone to know that I was still alive.

      Now I was stuck here. “Great job, Ty,” I whispered to myself. “Now what?”

      If there was anything beyond this world, it didn’t deem me worthy of answering. Or maybe there was really only one choice to be made: If I was going to get out of here, I was going to have to win the Rejs’ trust first.
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      That night, when Skylar Two returned from the day’s hunt, the sun had already disappeared behind the mountains. I was careful to retire before the others to avoid landing myself in danger with my foul mood, but I found myself unable to sleep. Still, as Skylar Two entered the dwelling, I pulled the woven blanket over my shoulder and closed my eyes. Whether or not he believed that I was asleep, I wasn’t sure, but if he was suspicious in any way, he kept his concerns to himself.

      In this way, I was able to avoid conflict with him for the next two days. But, on the third day, the wild nature of the Above sabotaged me. A thunderstorm kept the hunters and gatherers from their normal tasks. That morning, Skylar woke up with an extra bounce in his step and greeted me with a wide-eyed grin when I finally stumbled from the bedroom, long after the morning meal had passed. He’d managed to wait me out, and this victory only served to encourage his mood.

      “Finally!” he said. “I wondered how long I’d have to wait for you. Now, I know why your body is so soft. You undergrounders must be very lazy.”

      I didn’t take his bait. Showing him that I was annoyed by his antics would only make it worse. Instead, I pushed past him and made my way toward the front door, but he was quick and blocked my way before I could exit.

      “You can’t ignore me forever, you know!” he called after me. When I didn’t respond, he proceeded down the steps after me.

      I sighed. He was right that I was only delaying the inevitable. I spun around to face him. “Fine. What do you want?”

      “A hello would be nice,” he said. “Or rather, customary. It’s not even nice, just a standard acknowledgement of my existence.” His calm demeanor just made my situation more annoying. I knew I was taking my frustrations out on the closest thing to a friend I had outside of the Geos, and yet I couldn’t seem to reel it in. Rather than make matters worse, I said nothing.

      “I get the feeling that this isn’t just about me,” he said, his voice subdued. “Did someone step out of line while I was on the hunt? Tell me if they did, and I’ll make sure they’re taken care of.”

      I sighed. “No, it isn’t that.” My frustration at being stuck in the caves blended with embarrassment, and I hoped he didn’t notice how my face burned. I folded my arms and stared at the ground. “The guard wouldn’t let me leave.” I kicked a weak spot in the packed dirt with my boot as I spoke, antsy and annoyed. I looked up at his face and my lip trembled.

      Skylar Two’s face softened. “Oh, yeah... I thought you knew...” his voice trailed off.

      I wanted to scream. “Thought I knew that I was your new pet?” I fired back instead, my words sharp and jagged.

      “It’s not like that,” he said, holding up his hands in a sign of submission. “Everyone from the underground goes through a quarantine of sorts.”

      “But that doesn’t make any sense,” I argued. “I’ve been all over the cave; if I’d been exposed to the Virus, everyone would be infected!”

      The corner of Skylar’s eyes wrinkled, and I could tell he was suppressing a laugh. “No, not that kind of quarantine.” He paused for a breath, and a small chuckle escaped his throat. “A tech quarantine. It’s part of your trial. Each of us goes through it at one time or another, where we’re exposed to technology beyond our own, and then quarantined to the cave. If we settle in with minimal complaint, then we belong here. But if we preoccupy ourselves with ways to leave and seek out that technology, we are banished. My father is waiting to see what you will do. That is the only way he will know if we can trust you.” It was my turn to be surprised. I couldn’t wrap my head around his intentions. I hesitated, and my skin prickled in anticipation as I collected my thoughts.

      “So, what do I do, then? Just wait around for Skylar One to give me his blessing and set me free?”

      “More or less.” Skylar Two shrugged. “Of course, it doesn’t mean you have to mope around the whole time.”

      “Oh yeah? What do you suggest?”

      The twinkle returned to Skylar Two’s eyes. That was exactly the question he’d been waiting for, apparently. He took me by the hand and said, “Come with me.”

      He led me down the staircase and across the cave to a cluster of large tents made from leather draped over wooden poles. The tent spanned enough space to fit an entire coding room, or maybe even two. Skylar Two pulled aside one of the panels to reveal a rectangular arena lit by torches on heavy glass stands. The floor was covered by deep sand, and seating areas surrounded the outer walls. It was an arena.

      “What do you think?” Skylar Two smiled, taking in my reaction. When I didn’t answer, he walked past me to a large storage closet made of bamboo. “Let’s get set up.”

      “Set up for what?” I asked.

      “This is where we train the newcomers.” He pulled the door open, revealing a closet full of tools and weapons. There were staffs, blunted spears, and knives made from wood.

      “You just leave these here? For anyone?” The idea of leaving so many potential weapons out in the open made me nervous. Back home, only the EFs were allowed to have weapons.

      Skylar Two laughed. “They’re training weapons. For children. See?” He handed me one of the knives that had looked so intimidating from a distance. Once I had it in my hands, I realized that it was made of a soft wood and its edges were dull.

      “Don’t get me wrong, some of these things can pack a punch if you don’t know what you’re doing,” he admitted as he pulled a wooden staff that came up to the height of his shoulder from the closet with ease. “Lucky for you, I know what I’m doing.” With that, he tossed the staff full-force at my chest.

      I caught it, barely. The staff was heavier than it looked and weighted at the ends. I stumbled as I tried to balance its weight.

      Skylar Two reached for another staff and flashed an impish smile.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” I said. I backed up, maneuvering the staff until it was even with the floor, raising it instinctively as Skylar Two approached me.

      “Good instinct!” he complimented me as I blocked his first attempt at contact. “This will be fun.”

      “You have a weird way of entertaining yourself,” I countered. He began circling me then, not unlike the beasts I’d fought in the sims during my training. I knew better than to turn my back on him. He lunged, and I blocked him once more, though this time I lost my balance in the process and nearly tumbled to the ground.

      “To each their own,” he said smugly. “My body is strong because I fight well, and I fight well because my body is strong.” With the flick of his wrist, he reached out and raked his staff across my knuckles. I recoiled, rubbing the point of impact.

      “Stings a bit at first,” he offered. “You’re lucky you’re fighting me and not one of the younger men. They’re not old enough to learn such precision.”

      “Now you’re just being a braggart.” I jumped forward, raising my staff to block his counter swing, then swept at his feet with my staff. I was faster than he’d expected, and made contact, though there wasn’t enough force behind my swing to take him off his feet.

      “Impressive,” he offered. “I didn’t know the undergrounders could fight.”

      “Yeah, well, you don’t know everything about us,” I countered, both with my words and my weapon.

      We sparred all morning, and well into the afternoon. As the day went on, my appreciation for the time I’d spent training for the Acceptance grew, though Skylar Two was also careful to keep me humble, as well.

      This became our routine on days when he stayed home from the hunt, and over the course of the next month, I started walking into the arena with more confidence as I watched my soft arms transform into muscle. Training on the days he was out on the hunt gave me the added bonus of avoiding socialization with the others, too—especially Donalt. Outside of meals, which I soon broke down and joined in for, I stayed to myself or sparred with Skylar, and the time flew.

      For his part, Skylar Two was pleased to find that I was a quick study. It wasn’t long before I moved on from wooden swords and blunted staffs to weapons made of bone and obsidian. At times, I almost seemed to match Skylar Two’s skill, until he surprised me with a move specific to the Rejs and took me to the ground. He was doing it to teach me, not to assert dominance, but there was a part of my brain that responded with a burning desire to best him in a match. It was the fire he seemed to like most.
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      “You’d fit in pretty well here,” he said one day after training, “if you’d let go of some of that tech.” He motioned to the water filter, which I’d begun to carry around the cave freely.

      “We’ve been through this before,” I reminded him, tracing the side of my bracelet as I did so. “I’m not staying. I’m just here until your father decides to let me go.”

      “Maybe,” he said, taking a long swig of water from his leather flask. I tried not to let my eyes linger too long as I sipped water slowly through the filter. It was becoming harder and harder for it to produce clean water, and it had started clogging.

      I sighed. I didn’t want to get into this argument. The way he looked at me had changed recently, though I couldn’t quite pinpoint when it had happened, exactly. It had come on subtly, and yet all at once. Sometimes, when I let my guard down, I wondered if he could tell that the way I looked at him had begun to change, too.

      It was no use denying what he was thinking, though. The longer I stayed, the more Skylar Two’s hope that I would stay here in the mountains with him grew.

      It wasn’t like we hadn’t danced this dance before. I’d told Skylar Two about my life in the Geos. The duty I had to my people. We may not have agreed when it came to Farrow Corp, but I thought that he’d have related more to a sense of duty. Or sacrifice for the greater good, considering his responsibility to his people as their future leader.

      “I hacked into the Acceptance,” I said, avoiding eye contact.

      “Huh?” Skylar put down his flask. “I don’t understand. Hack?”

      “The way they choose who comes to the surface,” I explained. “There’s a process, and I cheated.”

      He was taken aback, clearly. “But why—"

      “My mother is sick. We’ve talked about that before, remember?”

      He nodded, but my heart sank at the nonchalant gesture. The Rejs didn’t seem to have much fear of disease. Indeed, none of them ever seemed to become ill in any of the ways we did in the Geos.

      “She is going to die unless I win this. I wasn’t even supposed to be here. Don’t you understand? I risked my life so that I could save her. I can’t do that if I stay here.”

      When our eyes met again, I saw a new reverence for me reflected in his gaze.

      “That is something I can understand,” he said solemnly. He was silent for a long while then, staring off into space as the muscles in his jaw tensed and released. He took one last drink from his flask before twisting the lid back on and setting it aside.

      

      “Yeah, so, can we get back to work then?” I asked, glad to have an excuse to stop talking about my future with the Rejs. He tossed the staff that I had begun to think of as mine in my direction before retrieving his own from against the wall.

      “Can’t hog the sprout forever,” Donalt’s voice called from the doorway. I spun around, trying to hide the fact that she’d startled me behind a flat expression. ‘Sprout’ was a term they used for someone from the Geos who had recently joined the community. It indicated growth, the breaking from the underground to the surface. It also symbolized softness. To Donalt, that meant weakness. In her mouth, the term became an insult, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of a reaction. I chose instead to pretend I hadn’t recognized the teasing.

      “Hey, Donalt. Come to train with us?”

      “Yeah, something like that,” she said, smiling mischievously.

      It hadn’t taken me long to realize why Donalt saw me as such a threat. It wasn’t just that I was fresh from the Geos. Skylar Two was completely blind to it, and anyone else who may have caught onto her was too afraid to speak up, but I saw the way that she looked at him when she thought no one else was looking. She wasn’t fighting me for status among her people. She was fighting for Skylar Two’s time.

      The problem with that was, I wasn’t at all interested in taking the place she was trying to preserve for herself. No matter what feelings she thought were developing between Skylar Two and me, my place was in the Labs with my parents, my people. Maybe even with Ben. That last thought made me bite my lip. I didn’t have time to unpack everything attached to it. It didn’t matter now anyway.

      When it came down to the wire, I was here to save my mother—not to crown myself future queen of the Rejs, and not the future.

      “Only one problem,” Donalt said, smirking. “See, little sprout…” She circled me like a predator, and then said, “That staff you have? It’s mine.”

      “Come on, Donalt,” Skylar Two called in her direction. “It’s for community use and you know it.”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s fine, Skylar—if she wants it, she can have it.” I walked over to Donalt, who reached for the staff expectantly. Now it was my turn to smirk. “But she’s gonna have to come get it.” I set my body in a fighting stance. Donalt glared first at me and then at Skylar Two, who rolled his eyes and sighed as he tossed his staff to her.

      “Fine,” he said, resigning himself to sitting this one out.

      Donalt didn’t waste any time chatting. She was sparring to teach me a lesson, but not in the same way as Skylar Two. This lesson was fueled purely by the need to settle a personal score. Although I walked a big walk, I really didn’t want to fight her, but I wasn’t going to let either of them know that. I had to keep up appearances if I wanted to be accepted by Skylar Two’s people, and there was no way I was going to gain their respect if I couldn’t prove myself as a survivor. A warrior. At least this is something I can relate to, I thought to myself as I dodged Donalt’s first swing. After all, fighting for status was one of the main motivators for competing in the Acceptance to begin with.

      She lunged at me again and I countered, sweeping at her legs, but it was a move she seemed to anticipate, as she pushed off of the floor, pulling her feet into the air and evading my staff as it swept through the sand. Instinctively, I recoiled, flipping the sand into her eyes. It was a disabling move that Skylar Two had taught me to tip the scales in my favor if I ever found myself battling above my skill level.

      Donalt sputtered as she stumbled back. “What the—PFFFT. ARGH!” She flew at me in a literal blind rage, which was a response that I hadn’t expected. I flung myself out of the way too late, and her staff clipped my side hard enough to send me tumbling to the ground, Ben’s comm flying from where I always kept it tucked away in a pocket of my cargo pants.

      Donalt leaned on her staff as Ben’s comm landed at her feet, and I held my breath as she bent over and recovered it from the sand.

      “Your roots are rotten, little sprout.” Donalt had nearly spat the slur. I stood, brushing myself off and hoping no one else could tell how hard I had to clench my jaw to keep from taking her bait. A small crowd had appeared behind Donalt in the doorway to watch our sparring, and all of them were watching now.

      “That’s enough, Donalt.” Skylar Two made his way across the arena and took up Ben’s comm without another word. His actions silenced the crowd, and I couldn’t help but smirk at the stunned look on Donalt’s face as he handed the technology back over to me.

      “Thanks,” I said as I pocketed the tech.

      He turned a shoulder to the crowd at the door, inching inward toward us, and lowered his voice so that only I could hear him. “What is it?” I looked into his face and saw a mix of curiosity and something very much like sadness.

      “It’s nothing,” I lied. I didn’t want to reveal to him all of my secrets. Not like this, in front of Donalt. “Just something Ben gave me.”

      “Ben Farrow?” He’d raised his voice with the question, and my eyes went wide. I nodded.

      Everything else happened in a flash. Skylar Two took me by the hand and pulled me through the crowd as the chaos of voices talking over one another overwhelmed me.

      “Where are we going?” I called above the roar of voices as he pulled me from the training room.

      “To see my father.”
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      Skylar Two pulled me through the crowd, which did its best to anticipate his movements and make way before him. More than once, the crowd misjudged, and Skylar Two clipped their shoulders without even noticing it.

      “Slow… down,” I said in between staggered breaths. I was more winded from my fight with Donalt than I’d thought, and I was struggling to keep up as he pulled me across the cave, weaving in and out of the children and elderly who were tending to their normal chores.

      He didn’t respond. My heart sank, and I tugged against the ache that was growing in my shoulder.

      “Stop, you’re hurting me.” He froze, dropping my hand the second the words were out of my mouth.

      “I’m sorry.” He glanced nervously over my shoulder through the throngs of people, at Donalt, who appeared to be recruiting some of the others in her campaign against me as she followed after us.

      “What did I do?” I asked.

      “It’s not about you. At least, I hope it isn’t.” He paused long enough to give me a helpless look. “I can’t take a chance, however.” He took my hand again, this time more gently, and led me up another staircase I hadn’t noticed before, slowing just enough for me to keep pace.

      His father’s main quarters were set higher than Skylar Two’s, which was the opposite of how most of the older members of the tribe were housed in comparison to the younger ones. Priority choice, he’d explained to me once, was given to the older generations. Youth, at their peak in life, were generally situated on the higher levels, inconvenienced by the height. Skylar One, however, chose to live above the rest of his people. He said it gave him a better vantage point to look after his people. When I’d likened his home to the Greens, a shadow had fallen over his face.

      “I place myself above my people so that I can look over them, and tend to them,” he’d said, obviously choosing his words carefully. “But we are all here, together in the earth. Together in the sky. We are not separated by the earth and the air, but together in it.” I’d had the feeling that he’d wanted to say more, but the moment had been interrupted by other urgent matters. Thinking of them as Skylar Two pulled me up the steps to his father’s dwelling, I shuddered. If they were together in the earth and sky, Ben’s comm had clearly marked me as an outsider. Had I failed the trial?

      “Father!” Skylar Two called as we approached Skylar One’s dwelling, but there was no response. “Wait here,” he commanded, leaving me no room for argument. He darted into the doorway but was only gone for a few seconds before coming back out. He stood in Skylar One’s doorway and scanned the crowd below, but I spotted him first.

      “Over there.” I pointed toward the mouth of the cave, where Skylar One was talking with one of the scouts who had been sent to check trail conditions down the mountain.

      Skylar Two’s eyes followed the line traced by my hand, and he nodded before checking in on Donalt’s status. She’d lost momentum in the crowd, but she was making her way up the stairs with a few others. Skylar Two locked eyes with her and shook his head.

      “You know the law, Sky,” Donalt called up to him. “Friends of the Farrows are immune from your protection. Or do you plan to lead by a different set of rules than the ones you enforce for your own people?” She was toeing the line, and she knew it, but saying it out loud, in the presence of others, shifted the power to her.

      “I do know the law, Donalt. And she is entitled to finish her trial.”

      She stared. “You can’t be serious.”

      “It is for my father to decide, Donalt. Not you.”

      “And not you, either!” If Skylar Two’s approach had been ice, Donalt’s would have been fire.

      “Then let us pass, and we will see what my father will say.”

      Donalt closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. Then she turned to those following her and, with a nod, cleared a way for us to pass. I kept my head down, avoiding eye contact with Donalt specifically. I’d been humbled by my view of her from the top of the cave. Her heart was wounded.

      We approached Skylar One, stopping about fifteen paces from where he stood to allow him the privacy to finish his conversation with the scout. They spoke in hushed tones a moment more before he dismissed the scout and turned in our direction.

      He looked to Skylar Two and I, and then beyond us to Donalt. “Thank you for your patience. Is this a matter of urgency? My agenda, I’m afraid, is very long today.”

      “The undergrounder has tech connecting her to Ben Farrow,” Donalt chimed in before Skylar Two could open his mouth. “She is a danger to us. Her tech must be confiscated, and she must be imprisoned for the safety of the village.”

      “Mind your place,” Skylar Two snapped. “You’re speaking out of turn, Donalt.” Donalt flinched. Her tattling hadn’t paid off in the way she had hoped.

      “You’re sure this is not a matter you can settle yourselves?” Skylar One asked his son. Skylar Two’s face flushed with embarrassment, and he stared at the ground silently.

      “I have been settling your quarrels with Donalt for long enough. Speak frankly, and don’t waste my time with petty arguments.”

      “Father, I fear your attention is warranted here,” Skylar Two answered after a moment, and then he looked to me, nodding for me to go ahead.

      I swallowed, and then explained, “The comm was given to me by Ben Farrow, but it doesn’t function this far from the Geos. I only kept it because…” I couldn’t lie, but my voice faltered just short of the whole truth.

      “Because you hope to go back to your own people,” Skylar One said flatly.

      Skylar One turned back to Donalt. “What you ask is not my place to give. You know that it must be given a vote.”

      One of the men who had followed Donalt stepped forward, “All of us, your greatness?” The way he said it hinted at a second meaning, but as I scanned the faces around me, I saw that I was alone in my ignorance.

      “All must be in attendance. Every last one of them. Do you understand what I mean?” His word choice had been precise, but his tone had been kind, acknowledging whatever concern Donalt’s friend had.

      “Take her to the amphitheater,” Skylar One told his son.
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      In a blur, the scenery around me shifted. Skylar Two pulled me through the throngs of people to a room carved into the back of the cave. I hadn’t yet explored this part of the mountain, for at first glance, it looked like nothing more than an ordinary stone wall. But, when we approached, Skylar Two rolled away one of the larger rocks stacked in the corner and revealed an arched entryway, pausing only to light a torch hanging from a bracket on the wall. At least fifty others filed in behind us, following his lead. Each one hung their torch as they entered before clamoring to take a seat around a podium made from carved wood and polished stone.

      I felt my palms start to sweat as I looked at the sea of faces, trying to guess which ones would vote to show me mercy. Skylar Two pulled me to the center of the room, in front of the stage. As the crowd settled, Donalt came to stand on the other side. It felt like an eternity before everyone was seated and Skylar One made his way up onto the podium.

      This was it—the defining moment. This was when my fate would be decided. I squared my shoulders, pulling myself up to my full height. There was, I was certain, a good chance that I was about to face my own demise. I figured that if I was going to die today, I was going to do it with as much honor as possible.

      Still, the thought that I had come all this way, and wasted all this time trying to gain the Rejs’ trust only to be rejected because of Ben’s comm, which probably didn’t even work, caused a lump to grow in my throat, and I had to bite at the corner of my lip to keep tears from spilling over onto my cheeks. I refused to cry in front of Donalt.

      “Tylia Coder of the Geos,” Skylar One said, his deep voice bouncing off the cave walls as he spoke. “Do you have a personal connection to Benjamin Farrow?”

      “I do.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, a murmur rippled through the crowd. The sound was quickly squelched with a wave of Skylar One’s hand.

      “But it isn’t of my own choosing!” I insisted. “Not really.” If I’d had my way, I’d have gotten in and out of the Acceptance without ever crossing paths with Ben. Somehow, looking into the eyes of those around me, I didn’t think my explanation would make any difference. Even Skylar Two had trouble grasping the urgency of the Acceptance, or the truth of what life was like underground. If I couldn’t explain it to the one person who seemed to want me here, how was I supposed to explain it to an entire people who wanted nothing at all to do with me?

      “You had a choice when you came here. You chose to keep tech that puts us all at risk!” Donalt expressed her anger to the crowd, obviously hoping to turn the tide in her favor. “The tech should be destroyed, and she should be imprisoned for the safety of our people!”

      Skylar One held up a hand to silence her. Without hesitation, Skylar Two filled the silence, placing his body at the front of the stage at his father’s right side.

      “Father, if I may speak?” He paused until Skylar One nodded his consent. “I have spent much time with Tylia, and I do not believe her intent to be anything other than to earn our trust.” I looked at him out of the corner of my eye, too afraid to make any sudden movements.

      “I don’t know what her relationship to Ben Farrow is, but I don’t think that Tylia is capable of the same heinous acts we have suffered at the hands of Farrow Corp.”

      “Wait, what?” I spun to face him. I’d been silent, trying to keep from speaking out of turn in a social construct that I didn’t understand, but the words were out of my mouth before I could stop myself.

      Skylar One’s eyes locked with his son’s. They both seemed to ignore my outburst, and I wanted to  speak up, to defend myself, but a cool look from Skylar Two as he faced me cut my words down before they could even be formed.

      “Tylia hasn’t been completely honest with us, but neither have we offered her our deepest truths.” His words were directed at his people, but his eyes never left mine. I searched his expression for any hint of my fate, but to no avail.

      “You would risk your people for this… Geos garbage?” Donalt had spat the last word, and Skylar Two was toe to toe with Donalt before I could blink. He pulled his chest up and she responded in kind, matching him in height.

      “Watch yourself, Donalt.” Skylar One’s tone was eerily calm. “That is your future leader you speak to in such a tone.”

      Donalt held Skylar Two’s gaze a moment longer before taking a step back and looking at the ground. She cleared her throat, and answered, “My apologies, I spoke out of turn.”

      “Your loyalty is not in question, Donalt,” Skylar One reassured her. “And neither is my son’s. It is the undergrounder’s fate we address, and thus the path ahead must be decided by her.”

      Skylar Two bowed his head, accepting his father’s decision.

      “Tylia Coder, you stand at a threshold,” Skylar One went on. “What we are about to reveal to you will alter the course of your fate forever. I do not know whether you will ever go home, but even if you are reunited with your people, you will never be the same. Do you understand that?”

      I nodded in response. Nothing they could show me would change my goal to win the Acceptance and save my mother. My hand fiddled with my necklace nervously as I answered, “I swear to you, I mean your people no harm. I didn’t seek out Benjamin Farrow, but I wasn’t honest with you, either. I had the piece of tech he gave me, though I don’t believe it works. I have no interest in helping the Farrows find you; I just want to help my family.” Nothing else I could say seemed like enough to get me out of whatever was about to happen. “But I understand that it poses a risk to your people, and for that I will pay whatever penance necessary, without complaint.”

      Skylar One studied my face for any hint of dishonesty. Then, apparently content, he nodded to Skylar Two. “You may proceed.”

      Skylar Two turned to face me rather than his father. “You were raised to believe that there were only two groups of people still living after the Virus—those who followed the Farrows into the earth, and those who live here on the surface. You call us Rejs, which stands for rejects.” Here, he locked eyes with me. And, ashamed, I looked away.

      “We are your society’s outcasts,” Skylar Two continued, “and we fall into three groups. The first group are the descendants of the people who refused to follow the Farrows as they drilled the Geos into the earth and tarnished the skyline with their Labs.” I nodded to show him that I was following. The story of the great divide was one we learned as children, a story recycled periodically when morale was low—as if to say, ‘It could be worse, as you could be one of our rejects.’

      “This group was the smallest, comprised of those who survived when Farrow Corp attacked with their flying machines.”

      I blinked, taken aback. Flying machines? Surely, he had to be mistaken. The only flying machines Farrow Corp had were the transport pods used to move between the Geos and the entrance to the Labs.

      “These survivors made their home in the mountains, where Farrow’s machines found it too hard to maneuver. This is the line my family comes from.

      “The second group of your Rejs…” he began, but then he paused, taking a deep breath. His emotions had leaked through as he’d said the last word, his face contorting into a near-snarl. “The second group are those who have been cast out of the Geos, banished, but somehow survived the Virus. They tend to live lives of isolation, and are rarely seen together, except when raiding.”

      He stopped there as I digested his words.

      “You said there were three groups,” I said once my mind had settled enough to take in new information. “Who is the third?”

      “The third are those who survived the Acceptance.”
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      That doesn’t make sense.

      “That’s impossible.” The voice was mine, but I couldn’t remember telling it to speak. “No one has survived the Acceptance in…”

      “No one has been given a life in the Labs, you mean,” Skylar One countered. All I could offer was a blank stare in response. Was he suggesting what I thought he was suggesting?

      “You see?” Donalt piped in. “She’s not ready. Skylar One, I’m begging you—lock her up before something bad happens!”

      “Hush, Donalt!” Skylar One commanded her. “I will not remind you again.”

      Skylar Two put a hand on my shoulder, drawing my attention back to him. “I know it’s hard to fight your programming, Ty.”

      Hearing my nickname in his voice felt both familiar and foreign as I tried to sort through what I was feeling. This wasn’t some random outsider telling me these things. This was Skylar Two, who had protected, sheltered, and trained me.

      “None of the survivors had what Farrow wants,” he continued. “Even the ones who survived the Virus. We don’t know why, but the ones who weren’t killed found their way to us, where many have chosen to stay. We have lived here, the way that you have, ever since. Only…”

      My heart sank. There was more to this madness? “Only what?” I asked. He was leaving something out—something big. I felt it as clearly as I felt the warmth of his hand on my skin.

      “The Farrows don’t like things they can’t control, and they can’t control the survivors. Not if they make it here. And, who knows, maybe one of them makes it back someday, and tells everyone the truth, that some of them can survive on the surface—then what?” He paused for effect, apparently not expecting me to have an answer, but I did.

      There would be riots, deaths, and maybe even the collapse of our government. “There would be chaos,” I admitted to him.

      “Yes, and R.L. Farrow will not tolerate chaos. Will not tolerate things that he can’t control.” Skylar Two’s face offered a mix of hope and scrutiny as he searched mine for any sign that I’d been persuaded to his view of things.

      I was torn. Nothing about Skylar Two gave me reason to believe he was lying. Confused? Maybe, but it was a stretch. His people lived lives that were rich both in resources and relationships. Nothing like that existed for me underground. And yet, there was a part of me that was still rooted in the underground. I couldn’t just abandon my mother to die, and abandon my father to live out the rest of his days alone. And it wasn’t just them, either. I had friends in the Geos, too.

      “My friends and family,” he said, turning to the crowd to address them as he stepped onto the podium next to his father, who nodded his approval before stepping aside to give him center stage. “I implore you, as your future leader, to take a chance with me. I have spent hours with Tylia. She is stubborn, rough around the edges sometimes. But she is far from the soft-bodied undergrounder that first came to us.

      “We are asking her to trust us enough to forsake everything, maybe even everyone she has ever known. And what have we offered her in return?” He paused for effect. “Show her what we are facing,” he said, his voice falling with his last utterance, and the mood of the room became somber. Skylar Two looked down on me from the podium, his face a mix of desperation and sadness that I couldn’t place.

      And then, something amazing happened. People began to move within the crowd, in a scattered manner at first, and only a handful. They made their way to the front and began to come together around me. I counted four, five, and then a new group came forward to join them, and more than thirty bodies stood in a circle around me. One by one, they pulled back items of clothing—a sleeve here, a pant leg there. Some who had come in with their identities concealed behind face coverings removed the concealing fabric or lifted the hems of their shirts. They were diverse in age and gender, from the elders and middle-aged down to the smallest of their children, but they all had one thing in common.

      They’d been mutilated, some scarred from fire and others missing fingers or even whole limbs. I tried my best to keep my face void of all negative emotion. I didn’t want the way I reacted to make them self-conscious about their conditions. Especially the children.

      Skylar One broke the silence. “Farrow Corp does not discriminate based on age. They concern themselves only with things that are ageless. When they launch their attacks on our people, they lose no sleep for the innocent who fall in their wake.”

      Up until this point, I’d met each person’s eyes with intention, but when my gaze fell on the smallest and most vulnerable of the people around me, I couldn’t contain my tears. My nose flared as I fought to keep my breath from collapsing into shattered sobs as I realized that I shouldered at least a portion of the blame. The Geos were suffering, but we were also complacent in the suffering of people we didn’t even know. Innocent people, including the elderly and children. I’d never been faced with the ugliest truths about the society I’d been raised in, but I could see it clearly now.

      Skylar Two continued, “Our children used to roam free on the surface, I’m told. They loved to climb tree branches and bathe in the sea. Now, our children know nothing beyond the cave walls.” His face softened as he stepped down from the podium. “But you understand that, too, don’t you Ty?”

      He had me right where he wanted me, especially if I was going to be asked to make the decision that I was afraid he was leading up to. This meeting was to discuss my fate, but part of that fate was a choice that I’d consciously been avoiding, and he was using his people’s experience to call me out on that because he knew. He knew my love for the things I had come to know in my time here, though I could only view them from the mouth of the cave. Trees, mountains, sky. How I’d somehow always missed the feeling of the sun on my face, even before I’d known what sunshine was. People weren’t made to live underground, not forever.

      “This is why we reject all technology.” Skylar Two motioned to his people as they bared their vulnerabilities for all of us to see. “It makes us traceable. Vulnerable. Ty, it could mean death for all of us.”

      He paused to let his words sink in, and I felt afraid of what was coming next. I was just about to reassure him that the comm was probably broken anyway, that I hadn’t tried to make contact with Ben, but he didn’t give me a chance before continuing.

      “But it doesn’t have to be that way.” He was no longer talking to me—or, at least, not just to me. He projected his voice, squaring his shoulders. He was speaking to them as their leader’s son. “Don’t you see?” he asked. “Tylia could be the key to ending Farrow Corp.”

      This sparked a frenzy of discussion so loud that I could barely hear my own thoughts. The end to Farrow Corp? That would mean the end of everything in the Geos! Surely, he realized what that would mean? How could he connect that to me?

      I couldn’t help speaking up. “You’d be no better than them, if you did that.” My voice carried over the crowd, but they ignored me. “You’d kill hundreds of people. People who aren’t immune to the Virus. Women and children… don’t you understand that?”

      “Your turn to speak has passed,” Skylar One said calmly as he looked over the chaos. “Only those who have undergone their trial may speak now. Only they may vote.” The crowd quieted, falling into two groups—those who had been tested against the Virus and those who had not. The latter group, mostly youth, was ushered to one side of the room, where they were allowed to observe quietly. A few of the younger teens picked the youngest tots up onto their hips and took them from the room to reduce interruption. As they transitioned, I saw an opening to speak.

      “I will not be a party to the annihilation of my people, any more than I will to yours.” My bluntness didn’t faze Skylar One at all. He looked into my eyes a moment, then turned to face forward once more.

      “Even so,” he said, and shrugged.

      I wanted to ask him what he meant by that, but I had the feeling he wouldn’t tell me, and I didn’t have the patience for silly mind games. I clenched my fists at my sides and scanned the room.

      “You’ll only embarrass yourself if you run,” Skylar One said, apparently having picked up on my body language. “Besides, that is not what is up for vote. At least not at this time.”

      “It isn’t?”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to see an end to the man that took Skylar’s mother from me. But not if we can’t minimize the casualties.”

      My head spun toward Skylar Two, and my heart broke for him. I’d noticed the absence of his mother but hadn’t felt comfortable prying in that area. The thought of losing my own mother was too close, too tender for me to brave asking him where his own was. I wanted to reach for his hand. To offer some form of silent apology… but I was afraid that, given the timing, even that small gesture would be considered inappropriate.

      “But I thought we were here to vote on my freedom?” I asked. “Are you saying that you’ll set me free regardless?”

      “In a manner of speaking. Now, hush.”

      He drew my attention back to Donalt, who was addressing a smaller group vying for my imprisonment. Though the group was small, their voices were loud, and I watched in suspense as those voices converted new members. In a matter of moments, the room was divided between those who wanted me locked up and those who would give me my freedom.

      “Tylia is the only one among us who has something to lose in both worlds,” Skylar Two countered Donalt’s accusations that I was a danger to the Rejs. “Or have you forgotten what was foretold?” At this, the others fell silent.

      “Don’t,” Donalt spoke to Skylar Two directly. “Don’t try to use the prophecy to save your pet; that’s going too far.”

      Prophecy? “Wait, no one said anything about a prophecy,” I stammered. I was here to save my mother, not fulfill an ancient superstition.

      But the others continued as if I hadn’t spoken.

      “Think about it,” Skylar Two said to Donalt before turning to address the crowd. “If Tylia wins the Acceptance and survives, they will take her to the Labs.” A shadow fell over his face for the briefest moment when he talked about me leaving, but it was gone so quickly that I wondered if I had been the only one to notice it, or if maybe I’d imagined it altogether. “The prophecy said the one who would unite the splintered fragments of humanity would have a link to all three worlds: the Geos, the Labs, and us.”

      “That’s ridiculous...” But Donalt’s protest was cut short by Skylar One.

      “That isn’t for you to decide, Donalt. Not alone.” He turned and addressed the crowd. “If you vote with Donalt, and wish to imprison the undergrounder, declare your intent with a show of hands now.”

      I flinched as several members of the community raised their hands in solidarity with Donalt. The air was thick with anticipation as they situated themselves, and then there was a long pause.

      “Those who would side with my son, and allow Tylia to complete the trial, make clear your intent by a show of hands.”

      In moments, more hands were raised, and even I could see they outnumbered Donalt’s party. “Then, it is decided,” Skylar One declared. “Tylia will be allowed to undergo her trial.”

      Those who were gathered behind Skylar Two and myself erupted into hoots of celebration. All of the commotion made my eyes glaze over as I tried to process what had just happened.

      “What does this mean?” I shouted to Skylar Two over the chaos. I’d thought I was nearly done with my trial, and there was only one other test I could possibly pass that would grant me freedom to return to my family in the Geos.

      I steeled myself against the answer. I’d known it was coming, but I had still cherished a tiny spark of hope that I would be allowed a pardon on the final stage of the trial.

      “The final test—to be exposed to the Virus! If you are the one the prophecy speaks of, you will survive and officially become one of us.”
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      The celebration lasted long into the night, with only Donalt and her handful of followers refusing to take part. Though by law they were not allowed to opt out of the celebration, they seemed to be allowed the option to stand in the corner and sulk while the rest of their people stood in line to offer up tokens they considered lucky—the petals of a local flower, bits of yarn, the feather of a hawk to accompany their well-wishes. Some even brought flowers woven into wreaths and whispered prayers to the prophet who they believed had foretold my coming.

      A feast was prepared in my honor, using the best cuts of the most recent kill and greens foraged only the day before. The scent of the meat cooking washed over my senses, bringing to the surface one of those things which I’d most come to appreciate about living with the Rejs. It had only been a week before I’d given up Ben’s warning and tried their food—my stores had only been built to last me so long, after all, and I’d wanted to save some for when I left the Rejs’ company. And, after living with them only that long, I’d already longed to know what food from the surface was like.

      Their food wasn’t grown in a lab. The second their food had touched my lips, I’d regretted every strip of dried hydro-meat I’d insisted on eating since I’d been brought to Skylar Two’s mountain village. Tonight, I treasured every bite of our meal. The Rejs’ food was unbelievably fresh, and even tasted free from man-made additives. These greens had been grown with natural light, and the meat hadn’t been genetically altered, but grown by nature. The flavors were incredible.

      And I wondered, as I dined with them again… if such factors could cause such a dramatic difference in taste, could they be partially responsible for the disparity between the health of those who lived in the Geos and those who were raised here on the surface?

      It seemed unlikely that the answer could be so simple and escaped the attention of the scientists working in the Labs. Why would Ben have warned me against eating the food here if it was known that many of us could survive on the surface with the right mix of genetics and diet? But they couldn’t know, I argued to myself. Or else the algorithm would be weighted to provide more survivors.

      Maybe what I’d learned during my time with the Rejs could be helpful in the Labs, as well. If everyone could get along long enough to work together. It was a pipe dream at best, but I tucked it away inside my head for later, just in case.

      The meal ended just as the sun was setting, and the light in the cave dimmed as the stars took over the night sky. One by one, torches were lit and placed in holders along the outer walls of the cave, and the fire pit in the center of the cave was fed until it raised up far above our heads, becoming the cave’s main light source.

      It was then that the dancing began.

      Rejs of all ages participated in this part of the celebration, pulling out instruments made from wood or bone, some threaded with long animal hairs that made a pleasant tune when plucked. They danced in a circle around the fire, pairing up occasionally. A handful hummed along to the tune as they moved their bodies to the music in a way that struck me with a deep awe.

      I stared at the flames, which flickered in a similar motion. I wondered if it was the musicians who were playing to the beat of the fire, or if the Rejs had somehow found a way to enchant even the most powerful forces of nature. The thought would have sounded absurd to my past self, but that version of Tylia felt a lifetime away, in more than one way. I had changed so much in the past weeks that I wondered whether anyone from back home would recognize me if I survived my trial tomorrow. Maybe it wouldn’t matter whether they did or not, as I’d be going to the Labs anyway, and would be leaving all but my parents behind. And Ben? Well, he hadn’t known much about me to begin with, aside from what he’d read in my file. Those things were my data, but they weren’t really me. At my core, I had become something that Ben would never understand.

      I caught a glance of Skylar Two as he joined the circle of dancers, marveling at the realization that he was taking part in the celebration of my mere existence. The way the firelight bounced off of his face drew my attention to the creases that gathered at the corners of his eyes, and his cool exterior made way for an embodiment of pure joy. Eyes that had seen so much in such a short lifespan. More than myself and Ben combined. Eyes that had seen me, that day that he’d saved me from the horned beast his people called a water buffalo, and had seen me not for my genetics, but for my humanity. Who had looked at me, his enemy, with all of my faults, and believed in me anyway.

      Skylar Two moved around the bonfire, twisting and turning in my direction, a broad smile on his face. He came to a stop in front of me and held out his hand, asking me to join him in his dance. I stalled, suddenly self-conscious, and looked at the throngs of people around us. I shook my head, but he insisted good-naturedly. “Come on, Ty, enjoy the night. Celebrate with me.”

      A feeling I couldn’t identify tugged me in his direction. Maybe it was because I was processing the gravity of what tomorrow could bring. This was my only chance at freedom. If, by some miracle, I survived the Virus, I would rejoin my family—not only saving them, but maybe even reuniting the Geos and the Rejs. I could save everyone I cared about.

      And I cared about Skylar Two. Even more, I wanted to feel like, even if I died the next day, I’d made a difference. I needed a way to prove to myself that I’d made a connection with someone that was meaningful in a way I needed, even if I didn’t quite understand it.

      Why couldn’t it be with him? I thought as he pulled me to him, so close that I could feel the warmth of his body against my skin.

      We danced like that until our bodies glistened with sweat. At times, our movements would bring us so close that I could feel his breath on my neck, making me tremble. I knew I was being selfish, that I couldn’t offer Skylar Two anything beyond this moment in time. If my genetic profile was any indication of my chances of survival, I would be dead by this time tomorrow. Still, I thought to myself, if I’m to die tomorrow, I might as well enjoy my last night. My entire life had been about sacrifice. I wanted this one night to be about me.

      Finally, we broke for water. I sat on the stone steps that led up to Skylar Two’s home. He took a drink from his flask and then handed it to me, marveling at me as I took a swig without the filter. It was cool, and tasted like the morning dew smelled on the cold mountain grass. I mourned every day I’d deprived myself of such a sensory experience. After a moment, I could feel Skylar Two’s eyes on me.

      I could feel the tension rising between us. It seemed to double in on itself until I couldn’t stand the silent buffer between us. I had to find a reason to break the silence.

      “It’s getting late… I should turn in.” I waited awkwardly for him to agree. When he didn’t, I filled the silence again. “Big day tomorrow, ya know?”

      He nodded, an excited grin spread across his face. It was meant to be encouraging. He was so sure that I could do this. “I know you’ll be great, Tylia.”

      I tried to return his grin, but it came out forced. His attention made my heart race and my head spin, and I couldn’t tell if it was from the food, the dance, or the smell of dust and adrenaline that was filling the room. I reached over and took his hand in mine.

      Together, we climbed the stairs to his home, barely glancing over our shoulders as the party continued below us.

      We removed our shoes and made our way to the bedroom, but when he leaned down to retrieve the bamboo roll he normally slept on, I put my hand on his shoulder to stop him.

      He knelt by the bed and looked up at me, confused.

      “Lay with me for a little while?” My voice trembled. “I… I know it’s not very Rej of me, but I’m afraid.”

      Skylar Two’s eyes traced the lines of my face silently as I waited for his response. Then, he leaned down and brushed his hand along my face as he sat down beside me. I leaned into the feeling of his skin on mine. The feeling of being vulnerable to him as his fingers traced down my neck and shoulders sent shivers down my spine. Finally, after waiting for what felt like an eternity, he pressed his lips against mine, and I sighed as his essence swept me away.
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      I woke before the sun, with Skylar Two beside me in the bed. The cave was eerily silent as it anticipated the dawn of a monumental day in Rej history. The day their prophecy would be fulfilled. At least, that was how I hoped everything would go down. I blinked the sleep from my eyes and traced my fingers along Skylar Two’s arm as his chest rose and fell in his sleep. Finally, I decided to face my destiny, pausing only a moment to kiss Skylar Two’s shoulder before pulling the blankets away and slipping from the bed.

      The bath house was normally one of my favorite parts of living with the Rej community. In the warmer months, rainwater was collected through a funnel system made primarily from bamboo. On a warm, sunny day, one only needed to stand beneath the bamboo piping to enjoy a sun-warmed shower.

      I had no desire to cleanse myself of my life here with Skylar Two before facing certain death. Instead, I opted for the attached steam room. It was closed off from the shower room, save for strategically placed holes in the stone that were meant to vent out the moisture and prevent the growth of mold.

      In the center of the room was a large fire pit made from metals which the early Rejs had salvaged from the fallen cities. A pot of hot stones was situated above the fire, which was constantly stoked and tended to. I paused by the doorway and took a stick of incense made from cedar soaked in spices and borrowed fire from the firepit to light it before placing it in a holder.

      The hot stones sent clouds of steam up into the air when I scooped water from a nearby rain barrel and poured it over them.

      I replaced the bowl on top of the water barrel and turned my attention to the basin of rose water beside it, scooping it up with my hands and pouring it over my body. The water was warm against my skin, and the steam was soothing. I sat on the bamboo mat nearest to the fire pit and let the warmth move over my body and cleanse my soul. My mind drifted, and for a moment I was able to let all of my worries melt away.

      The feeling didn’t last long. Soon, the steam began to cool, and I knew the time had come to face reality. I dressed mindfully—not in a hurry, per se, but not delaying myself, either. Every moment I took for myself was a moment taken away from my future. From my mother’s future. With my tracker damaged, I had no way to prove that I was still alive, and I didn’t know how long they would wait before assuming that I had failed. Now that I was able to leave, putting it off seemed selfish. These were moments that could very well take my mother’s life.

      Her life, my life.

      My life, her life.

      I knew that, if she’d had any idea what I was about to do, my mother would have begged that I refuse to complete my trial. She would have demanded it. I was tempted to accept that as my excuse. To call it all off. But I knew I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I traded her life for my own. And, of course, it didn’t sound as if I’d even be allowed to stay with the Rejs if I refused to go forward with the trial. There was no choice but to go forward on the course I’d set for myself.

      Before leaving the bath house, I squared my jaw, steeling myself against what I was about to do.

      Skylar Two was waiting for me, along with Donalt and an escort of three others. They surrounded me, with Donalt on my left and Skylar Two on my right, the other two taking up the lead and the rear, forming a diamond-shaped pattern around me as we exited the cave.

      They took me down a different path than the way I’d come up, and as soon as the tree cover became thicker around us, the terrain became foreign to me. I had stared down at this forest from the mouth of the cave many times, but never had my gaze penetrated the tops of the trees. Walking beneath the branches felt like entering a hidden world long kept secret. Despite the somber mood of our troop, I couldn’t help but bask in the atmosphere of the forest. I wished that Skylar Two and I could share it together, without the others. I barely resisted the urge to reach over and take his hand, afraid that it might push Donalt over the edge. The last thing I needed was to get in a fight with her during my trial.

      “You look alright, for an undergrounder.”

      I jumped at the sound of Donalt’s voice as we approached a break in the trees. Had she just given me a compliment? The idea was both amazing and terrifying. If Donalt was being nice to me, then I was dead, for sure.

      “Thanks?” I accepted her olive branch cautiously, trying to smile. The gesture was awkwardly received, with Donalt shrugging and looking away.

      “We’re here,” Skylar Two announced, with some reverence. He’d walked confidently the entire way, unperturbed by the dark cloud that seemed to hang over everyone else. He believed I would survive this. I took a deep breath and tried to reflect that same whole-hearted faith.

      I looked ahead to a large concrete structure. A blue sign indicated that it had once been a medical facility. Several large, red Xs scattered across the structure told a less hopeful story. What had started out as a place of medicine had become a place that people had come to die.

      Skylar Two turned to me. “This is where we leave you. We’ll set up camp and wait until the sun rises to mid-day tomorrow. If you haven’t made your way back to us by then, we will assume that you have perished, or worse, betrayed us.”

      For a moment, my heart caught on his words. The idea that my betrayal would be more painful to him than my death said a lot about Skylar Two’s character. Honest and loyal to a fault. So different from what I had been conditioned to expect of the Rejs. I glanced over his shoulder at the others, who had all busied themselves with setting up camp. Even Donalt turned away, giving Skylar Two and me a moment alone.

      “So, this is it then?” With the possibility of death looming over me, I wanted nothing more than to go back to that morning, listening to the rise and fall of his breath next to me.

      He took me by the shoulders and leaned in until his face was mere inches from my own, and then he smiled. “I know you will do great things, Tylia Coder.” He kissed my forehead before turning to the others.

      “Start a signal fire so my father will know we have made it safely,” he said to the others. “Any other Acceptance survivors will avoid affected areas,” he reassured me. “Now, go.”

      The first thing I noticed when I approached the building was how odd the doors were. They appeared to be on sliders, but they were made of glass which had been shattered. When I hit a certain proximity, something triggered the steel frames to slide open.

      After weeks of living without technology, witnessing such a mechanism seemed like a miracle.

      Inside was a second set of glass doors with a similar trigger. This glass was intact.

      As soon as I passed through the second doorway, I froze to let my eyes get used to the darkness. The long-abandoned building’s only source of light came from the rays of morning sun that made their way through the dingy windows. Once my eyes adjusted, I found the low light to be sufficient for navigating across the main room.

      The place had obviously been ransacked, with chairs of cloth and metal strewn about. I walked toward a dimly lit corridor, stumbling almost immediately. I kicked my feet and threw my hands out to catch myself on the nearby wall, and when I regained my composure, I turned my attention to the object I’d tripped over and gasped in horror. It was a skull. A human skull.

      I nearly tripped over my own feet as I retreated back to the main room. There, I scanned the cluttered tile floor and noticed, much to my dismay, that several mostly complete skeletons were scattered among the chaos—I’d only needed to look more closely to see them.

      I shied away from all the remains that I could see, trying desperately to slow my heart before it exploded with fear. I reminded myself that I’d known what I was walking into. That this was what the Virus did.

      Judging by the tattered clothes and scattered bones, I guessed that most of the skeletons belonged to those who had perished in the first waves of the Virus. Maybe I would be lucky, and the illness would be inert. The highest risk, we’d been taught, had come during the first few hours of infection, before symptoms had become apparent, but the Virus had worked swiftly, with 90% of the world’s population being wiped out in a matter of weeks.

      Still, I stood frozen for a while as I tried to talk myself down into a calmer state. Scared people made stupid decisions in emergency situations—we’d learned that in the sims. Other than the possibility of infection, I didn’t seem to be in any immediate danger, so I forced myself to take a deep breath and reassess the situation like Wallace had taught me.

      Once I’d re-centered, I surveyed the room again, taking time to acknowledge the history of this space, with the same reverence as Skylar Two and his people did. I approached the main desk, tracing my fingers over the flat screen of one of the old computer terminals. My hand came back dustier than I’d expected. I wrinkled my nose, suppressing a sneeze, and moved on.

      One of the hallways on the right side of the room faced the sun, which I could now see rising through the skylights overhead. I decided I might as well explore the area, if I was to be here until mid-day tomorrow. Some of the rooms had more remains, but others were empty. Desks that had once held healthcare staff stood empty. I paused by one of them to inspect a photo hanging on the wall beside one of the terminals. It was faded, but I could just make out the face of a little girl. When I pulled the photo from its spot on the wall, it crumbled in my hand. It was almost symbolic in a way. A physical representation of a life long-forgotten.

      “Speaking of forgotten.”

      The words behind me had made me jump, and I spun around to meet the voice’s source in disbelief. It was Ben Farrow.
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      “I waited to hear from you,” Ben said from his spot down the hallway. I moved toward him, but for every step I took, he seemed to move further away. “You said you’d contact me, Ty, so what happened?”

      “I didn’t mean to!” I said as panic welled up inside of me. “You can’t be here, Ben—it’s too dangerous.”

      “I thought we were a good match, Ty,” he said as if I hadn’t spoken. A shadow fell over his face, and I was overcome with guilt.

      “We trusted you, Tylia,” another voice said behind me. I spun again and found myself face to face with my father.

      “But how?” It couldn’t be. Had Ben brought him to the surface? Why? Why bring him here? Unless the Elite had discovered that I was the one responsible for the hack, and that I’d made contact with the Rejs—could they have banished him because of that?

      “I mean, I always knew you were stubborn. Just like your mother was.” My dad smiled sadly. “But treason?”

      “Treason?” I tried to wrap my mind around his words. And then… “Wait, you said I’m stubborn like mother was?”

      My father just shook his head.

      “No! No, it can’t be true.” I ran toward him, but the closer I moved, the longer the hallway became. Something wasn’t right.

      I turned to where Ben had been a moment before, but he wasn’t there anymore. The room started to spin then, and my clothing stuck to my skin, which was suddenly covered in a cold sweat. I leaned against the wall for support, clenching my eyes closed to try and get the spinning to stop.

      “Bwahahahahaha,” a new voice laughed behind me. A voice I knew. A voice everyone in the Geos knew. I turned to see R.L. Farrow with his head thrown back, laughing maniacally.

      “No,” I whispered as pain in my abdomen forced me to double over. “No! You’re not real! None of you are real!” I leaned my back against the wall and slid to the floor.

      “It’s not real, Ty,” I told myself, pulling my legs up and wrapping my arms around them, rocking back and forth in hopes that it would stop the pain of what my father had said. “You’re sick. They’re not here.”

      I stayed that way for a long time, rocking back and forth, waiting for the hallucinations to pass. Finally, there was silence. I looked up, slowly at first. The light was fading from the skylights above me.

      “Come back to me, Ty.” This voice didn’t frighten me. The apparition of Skylar Two stood on the other side of a door at the end of the hall. He reached his hand out to me, and I staggered to my feet. I stumbled at first, leaning on a wall for support and then taking a step out and catching myself on the opposite wall. My whole body was shaking.

      “I can’t.” My voice was a hoarse whisper, though, my lips already dried and cracked.

      “Come on, you’re almost there,” the imaginary Skylar Two coaxed me once more. It was enough to get me moving. As I reached the door, I saw another red X and caught myself recoiling.

      “You’re already sick, stupid,” I chastised myself. I was never going to make it through this if I let my fever’s illusions spook me. I looked at the door ahead of me again. EXIT was scrawled across it in red letters. I pushed on the door and a gust of air rushed over me. I shivered. Logically, I knew the temperature hadn’t plummeted in a matter of hours, but the Virus in my system didn’t care about logic, and my teeth chattered as I shook from the cold.

      I surveyed my new surroundings. I seemed to be in some sort of lounge area, or at least that was what it had been before nature had reclaimed it. Cement benches were scattered amongst plant life that had long since taken over the area for itself. Some of the plants were familiar—I recognized roses from my time with the Rejs. I leaned in and sniffed one, hoping it would take my mind away from the agony I was feeling. It didn’t work.

      As I moved on, my foot caught on something and I tumbled to the ground. Dazed and confused, I looked around for what had taken me down, but there was nothing. I’d tripped over air, it seemed. Or another illusion. It didn’t matter, however, because the impact had forced the air out of my body and I couldn’t draw any back in to replace it. I gasped and wheezed on the ground, sure that I’d collapsed a lung.

      “Don’t be so dramatic.” A voice accompanied by a pair of brown boots approached, stopping just inches from my face—another illusion. Or was it? I recognized this voice, too, but in a different way. This voice wasn’t accusing or angry. It simply was, and I couldn’t find the strength to look up and find the face to go with the boots.

      Still, it was just an illusion. A waste of time.

      Ahead of me was a cluster of plants I recognized as medicinal, and I dragged my body across the concrete. The shoes stepped aside as I did, and I marveled at how realistic the hallucinations were getting. Finally, I reached for the leaf of a plant that looked a lot like one Wallace had given me for my mother.

      “No, not that one.” The shoes were back, and this time I could see that they were attached to legs, but I didn’t need to see the voice’s face to know it. “Remember what I told you, about how I survived when the Farrows banished me from the Geos?”

      I moved my hand away from the first plant to another, this time a bush, plucking a handful of dark berries from it.

      “Chew them,” Wallace’s voice urged, “but don’t swallow the skins.”

      At this point, I didn’t even care if he was real or not. I chewed on a few berries at a time, sucking up the juice before spitting out the skins and seeds.

      And then the world went dark.

      When my eyes fluttered open, my mouth was dry from being open all night, and sweat plastered my hair to my forehead. Slowly, I sat up, relieved when the act didn’t cause the world to spin as much as I’d expected. The sun was back, but just barely. As I looked up and out of the concrete garden, I saw the last fading hues of pink and orange painted over the blue sky. The sun was still rising. How long had I been out? My heart sank as I realized it could have been days just as easily as hours.

      I pulled myself to my feet and made my way back down the corridor I’d approached through.

      Somehow, I made it out of the building. The chill of the fresh air forced my lungs open. I coughed, expelling what I hoped was the last of the Virus from my body.

      I had done it. I had survived. The thought was overwhelming.

      I smacked my lips. My mouth was drying out. Dehydration was the part of the Virus that took the most vulnerable, and quickly. I’d been sure to hydrate appropriately. My body had grown strong during my time with the Rejs.

      I scanned the treetops surrounding the perimeter of the contaminated area. My gaze hyper-focused on one area where small tendrils of white smoke were breaking through the tree cover.

      I was weak, but not the same kind of weak that I would have been before my time with the Rejs. My body was obviously still recovering from its battle with the Virus, but it was a strong body, able to carry me all the way to Skylar Two’s camp. As I crested the hill to the clearing where Skylar Two’s group had made camp for the night, Donalt and the others stared at me in awe. Skylar Two faced away from me. As I came up the hill, my throat was too dry to announce my arrival. The others seemed too stunned to speak, even once I was within hearing’s range. Finally, Donalt had enough wits about her to point in my direction. Skylar Two turned slowly. As his eyes met mine, the biggest smile I’d ever seen spread across his face. He threw his arms in the air victoriously. “Whoo-hoot! Yes! I knew you’d make it, Ty!”

      He paused to push one the other escorts in the shoulder playfully. “I told you, didn’t I? Tylia Coder is the one. Let us celebrate! Pack up camp immediately!”

      The others got to it swiftly, with what looked to be no doubt that the order had come from their leader’s son and not their peer.

      Skylar Two jogged up to meet me, and suddenly my knees buckled. Whether it was from weakness caused by the Virus, or just me being swept away by the light in his eyes when he looked at me, I wasn’t sure. But I was glad Skylar Two’s pace was so well-timed—he caught me just as I began to lose my balance, supporting my weight in his arms until I was steady on my feet.

      “Donalt, bring me the evening’s rations!” Skylar Two called out. “We won’t be needing them. Tonight, there will be a feast in Tylia’s honor!” As he made the announcement, he’d held my wrist in the air as a way of cheering on the fact that I hadn’t died. I said nothing, but accepted the food Donalt offered me. In a matter of minutes, the others had packed up all of their supplies. I savored my meal as we began our journey, glad when Skylar Two offered me a flask of water. My first instinct was to warn him that I’d been ill, but Skylar Two laughed as I stumbled over the words, and I realized that with the Rejs such niceties weren’t needed. Everyone else had already acquired a natural immunity or survived their own trial.

      I felt a twinge in my chest as I wished my parents could be there with me, simply so that I wouldn’t have to leave the life I had found with Skylar Two and his people.

      But I knew that my parents would never agree to come with me to the surface. After years spent buried beneath the oppression of poverty and lack of status, they would almost certainly be too afraid to venture into the unknown, lest they lose out on resources they knew they could depend on from their oppressors. No, my only choice was to go back to them and the Geos, go to the Labs, and hope that I could convince Ben that it was time to unite the Geos with the rest of humanity on the surface.
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      Donalt and the other escorts fell into formation the same way they had as we’d traveled to the contaminated area, with Skylar Two to one side and Donalt to the other. This time, both of them were silent, though for very different reasons. Donalt’s silence was darker, but not in a way that frightened me. She hung her head and avoided even looking in my direction as we traveled. As the day went on, I found myself feeling sorry for her. Eventually the silence became eerie. And apparently, I wasn’t the only one who thought so, because the escort behind me, a young man named Taurin, leaned in and spoke quietly.

      “You’re the first one to survive since Wallace,” he said, and then flinched as Donalt’s eyes shot daggers in his direction. “Well, she is!” he said defensively. He turned to Skylar Two for confirmation. “Isn’t she?”

      “You knew Wallace?”

      This time, it was Skylar Two’s turn to be surprised. “Wallace also passed his trial, but he chose not to stay with us in the mountains.”

      “You mean he wasn’t kicked out?” Wallace had never said much about his past, but he’d definitely  had no love for the Rejs.

      “Staying with us is a choice, Tylia. We did not send him away. At least, it is a choice for those who are banished by Farrow Corp. We aren’t monsters. We have to be more careful with undergrounders who come as part of the Acceptance, because we can’t be sure where their true loyalties lie, but those who are banished? They pose little threat to us—most of them, anyway.”

      “And now that I’ve survived the Virus, I have to leave, too.”

      “It’s what is best for both of our peoples.” He held my gaze. “Both of your peoples now, too, Ty. But I wish…”

      What he’d left unsaid was deep in a way that was hard to carry. Not quite as heavy as my mother’s fate, but I believed both he and I knew that that was what it all came down to. His heart, or her life. Her life would win every time.

      No one spoke the rest of the journey after that, and the energy was divided, with both sadness and hope in every corner.
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        * * *

      

      When we arrived back at the cave, the sun was kissing the mountain’s peaks gently. The hunters would be coming in soon, which I was thankful for. I was still weak from the Virus, but my stomach had come back to life near the halfway point of our trip, and I was famished.

      A crowd was waiting when we arrived, assembled on either side of our troop and clearing our path to Skylar One. The head of the party entered first, and to a room abuzz with excited chatter. And when I stepped through the cave’s threshold, the people around us erupted into screams of victory.

      Knowing those cheers were for me made my chest swell with pride, and for a moment I knew what it must have felt like to be R.L. Farrow, celebrated for saving mankind. It had, up to a point, been my lifelong dream, before my mother had become ill—to be as loved and celebrated as the Farrows. But as my head came back down from its bubbly euphoria, I realized that I had done something Farrow hadn’t done: I was being celebrated for bridging our gap with the surface. For increasing our chances at peaceful cohabitation.
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        * * *

      

      As we neared Skylar One’s place of honor, our troop dispersed into the crowd, leaving only myself and Skylar Two standing before him. I drew in a slow breath and tried to stop my hands from trembling, no longer certain whether they shook from fear or weakness. Either way, I didn’t want the Rejs to know that I lacked confidence in my place among them. A shifty demeanor would mean I’d gone through all of this for nothing.

      “Congratulations, Tylia Coder of the Geos.” Skylar One bowed and passed something wrapped in cloth to his son. “You have passed your trial,” he told me.

      I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to respond, and so I was relieved when Skylar Two turned to his people, unwrapping the cloth so that they could view the treasure cradled in its folds. He turned it to me for inspection. A glass vial sealed with wax hung on a leather rope.

      “Our people have long been crafters and creators. Our most cherished skill is crafting glass,” he said, casting his voice across the cave as if in ceremony, though the words felt like they were for me and me alone. “This vial contains water collected from the areas affected by the Virus. Each vial hangs around our neck daily, but it is technically a single-use item gifted to those who have passed their trial.

      “We hold the Virus close to us to remind us what we have survived. It is both a weapon and a burden, for like this glass, life is fragile—and once shattered, it cannot be recovered. We do not take life lightly. He placed the leather string over my head. The glass was cool against my skin as it sat nestled over my mother’s necklace.

      “Nor do we take it lightly when someone risks their own life,” Skylar Two continued. “You have risked your life to join us. To save your mother. To unite mankind. We do not take this lightly. As of today, the name of Tylia Coder will be carved into the stone of the mountain as one of us. Today, you are officially welcome here as a Rej.”

      Cheers erupted from the crowd and caused me to break out in goosebumps as they reverberated in my soul. At the same time, I felt crushed beneath the weight of the road before me. I no longer envied R.L. Farrow his public appeal. Because the weight of the mantle of responsibility it had come with felt like too much to carry.

      Skylar Two bowed his head, ending the ceremony before weaving his fingers into mine. His face glowed with bittersweet joy as he pulled me to him in an embrace, and I decided to amend my thought… The mantle of responsibility would have been too heavy to bear if I had been alone.

      We danced together long into the night. Somehow, this party was even more grand than my send-off had been. Later, when we’d retired for the evening, Skylar confessed that many of the resources used to celebrate my return had been reserved for their chosen one. Guilt rushed over me at his confession.

      “You are the one, Ty, I know it.”

      Doubt shredded my heart as I tried to weigh the potential cost of being honest about my doubts—not just regarding my freedom, but also my relationship with Skylar Two. Whether fate or free will had woven us together, we were undeniably bound to one another.

      And then Skylar Two tried to give me his headscarf.

      “You’re going to need one eventually,” he said. “And it’s only fitting that you take mine. A guy’s gotta take care of his pet, hasn’t he?” He smiled slyly, as he’d repeated what had become an inside joke between the two of us.

      I moved to punch his shoulder playfully, but he surprised me by grabbing my wrist. Before I was able to react, he spun me until I got rolled up in his arms. The scent of warm cinnamon bark rustled tufts of my hair as he kissed my forehead.

      “Seriously, Ty. You’re one of us now. You should start dressing the part.”

      I’d be leaving in the morning, maybe for the last time, and we both knew it, but maybe this was his way of telling me I’d always belong there. No matter what, I didn’t want what precious moments were left to end in the jagged edges of an argument.

      “Hold onto it for me for now,” I said. “For when I come back.”

      And yet, a lump formed in my throat. I wanted to take those words back. It wasn’t fair to leave him with hope like that. “Here,” I said, removing my mother’s necklace from my pocket. I pulled one of the bindings away before securing it back where it belonged around my neck. But then I wrapped the piece of ribbon I’d removed around his wrist, securing it loosely but firmly. “In case I don’t come back,” I said softly. We both knew it was a probability more than a possibility. As far as we knew, no one who had passed a Rej trial had chosen the Labs. Nobody had gone back to whatever I was facing. “Now, you won’t have to forget me.”

      “Ty.” Skylar Two’s eyes bore into my soul, “I could never forget you.”

      As he leaned in to kiss me for what could possibly be the last time, I tried to believe that he could keep that promise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t get much sleep that night. I just stared into the darkness, listening to Skylar Two snore quietly. When the world began to wake up, I slipped out of the room. I hated goodbyes, and what I was leaving behind was complicated. I decided it was best to be gone by the time Skylar Two woke up.

      I paused only long enough to grab my jacket, which still held my comm and the broken tracker. My hand hovered over Skylar Two’s headscarf.

      I wrapped it around my head as I hurried toward the mouth of the cave. My heart raced as I thought of what I was about to do. I hadn’t been allowed to leave the cave alone in so long that the very idea of trying made my muscles tense. I took a deep breath and squared my shoulders. The last thing any of us needed was for me to look skittish as I left the mountain. I held my head high, trying to project confidence. I could no longer hide from either world, nor could I blend in. I was a part of both worlds now—that of the Geos and the Rejs—and I had to find a way to bridge the gap between them if I was ever to protect the people I cared about.
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        * * *

      

      I kept my stride steady as I approached the guards from behind, letting my heavy footsteps announce me. The guards turned with a nod and hit their fists against their chests in a motion I had only seen a handful of times before.

      It was a Rej salute, given only to those of the highest esteem. They were saluting me.

      Before the gravity of that could fully sink in, I realized that my fist had automatically mirrored their movements. Rej customs had become my customs, too.

      I passed them and headed down the mountain quickly so that my temptation to look back wouldn’t win. I knew that, if I looked back, if I realized what I could be sacrificing to save my mother and mankind, I wouldn’t be able to leave.

      I chose the smoothest path down the mountain at first as I waited for the tears that blurred my vision to subside. As I recovered, though, I was able to take in the little things about the Above that I knew I would miss the most. The aroma of the wildflowers caught by a summer breeze, and the feel of the earth between my toes. Dew droplets on grass. I even took time to mourn the days I’d spent staring out of the cave entrance longingly, pretending to be one of the several critters climbing up and down the trunks of scattered trees. So much time spent wishing I was free that I hadn’t realized what I was trying to be free of.

      I scanned the sky, looking past the tree tops to see if I could locate my home. Or, at least, what would soon become my home, but the scattered clouds made it too hard to catch sight of the Labs.

      My eyes traced the foothills, making note of the places I was vaguely familiar with. To my right was the area I’d been taken to for my trial, so I decided to bear left as I climbed to the mountain’s base. Maybe I could at least get an idea of the direction I should go based on other landmarks.

      After a moment, movement caught my eye. It was a group, too big to belong to anyone else from the Acceptance. Upon closer inspection, I became pretty sure it was a group of EFs, likely searching for survivors. My heart soared. I must have been closer to the Geos than I’d thought!

      I willed my legs to press forward excitedly, trying hard to memorize their position before the forest rose before me, blocking my view. I pulled Ben’s comm from my pocket and secured it in my ear, hitting the power button and holding my breath. “Please work,” I whispered. There was a crackling sound, followed by a lot of static. And then, right before I lost hope…

      “Tylia?” Ben’s voice filled the void in my chest, replacing it with relief.

      “Yes!” I almost cried with relief. “I made it, Ben. I’m on my way back. In fact, I’m almost—”

      “The EFs are out doing clean-up,” he interrupted me. “I don’t know what’s up, Ty, but something weird has been going on and... look, I can’t say why, but just, don’t trust anyone, okay? In fact, avoid everyone else if you can. Just come home to me, okay?”

      “O-okay,” I sputtered. “But how? I don’t know how to get back.”

      “It’s cloudy today,” he realized. “You can’t see the Labs?”

      “No, I can’t see anything but trees at this point.”

      “That’s weird,” he said, and I heard the sound of keys clicking. “I don’t see any of the elevators leading to trees…”

      Great. So I’d been off track as soon as I’d started? I wondered if the others had been as unlucky. And then another thought popped into my head. “Ben, have any of the others checked in?”

      More static. And then, “That’s the thing. Almost all of the trackers showed as inactive as soon as you guys hit the surface—almost like the signals had been blacked out. EFs were sent to investigate what caused the power outage, and when we were finally back online, the trackers started updating. The participants’ trackers all showed them as deceased. Every last one of them.”

      My mouth went dry. “Maybe it’s just a glitch,” I offered, trying to sound confident. “Coders are fixing little glitches like that all the time. Mine broke almost as soon as I got to the surface, too.”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t like it. Look, just promise me that you’ll be careful,” Ben pleaded. “We can figure it out once you’re home safe. Just get here quickly, okay?”

      I bit my lip. I didn’t like going into a situation blind. “Yeah, okay,” I sighed. “I’m on my way. Keep checking in, okay?” And then I asked again where I should go, to get back, but there was only static in return—the signal had cut out again.

      I crept through the forest on edge, my hearing fine-tuned to determine whether the sounds I heard were animal or human. By the time I made it a mile or two into the woods, my senses picked something else up. It was a smell unlike anything I had ever experienced, and I couldn’t seem to escape it—not without turning around—and the last thing I wanted to do was change course and get lost in the forest. Imagine, surviving the Acceptance just to get lost on the way back!

      They’d told us they’d find us if we survived, and bring us to the elevators, but that obviously wasn’t an option. I’d have to find my own way if I wanted to survive this, because if even Ben Farrow was telling me not to trust the EFs and those sent to find me, there was no way I’d chance talking to whoever was out looking for us.

      I pulled Skylar Two’s scarf tight around my face as I moved deeper into the stench that blanketed the woods. As I moved from tree to tree, trying to keep my movements unpredictable, just in case, I realized that I’d taken a stance specific to the Rejs. The survival skills I’d learned from Skylar Two, and from Wallace before him, were now woven deeply into my subconscious. The thought was somewhat reassuring, but that feeling didn’t last long. Not very long at all.

      I’d found the source of the stench. And I knew, in the pit of my stomach, before I cleared the brush for visual confirmation. Around me, insects buzzed like a room of terminal fans whirring out of sync.

      Knowing that I was about to see something and then actually seeing it were two completely different things. While I knew I was about to find a body, and possibly the body of someone I knew, I had no idea how my body would respond; I’d surely not expected that it would respond by emptying the contents of my stomach into a nearby bush.

      His body was pale and bloated, and based on the cleanliness of his skin, I was pretty sure he’d died from the Virus. Whether that had been before or after the gaping injury in his leg, I wasn’t experienced enough to tell, nor did my mind have the capacity to handle investigating.

      I choked, trying to catch my breath, only to be overwhelmed by the stench of death hung up in the air.

      Once the spasming in my abdomen had receded, I staggered past Jax’s body, hoping to make it out onto the other side where the air would be fresh. It was then that another sound caught my attention. Another human sound. I sprinted forward, desperate to replace the images burnt into my brain with someone I could still save.

      I was relieved to find that, by the time my legs began to burn, I had outrun the smell left by Jax’s remains. It was right about then that I found the source of the sound I had been chasing. It was the female doctor candidate, Jade. She was curled up against a tree, apparently delirious with pain. I crept up quietly as I assessed the situation from afar. She hadn’t seen me yet, and I hadn’t decided if I wanted her to.

      She’d fallen victim to the Virus—that much was obvious—but did she have a chance of survival? I scanned the area for the plants that Wallace had taught me to use for fever, the one with the dark berries, but a rustling in the bushes nearby spooked me, and I climbed up the branches of the nearest tree.

      From my position, I could see three men approaching Jade. At least, I was pretty sure they were men by the way they walked. They were definitely EFs, based on the markings on their suits. Except, they didn’t wear the same uniforms that I was used to seeing down in the Geos. Instead, they wore white jumpsuits, with helmets covering their entire heads. Every time they breathed, the helmets made a sound like air hissing out of vents. I had seen suits like this before. They were reserved specifically for when those in authority needed to deal with hazardous materials.

      Like the Virus.

      Suddenly, I was nauseous again. They weren’t about to stumble upon Jade; they were looking for her. For us.

      Every one of my muscles screamed at me to run. To get further away from whatever was about to happen… but it was too late. Unless I wanted the EFs to find me, I was stuck right where I was.

      The three men circled around Jade, keeping a moderate distance as she reached out to them, crying for them to help her. “Please,” she pleaded, her voice hoarse from the sickness rocking her body. “Help me.”

      My heart raced as I pressed the button to call for Ben, but I only got static. I fiddled with the controls by applying pressure, cycling through until the static stopped, but the voice that filled my ears wasn’t Ben’s.

      “Just put her out of her misery,” one of the EFs in environmental suits said. It was the only thing I heard before the shots rang out. Four of them, though I was sure they had only needed one. EFs were specially trained in the use of weapons. The first shot had been for the kill. The rest had just been for fun.

      I buried my head in my hands as the first shot rang out, trying to swallow the scream that threatened to give away my position. When I finally summoned the courage to look, I regretted it instantly, retching silently as the EFs covered Jade’s body before pulling out a spray can and marking the covering with a giant red X. It was the perfect crime. No one would ever know. No one but me, anyway.

      “Think she’s the one?” the EF who’d shot Jade asked one of the others.

      “Doesn’t matter,” another answered. I recognized his voice—it was the voice of their leader. The one who had ordered Jade’s death. The one I was pretty sure would order mine if given the chance. “Word from the Labs is that something skewed the data. The entire project has to be scrapped for now. You know the drill. All contestants disqualified and marked for the clean-up team.”

      “Wouldn’t that be a job, eh? Just setting things ablaze as you go. Sounds more like rec time if you ask me.”

      “Yeah, well, nobody asked you,” the third EF snapped at him. “I hate clean-up shifts. They give me the heebie jeebies.”

      “Need me to call your mama for you, newbie?”

      I turned the comm off, frozen. They’d taken Jade’s life as if she were nothing. Less than nothing. I knew they’d do the same to me if they were given the chance.

      But I was determined to give them a run for their money. I didn’t know what data had been tainted, and I didn’t care. I was going to get back home, somehow. I knew that if I was able to sneak my way in, if I could make it somewhere crowded, to somewhere I would be seen, then they’d have to let me live. They couldn’t just kill me in front of everyone in the Geos and shatter the illusion that we had a way out from the Geos. A path to a better future. No, they would have to spare me, and take me to the Labs. Anything else would leave the people outraged and restless.

      And people who were restless and outraged, even if they had been buried underground their entire lives, crushed by the weight of the earth, were dangerous.
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      Now I moved through the forest with silent determination. I didn’t know for sure what was going on, but I knew enough to tell that we’d been lied to. I’d had my doubts, of course, from time to time. Everyone did in times of crisis, and most of the lives of my family and my peers and our ancestors had been spent dealing with one crisis after another. But this one was different. It was dark, insidious. It was intentional. But why? Why kill us all over this data problem? I didn’t have an answer. So, who would? Ben, possibly, based on our last communication. But could I trust him? His warning could have just as easily been part of whatever plan the clean-up crew was carrying out for the Farrows.

      I sighed. One thing at a time, Ty, I said to myself. First, I had to survive this.

      Behind me, a twig snapped. I was being followed. I’d hurried in the opposite direction of the EFs, hoping it would decrease my chances of encountering them and increase my chances of finding my way home. And I was pretty sure that it wasn’t any of them trailing me. Whoever was following me now might as well have been an elephant lumbering through the forest, and EFs with enough clearance to go to the surface would be trained in how to track someone without being noticed. Then who is it? I was half-tempted to stop where I was and demand that they reveal themselves, but I restrained myself. There was too much adrenaline coursing through my veins to trust my first impulse.

      I scanned the forest in front of me, trying to find my best chance at turning the tables on whoever was following me. Finally, I found what I was searching for and I slowed my pace a little, trying to appear as if I was tiring rather than slowing intentionally. I didn’t want to tip off the person who was following me. My best guess was that I had about twenty more strides between myself and my stalker.

      Finally, I saw my opportunity. I sprung from the forest floor with as much force as I could muster. I heard the foliage behind me wrestled down as my pursuer increased his or her speed, attempting to get their hands on me before it was too late. Luckily, it seemed that I had the advantage when it came to agility, and I was able to kick off the trunk of one tree before rocketing toward the tree directly across from it, grabbing hold of a branch in scrambling up further, I hoped, than my pursuer could see.

      I selected a branch that gave me a decent view of the area, giving me the opportunity to catch my breath. Adrenaline had sent me much farther up the tree than I had originally intended, and the first look down was enough to give me pause. I wanted the tactical advantage of being undetectable, but a fall from this height could seriously disable me.

      But it was too late to change my mind. Below me, I heard the thump of footsteps as someone tried to keep themselves from falling after chasing me. He stood breathless and leaning over his knees with his chest heaving as he recovered. “I know you’re out there, Ty!” From my position, I could only see the top of his head, with its shaggy brown hair matted down and harboring small pieces of the forest floor in its dark tangles.

      I’d recognize that voice anywhere.

      “Kev!” I called down in a hushed tone. He took the cue well, glancing over his shoulder in case his voice had attracted anyone—or anything—else.

      I scrambled down the tree excitedly. When I got to the last few branches, I hopped down quietly, smiling at Kev’s confused gaze. I reckoned that the Tylia before him wasn’t the Tylia he’d expected to see.

      His slack jaw told me I had guessed right. I looked him over, the smile fading from my face. The surface had not been kind to Kev. His clothes were torn and dirty, and his hair was matted. More than that, though, I noticed the look in his eyes. They were the same as the eyes of the water buffalo that had almost run me down on my first day on the surface. The eyes of a frightened animal who was being hunted.

      “You look like hell.” The words had come out before I could stop them. “I mean… ugh. That’s not what I meant.”

      “It’s okay, Tylia. I’ve heard worse.” He cracked a half-hearted smile, just to make me feel better. I didn’t have the heart to tell him it wasn’t working.

      “Are you okay?” I asked as I studied the dark circles under his eyes and clammy skin, wondering if it meant that I wasn’t the only one who had survived the Virus.

      Kev let out a long breath. “Yeah, I guess I am. Better than the others.” His face went pale, and he added, “I didn’t get sick.” He looked down at his hands as if for confirmation and nodded. When his eyes met mine, I was struck by the shame reflected in them. “I hid until the EFs were all gone.”

      His confession deflated me. I’d hoped that maybe, since I’d been able to survive the Virus, maybe others would have, as well.

      “The EFs came out in their suits and—” He swallowed hard. “I saw them go after one of the others. One almost had me, too, but we ran into an animal, something big with horns. It distracted the EFs long enough for me to smash my tracker and get away. I’ve been hiding this whole time, but...” he trailed off and took a ragged breath. “I saw you pass by, and then I saw the EFs and, well, I had to warn you. I don’t know what’s going on, but they’re coming after us.” He scratched the back of his head nervously, cringing as his hand pulled away bits of the forest.

      “Yeah,” I said, but my eyes darted back and forth over his shoulder, trying to calculate how close the EFs would be by now. I’d only seen one group as I’d come down the mountain. The one that had killed Jade. I wanted to ask if there were more groups, but it felt like we were running out of time.

      “Look, Kev,” I said, “we have to get out of here. I don’t know about the others, but…”

      He shook his head. “I haven’t seen any other survivors. I just don’t understand why they’re coming after us. Survivors are supposed to go to the Greens.”

      “But who would stop them?” I pointed out, holding my arms out. “Who’s here to protect us? No one. No one would even know!”

      “The Farrows would never stand for this!”

      I couldn’t help myself. I laughed. “I hate to break it to you, Kev, but I’m pretty sure Farrow Corp is spearheading this.”

      Kev shook his head, refusing to believe my words. “No, no, there is no way R.L. Farrow knows what’s happening up here.”

      I sighed. If I wanted Kev’s help, I was going to have to try a different approach.

      My time with the Rejs had given me new insight into some of Farrow Corp’s motives, and I only saw one option for us. “Hey, they can’t kill us if everyone knows we survived, right?”

      Kev thought a moment, and then nodded. “Yeah, okay, that makes sense. Uh…” He paused. “But how do we do that?”

      “We have to find our way back.” I looked up at the sky, trying to spot anything that might help me navigate.

      “I’m just a little turned around,” I muttered to myself.

      “Yeah, not quite the way the sims made it out to be, is it?” Kev asked.

      I smiled in spite of myself, reminded of how frustrated I’d gotten every time the simulation had re-set when I’d died. “No, it’s not like the sims at all.” The realization was bittersweet. On the one hand, where I had failed in the sims, I had soared on the surface, exceeding even my own expectations. I had triumphed over obstacles I never could have imagined and overcome misguided fears and biases. I was an entirely different person now. And then there was the other reminder. The one that made my heart ache: No one in the Geos would understand me. Not anymore. Maybe not ever again.

      Kev looked around awkwardly. It was obvious that he had no idea how to navigate.

      “Come on,” I said, motioning for him to fall in line behind me. “Might as well keep moving this way, away from the EFs.”
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      We didn’t even make it out of the forest before we realized how foolish we had been. Footprints, broken twigs, and disturbed forest floor told me that the EFs I’d encountered definitely hadn’t been alone. There were at least three groups traveling from the same point, sweeping the forest. I was pretty certain we could stay hidden while we were under the cover of the trees, but it was making it out into the open that I was worried about.

      Kev seemed to pick up on my mood. “It’s hopeless, isn’t it?” he asked from behind me. His words drew my attention to the tension in my jaw and shoulders as I scanned the ground for fresh tracks. Just because they’d all gone off in different directions didn’t mean they wouldn’t be meeting back here at some point.

      “We need to keep moving,” I said, ignoring his question as I pressed on.

      The sun set before we’d made it to the edge of the forest. In many ways, this was a blessing. The cover of darkness would give us added security while we traveled in the open landscape. On the other hand, I’d learned from Skylar One about the predators that came out only when the sun went down, and none of them were the kind of animal I was anxious to encounter during the rest of my time on the surface. Before we left the cover the forest provided, I needed to think.

      We paused to eat, dividing up the rest of my meat strips between the two of us, thankful that I’d started eating the Rejs food early enough to leave myself something of a supply.

      “Not that I’m not so, so, so happy to eat something familiar…” Kev’s mumbles interrupted my train of thought. He stopped to finish chewing, holding a hand up so I would know he wasn’t finished talking. He wiped his mouth before pointing to the remainder of his meat strip. “But where on earth did you get this?”

      “They’re left-over.” I shrugged. “I rationed from the very beginning and tried to eat as little as possible and survive on plants where I could.”

      Kev nodded. “Smart thinking.” He chewed silently for a beat before giving me his best empathy-inducing pout. “Yeah, kind of silly to practically die from hunger, but it’s the one thing I hadn’t much considered. I was pretty sure the Virus would kill me first anyway.”

      His confession shocked me. Even though I’d thought much the same when I’d first hacked the Acceptance, it seemed odd to think back on the memory of walking willingly to my death. I’d been so wrapped up in my own survival that it had never occurred to me that he might have been less than thrilled about his name being drawn. Kev had seemed as excited as anyone about the opportunity.

      “You didn’t actually want to be part of this?” I asked.

      Kev shook his head. “I was happy with my life, Ty. I liked my job. My family was well cared for. I mean, I get why you’d want to go to the Labs, because of your mom. But I’d be leaving half of the people I cared about behind even if I didn’t die in the process. It was kind of exciting to think about in the beginning, I admit… but mostly I was just trying to psyche myself up for it.” He shifted his gaze and his posture shrank. “And I was scared. Terrified. I still am… You saw the tracks. Those EFs are everywhere. I think we should go back. I’ll show you where I’ve been hiding. We can try again once they’ve given up.”

      I shook my head. No way was I spending any more time here than I had to. “No, we should go while we can. I think I have a way for us to get to the Geos.” I bit my lip as I tried to envision the details. I had no doubt at this point that both Kev and I would be killed on sight if we were caught. The only way around that was to keep from being seen. Darkness helped, but then what? “We need a disguise.”

      “A disguise?”

      “Yes. What better way to get into the Geos than right under the EFs’ noses? But I’m gonna need to know one thing before we continue.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “How much do you trust me?”
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      Skylar Two had said that a successful hunt involved two things. First, the element of surprise. Which was why I was once again perched in the boughs of a tree. The second requirement, high-value bait… well, that was where Kev came in. Sprawled out at the base of the tree, he waited with his eyes closed, trying to restrain the rise and fall of his chest so that, at least in the low light, he would appear dead when the EFs made their appearance.

      It didn’t take long for our patience to pay off. Soon enough, I saw the shadow of two boxy figures creep toward Kev.

      One of the disadvantages of the environmental suits the EFs were wearing was that it was hard to see clearly out of the helmets. That might be a problem for me later, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t use it to my advantage now. Neither one of them had any idea I existed until I was right on top of them. I dropped down ultra-slowly, swinging my body around the base of the tree and slamming my boots as hard as I could into the head of the nearest EF. He went down with a thud.

      My feet touched the ground and I crouched, ready to run, but before the other EF could make his way toward me, Kev jumped up and clocked him in the back of the head with a large rock.

      Just as I’d hoped, their helmets were designed purely for protection against airborne threats. They’d never stopped to consider that someone from the Geos might fight back.

      Kev stood up, surveying my handiwork in awestruck terror. “Remind me never to get on your bad side,” he said.

      I pulled the helmet off one of the EFs, and Kev gasped.

      “Relax, this isn’t an infected area. They’re not in any danger of infection here.” I left out the fact that I could have easily tested all three of their survival stats just by breaking the seal on the vial around my neck. Some secrets are best kept to oneself. I looked at Kev, who took in a deep breath and nodded before removing the helmet of the other EF, and I hoped that I was making the right choice.

      “A what?”

      “Did you pay any attention in training?” I asked. Now it was my turn to be horrified. He’d taken my word without even understanding how the Virus worked. His natural naiveté would normally have been a breath of fresh air. That was why we’d been friends so long, despite our different social status. But knowing that he was willing to follow me blindly made my stomach flop. What if I was wrong, and walking us both to our deaths?

      “Just stop.” I was talking to myself as much as him, but he just shrugged and removed the environmental  suit from the unconscious EF, content to follow my lead as I slipped the  suit over my body. The helmet was cooler than I had expected it to be. After spending so much time with the Rejs, who rejected all technology, I’d forgotten about simple luxuries like intelligent temperature control. The suit was logistically awkward, but not uncomfortable, though I could have done without the staleness of the recycled air now that I knew what I was missing.

      I looked at Kev, confirming that the front of the helmets were reflective. Now we would be able to conceal our identities as we moved across the open space.

      When I had first looked across the open space to the safety of more tree cover, the land had felt as if it rolled on and on forever across the horizon. Now that I could be sure we were properly hidden from other EFs, I was surprised by how quickly we were able to cross the distance.

      Even more astonishing was the view. While Kev and I had traveled in the shade of the forest, the cloud cover that had obscured my view as I’d left the Rej caves had cleared, making way for my first real look at Farrow Corp’s crowning achievement: The Sky Labs. Suspended hundreds of feet in the air via the use of carefully constructed and maintained magnetic waves, the giant flying city paled in comparison to any of the photos I’d pulled up on my terminal back home.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered to myself, wishing I could share this moment with Skylar Two, though I knew he’d have seen them plenty of times in the past—and probably wouldn’t feel near the awe over them that I did. If anything, I guessed he felt horror when looking at them, but I couldn’t help but be impressed.

      But before either of us could speak, a voice filled our helmets, making us both jump. “Alpha team, what is your position?” My eyes widened and I panicked as I tried to find the suit’s comm button again, changing the channel, gesturing for Kev to do the same.

      I looked at Kev when the comms were silent, wondering if he was thinking what I was.

      “Hey,” I said, testing the airwave with a neutral statement. Something that wouldn’t identify either of us if someone was listening in. I held my breath and hoped that Kev had the sense to do the same.

      “Yeah. I heard it, too,” Kev replied. I sighed in relief. To the other EFs, our interaction could mean anything, if they’d even heard us. I nodded, and we pressed on.

      I turned my comm back on, thinking that listening in on the other teams might give us a tactical advantage. I tapped Kev, motioning for him to turn his on, as well, then pressing my finger against the glass panel of my helmet where my mouth would be, just in case he didn’t think to mute it on his own. He touched the comm panel on his suit and gave me a thumbs-up.

      We kept walking.

      It wasn’t long before I began feeling the effects of my change of perspective. From up in the mountains, the landscape had seemed so small. But, close up, interacting with the elements and out in the open amongst an unknown enemy, it felt as if the open space stretched on without end.

      I was afraid that my body would reach its limit before we ever found our way into the Geos. Mostly because my lungs were screaming for fresh air. Now that I’d become accustomed to a constant supply of fresh air, even the temperature-controlled suit felt suffocating. My chest seized when I thought about how hard it would be to force myself back to the underground tunnels of the Geos. Especially if we were going to do it the way I was afraid we were.

      I looked up into the sky, anchoring myself on the Labs floating overhead. It was only for a little while longer, I reminded myself. Then my family and I would be on our way to the Labs and a life of silken robes and the highest quality of life available.

      Except that that idea of quality didn’t quite settle my soul the way it had before I’d come here. I turned my head over my shoulder. Maybe it hadn’t been the air tugging at my chest after all. Maybe it had been something else, something that hurt to leave behind.

      Kev tapped my shoulder and shrugged as if to say, ‘What is it?’ I shook my head. There wasn’t a good way to explain to him everything I was feeling in that moment. Even if I’d been able to do it with words. I waved him on.

      He followed me into the trees until their cover cast a chill that I could feel in spite of the suit. I took off my helmet and took in a hearty breath, reveling in the feel of the air filling my lungs and kissing the skin on my face.

      Kev followed my lead, but his response to taking off his helmet appeared much less dramatic. It made me sad for him, to know he didn’t share my connection to the surface. Despite the danger we faced, I longed for the familiarity of the friendship I’d left behind, not the invisible wall that seemed to be materializing between us. I tried to push away the disappointment and focus on the task at hand.

      “They’re onto us,” he said nervously. “I’m telling you, Ty, we have to hide. It’s our only chance.”

      “No, it’s not,” I said firmly. “We can do this, Kev. We have to do it.” Somewhere in the forest, a critter scurried up a tree. The sound nearly sent Kev out of his own skin. I grabbed him by the shoulders to refocus him. “Focus, Kev. Stay with me, okay? It’s just us, talking. We’ve talked before, right?”

      He nodded, but his eyes scanned the woods behind me. I leaned over, blocking his view repeatedly until his eyes settled on me. “Hi,” I said, trying to soften my voice. “Nice to have you back.”

      “Yeah.” His gaze settled, and I could see that his sense of reason had returned. “Sorry.”

      “What we’re about to do is gonna take some focus. I need you to focus.”

      He nodded, and I let my body relax. “Okay. You’re right, we can’t keep wandering around like this. Do you remember which air vents lead to the hydroponics?”

      “Yeah, that’s like secondary training level. But surface vents are for expelling air. Most of the growing areas are self-filtering because of the plant life.”

      “Exactly. Hydro is one of the only places that vents straight to the surface. Which means there’s got to be a grate here somewhere.”

      I watched Kev’s face light up as the pieces fell into place for him. “That’s our way in!”

      I nodded. “Yes!”

      “Only...”

      “Only, air that vents out does so because it’s toxic. I already thought of that. There’s one vent in the farming wing that’s always on the fritz. It’s on the re-code list almost daily. Vent 42C.”

      Kev nodded. “Yeah, that vent is always a pain, and it’s set back in the composting section. Rancid.” He wrinkled his nose.

      “So, the good news is that the vent is probably not functional, meaning that we can get in without choking to death. The bad news is, once we get down there, we will be in a composting room with shit for ventilation.” I couldn’t help but laugh at my own joke, hoping it would break the tension.

      It worked. Kev fought against the upturning corners of his mouth, pushing me playfully. “If you don’t stop, I may just die of bad jokes before we even have a chance to die from air toxicity.”

      “Shut up. That one was good, and you know it,” I teased back. For a moment, it was just Kev and me being Kev and me like the old days. It seemed eerily appropriate that it was him sharing this adventure with me.

      Now it was just a matter of finding the grates.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything felt better after we ditched the suits. Kev had wanted to try to haul them along, in case we needed them in the compost room, but we decided it was too risky. Hauling extra weight, especially oddly-shaped weight which we had no feasible way to carry through the air vents, would only slow us down. And as far as I was concerned, our number-one enemy was time.

      We navigated based on Kev’s memories of the farming wing’s blueprints. Though they relied a lot on coding for many of the grow systems, the farming wing liked to resolve structural repairs on their own as much as possible. Blueprints and building were a huge part of their primary education. I had no doubt that Kev knew the farming wing from the inside-out.

      Knowing it from the outside-in was where I came in. I’d reached the highest elevation of our entire group, maybe of anyone from the Geos other than the Farrow family. When it came to landscape and directional orientation, I was our greatest asset.

      Between the two of us, we were able to find the correct gate before dawn. I pried the steel grate up pretty easily, though I needed Kev’s help to pull it all the way away from its frame. Together, we stared down into the void. As I’d suspected, the system was on the fritz, and nothing seemed to be moving through the ducts. But there was a new problem, I realized, as I stared into the darkness… there was at least a twenty-foot drop.

      Jumping straight in was tempting. Getting it over with quickly might make it seem less painful. But, what if the drop was longer than we saw? We were both pretty sure the ducting system was secured well enough to take each of our weights at a crawl if we were cognizant about it and kept an appropriate distance from one another. At anything other than a slow crawl, though? I was pretty sure that would be a strain on the framework, even if it didn’t completely demolish the system.

      I scanned the area, hoping to find some sort of vine, or a fibrous bark that I could use to make a rope.

      Nothing.

      “We’re gonna have to climb down, aren’t we?” Kev’s voice had cracked, betraying him.

      I nodded. “I don’t see another way.” I pulled one arm across my chest, stretching it out. My legs were killing me, so I was going to have to trust my arms to take the brunt of my weight.

      “Um, well then,” Kev stuttered, “I should go first.”

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Kev, but I don’t exactly need protecting.”

      “No, that’s not it.” Kev blushed so fiercely that I could make out the crimson shade even in the low light. “It’s in case I fall. I don’t want to take you out on the way down. I mean, c’mon. I’m exhausted. And you? Whatever you’ve been doing up here has made you crazy-strong, Ty.”

      Now it was my turn to blush. I looked away.

      “I don’t just mean physically, either,” he said. “I mean mentally, emotionally. You’ve been amazing. I just wanted you to know, you know, just in case...”

      He didn’t have to finish his sentence. I knew where it ended.

      “Though, you could totally whoop me in a fight. Don’t think I don’t realize that, too.”

      I was relieved he’d tried to ease the tension my silence had caused, but I didn’t say anything.

      “Anyway, if I was placing bets,” he continued, “I’d say that I’d be the first of us to wipe out on the way down, and if you go first, I’d take you out on my way down.”

      I hated how he was starting to make sense. Not that he’d be that much better off if I were the one to fall, but from the outside looking in, Kev’s plan had the best chance of some version of success.

      I sighed. Kev nodded, accepting his fate, whatever that might look like, and then he braced his arms and legs on each wall, straining as he made his descent.

      I followed his lead, crouching down and swinging my legs down into the vent. Something tugged at the back of my mind and I shifted, so that my hands and feet were positioned on different ducting panels from Kev’s. Even if he hadn’t been nervous, the physical exertion was likely to produce sweat, and I didn’t want to risk hitting a wet patch and plummeting through the ductwork to injure both of us.

      By some miracle, we made it to the bottom without dying. It took almost everything we had left to give in the moment, and we paused at the bottom, collapsing against the ductwork for support. The cool metal against my face was the closest I had ever come to pure joy.

      One of the other ways we were fortunate, upon further inspection, was that the ductwork for the ventilation system was quite spacious. I was able to move about with minimal discomfort on my hands and knees. On the other hand, Kev, who was broader in the shoulders, had to duck down further, half-dragging his legs as he led me through the twists and turns that were taking us deeper down into the Geos.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of Kev’s elbow forcing open the interior grate in front of us was a welcome sound. Between the darkness as we’d slithered through yards of the dark and dusty tunnels, and the way my thoughts had begun to weave in and out of each other, I was glad for a change of scenery. Maybe being able to stand fully upright would help unmuddle my brain.

      But the second I slid out of the ductwork, I regretted our plan. The air was thick and foul, causing my body to battle between reacting by choking or gagging. Quickly, I wrapped Skylar Two’s headscarf around my nose and mouth multiple times, holding the rosewater-infused cloth up against my nostrils to keep out the putrid invasion of chemical stench.

      Kev took me by the hand, looking back over his shoulder to confirm that I was alright. I took one end of my scarf, holding it out as an offering, but he shook his head and led me through the noxious fog.

      As he pulled me around industrial equipment in the low light, I saw him with new eyes. As much of a mess as he had been when we’d been on the surface, here in the place he had known his whole life, he thrived, walking with renewed confidence in himself.

      I could see why he’d want to stay in a place that gave him that. I wasn’t sure whether it was our somewhat unconventional descent into the Geos, the exposure to the Composting Room, or nerves, but the world began to sway around me as we made our way out of the farming wing and into the Union Hall where people were making their way to their shifts.
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        * * *

      

      We walked through the crowd undetected until we’d made it all the way to the atrium. Did no one realize who we were? Even after we’d stood on stage in front of them all? I searched the crowd for familiar faces and came up empty. Frustrated, I made my way to the nearest terminal and pulled up an old program Viv and I had worked on as kids so we could contact one another even when she was on restriction. I pulled Ben’s comm out of my pocket and placed it in my ear before getting to work. I was pretty sure that, if I altered the parameters of the program, I could use the comm to tap into the Union Hall’s speaker system.

      I pressed the button on the side of the comm and the speakers squeaked, making Kev jump. I was in.

      Suddenly, my mouth ran dry and I had no idea what to say. All the words that I’d planned so perfectly as we’d made our way back down into the Geos evaporated from my mind.

      “Uh, Tylia, we’ve got company,” Kev warned me. I followed his gaze to the corners of the room, where the EFs were closing in.

      “Now would be good, Ty,” he said nervously as EFs moved through the crowd. As they moved in, I began to worry that my confidence that they couldn’t kill us if we made it back had been an unreliable gamble.

      “Hello,” I said, relieved when my voice emanated from the sound system. In the atrium, all activity paused as confused workers searched for the source of the sound.

      “IT’S TYLIA!”

      I sighed with relief as Viv’s voice cut through the silence. She jumped up on a table, drawing the crowd’s attention. The EFs froze, waiting to see how the crowd would respond. From her perch, Viv pointed in our direction. “The first survivors!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The atrium broke out into wild applause. Over the comm, I heard the same voice who had directed the group to kill Acceptance survivors call out, “Fall back!” I scanned the crowd, relieved to see the EFs disappearing into the shadows. I’d called their bluff. They couldn’t touch us!

      I stepped forward as the crowd roared their approval, holding my hands up to silence them. This was my chance. I took a deep breath, opened my mouth, and—

      “What a wonderful day this is!”

      I froze. The voice booming over the loudspeaker wasn’t mine. A hush fell over the crowd as the confusion set in. Everyone looked to their neighbors, and then to Kev and me.

      I knew that voice. We all did. As R.L. Farrow made his way to the front of the crowd, everyone seemed to look on him with such awe that for a moment I almost forgot what it was I had wanted to say to the audience. It wasn’t until Farrow made his way past Viv and put his arm around my shoulder that I snapped out of it. I tapped the button on my comm, trying to reestablish the link, but it was no use. Someone had isolated my hack and shut off my link to the system.

      “After years without a survivor, we now have not one, but TWO!” Farrow continued to a captive audience. “Surely, with this much success, our efforts in the search for the Cure will move forward with renewed vigor!” At this, he raised his arms up and a group of EFs took the stage, sweeping Kev and me to the sidelines as Farrow claimed the crowd for himself.

      “If I were you, I’d count myself lucky, hacker.” One of the EF’s jabbed Kev in the ribs with his elbow. “Keep quiet and march!”

      Kev shot me a helpless look. But Farrow had a countermeasure for everything, and he’d begun tossing extra meal vouchers to the masses, distracting them from the fact that the survivors were being swept off to who knows where.

      At first, we were taken to Medical. This time, the EFs passed over the waiting room, nodding at the scheduler as they took us past everyone who was currently waiting in the queue.

      They took us in the back, past the regular exam rooms and through a set of double doors that said RESTRICTED in big red letters.

      “Where are we going?” I asked one of the EFs as he pulled me down the hall by my upper arm.

      “Testing,” he grunted as he pushed me through a doorway on the left. I craned my neck around, trying to get a better look at the room. It was circular, with screens lining the walls that flashed data so quickly I couldn’t make sense of it. In the center was a command center full of buttons and lights I didn’t recognize.

      “Relax, Tylia, we aren’t going to hurt you.” I spun back around to see Nari standing in front of us calmly. In her arms, she carried a portable terminal. She pressed a button on the screen and it lit up. Then she turned to the EF who had me by the arm.

      “You can release them now, thanks,” Nari instructed. My EF looked at Kev’s, who nodded reluctantly. I rubbed my shoulder where the EF’s hand had been as if I could rub his touch from my skin if I tried hard enough.

      “Have they had any scans since their return?” Nari asked Kev’s EF.

      “No, they didn’t come through one of the approved avenues. Snuck down the vents instead.”

      Approved avenues? More questions filled my mind.

      “Who are all these people?” Kev asked, looking around at the strangers in white lab coats, each at their own terminal.

      “They’re from the Labs.” Nari’s face remained neutral as she wrapped a band around Kev’s arm, preparing to take blood samples.

      “I want to see my family,” I said. I hoped that having Nari here would increase the chances that someone—anyone—would listen to me.

      “Your parents are fine,” she said, barely making eye contact as she went about her work, and my heart sank. Nari moved to band my arm, as well, but as she finished up, she squeezed my arm reassuringly. When I looked at her, confused, she winked as if to say, “You did it.” At least one of the faces in the room was somewhat friendly.

      The others approached us to take hair and saliva samples, and to begin monitoring our hearts and lungs. Nari moved about them, seemingly at ease, but I’d developed a keen eye during my time with the Rejs, and I could see that her movements were tense. She didn’t trust these people from the Labs.

      Each time one of them approached me, I tried again. “When can we see our families?”

      “You’ve got more important things to worry about now,” one of them finally said. “Soon as we are finished up here, you two will be headed up to the Labs.”

      “What is all of this?” Kev demanded as one of the white coats shined a light in his eyes, making him flinch.

      “We’re finished here,” Nari barked over the beeping of monitors and humming of machines. “Take them to their rooms.”

      And, just like that, the EFs took us each by one of our arms and led us through separate doors.
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        * * *

      

      Our sleeping arrangements were not all that different from our rooms during training. It was perfect for an individual, with a living space/bed and a separate room for bathing, which I took advantage of immediately.

      The room had a single bed with ample pillows and blankets—a simple luxury, but a welcome one. There was also a terminal for recreation, with all the most recent game releases uploaded, as well as some I’d never seen before. I guessed they were exclusive to the Elites, and I couldn’t resist giving some of them a try as I tried to pass the evening hours.

      Next to the bed was a miniature refrigeration device which was stocked with tons of greens and even some fresh meat. I imagined that Kev would be quite happy to find these accommodations in his room, though they left something to be desired for me after having experienced fresh food on the surface. I stuck to the greens, which were less disappointing.

      It wasn’t long before the weight of living underground settled into my chest. Without the presence of natural light, I found myself struggling to keep track of time. I laid on the bed, but sleep wouldn’t find me. I was finally relieved, if not startled, to hear a soft knock on the door.

      “It’s me,” Nari whispered from the other side. “And I’m not alone. Hurry.”

      I punched the opening code into the keypad by the door and it whooshed open to reveal Nari along with two other cloaked figures. Nari pushed past me without so much as a greeting, ushering the other two in.

      It was only once they’d removed the hoods of their burlap cloaks that I realized they weren’t cloaks at all—they were potato sacks someone had swiped from the dining hall. And it wasn’t Elites that Nari had brought with her.

      It was my parents.

      I was in their arms before I could blink. All of a sudden, the weight of everything I had been through came crashing down on me. It was like I was a child again, crawling into their bed after a bad dream to be comforted by their touch and the scent of their skin.

      “Shhh.” My mother wrapped her arms around me as I collapsed into her embrace, kissing the top of my head. “Shhh, it’s alright,” she cooed.

      “Oh, Ty.” My dad squeezed my shoulder as sobs wracked me. “You did good, honey. You did so good.”

      Nari remained a silent witness to our reunion, guarding without intruding on us, from the farthest corner of my room. When all my tears had run dry, I wiped my face. My father brought me a cup of water, and this time I didn’t even care that it was recycled—I drank deeply, letting it wash over my soul, cleansing me from the inside-out.

      It was only then that I realized what my mother’s presence meant.

      “You’re getting care!” If I’d had a single tear left in my body, I’d have started sobbing all over again. She looked better than I had seen her look in a very long time.

      “Nari has been sneaking us meds,” my mother said in a low, hushed tone. “Even though we aren’t quite Elite yet.” She looked across the room, holding Nari’s eye. “We can’t express how grateful we are.”

      Nari nodded solemnly, accepting the gratitude without intruding on our time together.

      “We’re slated for transport next week,” my father said. “Oh, Ty, I can’t tell you how proud I am of you. You did it, you really did.”

      I wanted to tell them everything about the Above. The sights, the smells. I wanted to tell them about the Rejs and Skylar Two, as well. Instinctively, my hand went to my mother’s necklace. And then I had another thought.

      “What about Kev?” I asked Nari. I had been so relieved to see my mother alive that I hadn’t thought to ask if he’d been reunited with his yet.

      Nari’s lips pressed together in a thin line.

      “We should go,” Nari’s voice burst the bubble of safety I’d created in my imagination. “The longer we stay, the more we increase our chances of being caught.”

      My parents donned their burlap cloaks and Nari ushered them out the door without question.

      “But wait, what happens next?” My voice hissed between my teeth as I fought between keeping my voice low and the fear welling up inside me.

      The thought plagued me until I finally fell into a restless sleep.
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      Our send-off happened in the ceremony room in the Union Hall, not much differently from the way it had begun. Kev and I stood on stage with Ben Farrow, not unlike the day we had left for the Above. This time, instead of our normal Geos outfits, we were clad in silken robes just like the Elites.

      Getting dressed that morning had been surreal. I’d woken up with the robes hanging on a hook near the door, but I couldn’t recall anyone coming in the night before. The thought that someone could have come and gone from my room undetected made me uneasy, but rather than dwelling on the matter, I tried to focus on the brighter side of moving out of the Geos and away from everything I’d ever known.

      The silk robe felt like heaven against my skin and smelled like sunlight. I marveled at how closely science had manifested their memory of a cloud, but in tactile form. After living with the Rejs, I had come to appreciate the ways that our subconscious patterns were inherited from the past. That the experiences of our ancestors could change the genetics of their descendants, programming them to hold onto the same subconscious reactions. Sometimes they manifested as fears, but in other, more beautiful times, they manifested themselves as art, like in the clothing I had just been provided.

      The Union Hall around us was packed, with members of every Union standing shoulder to shoulder with one another. In the front row, my parents stood next to Kev’s. I watched as my mother chatted with his, no doubt about how proud they were of the two of us. Earlier, Kev’s parents had been reunited with him, and it was good to see. He looked more like the Kev I’d known before, now that we’d had a night’s rest and seen our families.

      I saw Nari in the doctors’ section as my eyes scanned the crowd. She smiled at me and, for a split second, I thought I’d seen her wink, but when I looked again, her gaze had drifted to the colleague at her side.

      In the coders section, I quickly spotted Viv and her friends. I smiled as Viv jumped up and down to catch my attention, sneaking in a small wave just for her.

      And then, back in the shadows, I saw movement. A figure in tattered clothes. I blinked, rubbing my eyes in case I’d been mistaken, and when I looked again it was gone. Still, for a fraction of a second, I could have sworn I’d seen the ragged outline of Wallace’s form way back in the far corner of the room, and I chose to believe that, somehow, the old man had come to say his goodbyes.

      The ceremony was kept short, skipping the history of our people in favor of a new story—the one of our survival. Both Kev and I had been interviewed about our experiences. I’d tried to avoid deceit where possible. But I’d left out the parts about the Rejs, of course, and about Skylar Two. Instead, I’d said I’d hidden like Kev, gotten sick, and stumbled upon Kev and then the vent on accident. I didn’t know if they really believed my story, but they couldn’t prove that I was lying, and even if they could, I doubted that they’d have shared it with the rest of the Geos.

      The ceremony ended with applause, and Ben offered me his arm. I took it somewhat awkwardly and allowed him to lead me through the door in the back of the stage. A large cement room waited, with tunnels in the ceiling. In the center of the room, a strange orb-like transport waited. An air pod!

      I fiddled with my copper bracelet as we boarded, and then the pod rose through the tubes that would take us to the Greens. I caught sight of the mountains where, somewhere, Skylar Two was waiting for a day that I knew might never come. The day that I would return.

      Ben put his arm around my shoulders, drawing me in close, and my mind shifted to what the future could hold. The Labs were a mystery to me, and knowing that R.L. Farrow wasn’t who he wanted everyone to believe made me wary, especially when it came to my feelings about Ben. The part of me that had spent time with him before the Above wanted to trust him, especially knowing that he had saved my life by warning me about the EFs. Still, his loyalty was to Farrow Corp, and his family. Not to me.

      I glanced to my other side, where Kev stood staring straight ahead, lost in his own thoughts. At least I had one friend I knew I could trust.

      As the last sliver of sunlight faded behind the mountains, I ran my fingers over Skylar’s vial, which hung concealed beneath my mother’s necklace. I wasn’t just an Acceptance survivor. I wasn’t just an Elite. I was born of the Geos, and reborn as a Rej. I was the bridge between our worlds, connected to those I took with me as well as those I was leaving behind. I’d survived the Virus, and saved my mother, but my work wasn’t done.

      I turned my head from the landscape and focused on the star-scattered night sky, where my story would take me next. When I had begun this journey, it had been to save my family. But my family had changed—it had grown since I’d last left the depths of the Geos. Humanity was my family now, both underground and above it, and there was still work to be done to ensure its survival. A burden that I had to believe had fallen onto my shoulders for a reason.

      I was going to unite our people.
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      The truth can no longer hide behind lies.

      Tylia Coder is headed up to the Labs—floating sky cities of bright light and lush greenery the likes of which the vids could never do justice. As one of only two known survivors of the Acceptance trials, she has antibodies in her blood which may prove to be the key to the cure for the Virus that nearly wiped out humanity decades ago.

      But the perfect life she envisioned in the Labs is nothing but fiction.

      Access to information is restricted. Questions she asks are left unanswered. Communication with her family in the GEOs is cut off. And someone’s spreading lies about the Reis, who now claim her as one of their own, stirring virulent hatred of the rebellion.

      Worst of all, members of the Farrow family are tormenting those who threaten their way of life. And when Tylia is overheard defending the Rejs, their vicious sights are set on her. To protect herself from yet another “accidental death” in the Labs, Tylia accepts a partnership proposal with the only Farrow willing to befriend her.

      Yet Tylia soon realizes she can no longer sit safely on the sidelines. She must act, not only to protect her loved ones in the Rejs and the GEOs, but to save what remains of the human race.
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      Chapter One

      The transport doors slid shut with a loud thud, and the engines roared like a hibernating monster waking up after a long winter. My stomach lurched, and then the entire ship lifted off the ground.

      I sucked in my breath and held it. As the transport’s large body vibrated through to my bones, I clutched the straps that held me to my seat. In the seat next to me, Kev was white as a sheet. When his gaze locked onto mine, he grinned—it was a forced grin made out of fear, but a thrilling type of fear.

      “This is amazing!” he called over the roar of the engines. “Did you ever think you’d actually get to fly?”

      I opened my mouth, but no words came out, so I just shook my head. Of course, winning the Acceptance meant having to move up to the Sky Labs. And hadn’t I dreamed of this my whole life? Wasn’t this the reason my old mentor, Wallace, had prepared me to survive—so I could win, and be the first person from the Geos to move up to the Labs in a very long time?

      Flying was going to be inevitable, especially for our first entry into the Labs. The Sky Tubes that slid up and down in long columns stretching between the Labs and the Geos would be an alternative way to get up there, but not as grand. Those were used for supplies and maintenance crew, and they’d become grimy and old over the years of use. Traveling in the Tubes wouldn’t have been as comfortable, or as glamorous, as flying in these impressive transports.

      We were the winners of the Acceptance, so this first trip had to be special. We were moving up in our world. The people in the Geos, and our friends and colleagues down in Union Hall, were probably glued to that giant TV screen watching our ascent. With it, we carried their dreams—not to mention my dreams and my parents’ dreams. Even Wallace, who had been hiding away all those years, belonging to no particular group—not Geos, not Rejs, and definitely not Elites. He was grumpy and reluctant, but in our short stint of training, I could tell he wanted a win too. So, this was for him as well, even if he might no longer be alive.

      I couldn’t help but think of Skylar Two, and all the Rejs who’d accepted me as one of their own. I was headed up to the sky for them, too. A knot formed in my stomach, reminding me of my new goal, my larger goal for winning the Acceptance. I’d started with wanting to save my mother by hacking my way into the survival trials. But she was on her way to recovering from the Cough, and soon she and my father would join me in the Labs to live a life of ease and luxury.

      There was more to accomplish now.

      Since I’d met Skylar Two and the Rejs who lived on the surface in the mountains, everything had changed. It was as if my world had grown larger, so that my eyes were suddenly open to see what was really happening. Even though I’d been taught from childhood that the Rejs were bad and dangerous, Skylar Two and his people had shown me how much we had in common. Being accepted into their group had made me see my world differently. I was now fired up to save my people in the underground and to unite all of us together with those who lived in the Above. Only together could we overcome the power of the ruling Farrow family and gain a real chance for all of us to live a better life.

      Be clear, I reminded myself, about what your mission really is. Don’t get distracted by the temptations of a luxurious life.

      A voice boomed over the comms, pulling me out of my thoughts. “The Sky Labs float at about ten kilometres above the earth. Once we reach an altitude of three kilometres, or ten thousand feet, you’ll be able to get up and walk around.” It was Ben Farrow’s voice. He was piloting the transport.

      A small balloon of pride swelled up inside of my chest. My Ben, the son of our world’s leader, the star of “The Cure” that so many people watched faithfully every night, was escorting me to the Labs. Viv would have been so jealous if she’d known that he took such a personal interest in me.

      The knot in my stomach tightened. The Farrows were the ones we in the Geos had looked to for a future—a cure from the Virus. They were feared, yes, but they’d always given us hope. After my time with the Rejs, I wasn’t sure what to think anymore. To the Rejs, the Farrows were the enemy. The Rejs believed that R.L. Farrow in particular deliberately kept the people apart, keeping the Geos going only to serve the Elites, and for no other reason, The Rejs certainly hated the Farrows, but they had no proof of his misdeeds. I was prepared to hate them, as well, though—so much so that I’d agreed to help the Rejs by digging up information about the Farrows. Especially R.L.

      But then there was Ben. He’d been unexpectedly kind to me and had helped to save me from the trials. He didn’t have to be good to me. He wanted to. I wasn’t as experienced with boys as Viv and the others were, but if she’d been with me, I felt sure she would’ve said he liked me. Why? I couldn’t think of a reason. The knot in my stomach loosened and a warmth rose into my face.

      Ben’s deep voice sounded over the comms. “Watch for the red light above you to turn green, and then you’ll be free to walk about.”

      The transport was a giant metal box that vibrated with every meter of altitude it covered. It wasn’t as luxurious as I’d imagined, but its size certainly made a statement. The walls were a dull metallic grey with straps and handles spaced out evenly throughout. There were small round windows lined up against the walls from the cockpit to the tail, just above the row of seats. I craned my neck to peek out the window, appreciating the rays of sunshine that pierced this space. After living with the Rejs, even for that short time, I’d gotten used to needing sunlight, and this boxy transport was making me feel a bit claustrophobic.

      I refocused on the row of seats beneath each window across from me. They were empty except for a couple of Emergency Force officers, or EFs, at the front of the transport. With their helmets still on, it was hard to see their expressions. They must have been used to flying all the time. It had to be a part of their training. A loud thump and rumble made the transport shake as if it were a plaything being shaken by a child. My teeth chattered; my body shivered in my seat.

      “Just a little turbulence,” came Ben’s voice through the intercom as if he’d read my mind. He sounded so sure, so confident. “Nothing to worry about.”

      I inhaled, trying to draw each breath in slowly and failing miserably. Short, shallow breaths were all I could manage for now.

      Then, without warning, the turbulence ended. The engines settled into a gentle hum that vibrated just beneath my feet. There was a whirring that sounded like giant fans outside, but other than that, everything had smoothed out.

      I let out a loud sigh.

      “Phew!” Kev said. “At least that’s over for now.”

      I frowned. What did he mean? Kev had about as much experience with flying machines as I did.

      Kev grinned again—and this time it lit up his eyes. “Ben told me that the take-offs and landings are the roughest parts of a journey.”

      Great.

      As soon as the red blinking light over our heads turned to a soothing green, Kev unbuckled himself and leapt to the nearest window.

      “Oh wow!” he exclaimed. He was practically shaking with excitement. “It’s even more magnificent from this angle.”

      I fumbled with my buckle and finally scrambled free from my seat. My legs were a little wobbly, but I found my balance and walked over to the window next to Kev’s. The sky was a gentle blue and there were actual clouds floating lazily by. The sunlight glinted off something and I turned to look in that direction. There they were—the Sky Labs. I’d waited all my life to see them up close.

      Floating in the sky outside our windows was a myriad of different shaped cities, made mostly out of some transparent material. They were bigger than enormous—all so clean and bright—nothing like the underground world that I’d grown up in. They took my breath away, literally. I was so in awe that I forgot to breathe until my lungs ached inside my chest.

      “Wow!” I inhaled, feeling a little dizzy. “There are more cities than I ever knew existed up here.” All the vids we’d been shown as kids had told us that the Labs were a set of interconnected cities which floated high above Earth’s surface. We’d been shown one cluster made up of maybe seven or eight Labs, and I’d thought that was all there were. But no. There were more clusters—tens of them. I’d known they’d be amazing to see in real life, but I’d never imagined anything like this.

      Our transport flew slowly past the first cluster of Sky Labs, the ones at the outermost perimeter. Even though we were at least twenty transport lengths away from the closest one, I could tell that Ben was piloting carefully past them as if he didn’t want to cause any disturbance to their peaceful floating existence.

      Each Sky Lab city filled my entire window-view as we crossed past them. Each had a distinct shape. Some were tall and rectangular, with several levels to them. Others were short and cubical as if they were used for one purpose only. In between, the cities were connected by glass bridges that were multi-floored. Hand-sized people—that’s what they looked like from this distance—in light-colored clothing, the Elites, walked leisurely back and forth, up and down flights of stairs, looking as if they hadn’t a care in the world. Others walked with great purpose, as if they knew how important they were. After all, their job was to find the Cure to the Virus that made it impossible to survive on the Earth’s surface. Gazing in envy at each of these perfectly created Labs, I couldn’t help wonder if some day, my people would be able to live up here with the Elites—once we were cleared of any infectious diseases like the Cough. R.L. Farrow had mentioned it in passing once, a very long time ago. Nothing had ever come of his comment, but now, standing here, I wondered if perhaps I could help to bring that promise about.

      Kev gasped pulling me out of my thoughts, and I followed his gaze. Our transport was now crossing a large gap between two larger Labs, and towards the next cluster. There, farther out in the distance, loomed the largest city of all—the one we were headed to—the main city they called the Greens.

      “Look at the dome!” I cried. “It’s so green.”

      Kev snorted, and I laughed in response, realizing how silly that must have sounded. Of course, the Greens were green.

      As we flew closer, the Greens grew larger. This city was the central city of all the Sky Labs. It was where Ben lived with his father, the leader of our world, R.L. Farrow. It was where they filmed The Cure so that we in the Geos could watch as the scientists worked together to find a cure for the Virus. It was the only city in the Labs topped by a giant dome that gleamed green in the bright sunlight. There were so many plants inside the dome—plants I’d never even imagined from the confines of our dark underground world. It was beyond beautiful.

      “Paradise!” Kev sighed with an air of reverence.

      Yes. It was paradise.

      I lingered at the window, my chin resting on the cool glass sill. This should’ve been the moment all my dreams came true. This was where I’d always wanted my family to live out the rest of our lives together—without strife, without hunger, without disease. This was the reason I’d hacked my way into the trials. This was why I’d fought so hard to survive.

      How things had changed.

      What felt like a heavy mineral rock crystallized inside my chest, taking up so much room that I could barely breathe. This dream was going to be short-lived, and well it should be. This paradise, as Kev had called it, thrived on the backs of the poor, downtrodden inhabitants of the Geos, most of whom would never even be able to glimpse this place with their own eyes. I thought of all the people I’d known who had lived and died in the Geos, hoping for a better future for the next generations. And all those people who had tried to survive the Acceptance in order to get a chance to live up here. It was all a pipe dream, a giant life-sucking lie.

      Because I’d seen what the EFs had done to the potential survivors—the rest of the contestants who I’d seen alive at the end of the trial. We’d all grown up believing that no one could survive, which we’d thought of as the reason we’d had no victors for years. Yet, several of us had survived. And now, with Kev, there were two survivors who’d been presented to our people. That’s because we’d been hidden when we’d seen the truth—that, under R.L.’s command, the EFs were ordered to kill every last one of those who made it through the trials. If Kev and I hadn’t hidden and discovered this terrible secret, we wouldn’t be in this transport at all. We would’ve been lying somewhere down below, on the surface, becoming fodder for the wild animals that lived in the forests. I’d seen the faces of the others who had begun the trial with us, and now I pushed away the image of them being torn apart and eaten.

      The rock inside me turned, and I was nauseated.

      I slid back down into the seat below me and shut my eyes for a few moments. I saw Skylar and his beautiful smile. I heard his voice explaining his fierce belief that our factions could come together to defeat this all-powerful despot.

      A sniffle distracted me from my thoughts. I looked over to see Kev, elbows on his knees, head in his hands.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked.

      Kev said nothing for several seconds. Then, with a deep sigh, he leaned back against his seat. His gaze stayed on the ceiling as he spoke. “What am I doing here? How am I going to fit in? I’ve been a farmer my whole life. My parents are farmers. Even in the Geos, people look down on us… they treat us like scum. How am I supposed to rise above that and live here like I belong?”

      I sighed. “That’s a lot…”

      He looked at me. “I mean, you, I can understand. You’re smart. You’ll make your way here. People will respect you.”

      “What are you talking about?” I wanted to tell him that I’d cheated to be there. I didn’t deserve it. He did. “You’re smart. You made it to the trials, and you survived.” I lowered my voice and continued, “You even survived the EFs killing our friends.”

      I reached over and touched his arm. “If anyone truly deserves to be here in the Labs, it’s you, Kev. You’ve always been a great friend to me. I’m the one who doesn’t deserve this place or your friendship.”

      Kev blinked rapidly for several seconds. He put his hand over mine and squeezed. “You know, that day I fell into the vat… when everyone laughed at me? I saw you laugh.”

      My cheeks burned. I had laughed. I was stupid.

      The corner of his mouth curled upwards. “You were laughing because it was funny, and I admit, in hindsight, it was. The others were mocking me, but you were just having fun. And afterwards, you were kind, like you were sorry that you’d laughed. I could feel that. That’s how I knew you and I could be friends. Tylia, I’m so glad it’s you and me that won. I couldn’t imagine moving up to the Labs with anyone better.”

      I returned Kev’s gaze with an encouraging smile, trying desperately not to show my true feelings. To be honest, I was a mess inside. I was excited to be there, but terrified that I would be discovered to be the cheat I really was. I had to succeed because I had this new mission, and yet I didn’t know if I had what it took to accomplish it. I wanted so badly to experience the luxury of life in the Labs, but at the same time I knew that I was there to upend it all. Even though I had no idea how I was going to do that, I knew it had to be done. And, somewhere deep inside, I was sad. Did that make me a terrible person? Was I just being selfish?

      “Oh, did you hear that?” Kev had his hand over his stomach. “That was the loudest growl my stomach has ever made.”

      “Didn’t we just have breakfast?” I laughed. Kev, like me, had needed to get used to all the food they served us after we’d won. It was the strangest thing. The more we ate, the hungrier we got, as if we were making up for the years of starvation. Kev was living proof of the phenomenon.

      He got to his feet and headed to the back end of the transport. There was a counter there with cupboards and drawers. Curious, I followed.

      “I bet there’s food in here,” Kev said, opening a drawer to find paper napkins and eating utensils. “I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if we helped ourselves to some.”

      I looked over to the EFs at the front. They were both staring straight ahead, strapped into their seats. I wondered if they had learned to sleep sitting up, behind their dark-visor-helmets. They hadn’t moved since we’d begun this trip.

      “No one’s stopping us,” I said to Kev. “But I wonder if we’re still on TV, and if we are, what will our friends say?”

      “Since when did you care what people said about you?” Kev grinned, opening and shutting drawers, but not finding anything to eat. “Just wave at them and they’ll cheer us on.”

      I looked for cameras in the transport but couldn’t find any obvious ones. Perhaps they were small and hidden. So, we both waved in several general directions and hoped that was enough.

      Kev chuckled as he finally opened a cupboard that turned out to be stocked with snack foods. He helped himself to a couple of bags of dried greens. He handed me one that said “Popped Corn” on the bag. I’d never heard of such a thing.

      “I’ll give it a try,” I said, “but we’d better not take too much. We don’t want to appear greedy.”

      Kev stuffed a handful of crunchy, dried greens into his mouth, chewed, and grinned. “You know, Ty, we’ve lived our entire lives scrounging up food vouchers or eating scraps of produce the Elite threw away. We won the Acceptance. We made it to the Labs. We’re Elites now. We deserve to think of ourselves for a while.”

      “I guess,” I said uncertainly. “I just wish our friends could share in this, as well. I can’t help thinking of them down below.”

      “Well…” Kev rubbed his tummy. “The way I see it is, you have to take care of yourself before you can take care of others. So, stock up, my friend. You’ll need the energy to help our old compatriots in the Geos.” Then he let out a loud burp and we laughed.

      “We’re about to cross a section of sky that may be a little bumpy,” Ben’s voice came over the intercom once more. “Seatbelts on. Nothing to worry about, though. It’s temporary.”

      As we strapped ourselves back into our seats, I couldn’t help thinking about Kev’s words. In a way, he was right. I wouldn’t be able to help my friends in the Geos or my new friends, the Rejs, unless I was rested and strong again. I’d have to fit in in the Labs, be no trouble to anyone, so that my mother could continue to get the medical attention she needed. I would have to think of myself for a time while I figured out what I could do to unite our factions and stand up to the Farrows. Still, I was just one person who was unusually good at hacking computers. How could that change an entire civilization?

      And yet, something felt wrong about Kev’s philosophy. I was not the same person who’d hacked into the Acceptance to save my mother. I was now a Rej, and I was a GEO, and now also an Elite. I represented all people, and I had the backing of the Rejs. Somehow, the different factions would have to find common ground so that everyone would have the opportunity to live safely and prosper. The Elites weren’t a special variety of human. They were merely lucky to have ancestors who’d had the means to buy their way into the Labs. But that happened generations ago, and the Rejs had convinced me there has to be a better way. I was here for a purpose. They backed me for a reason. And even though my people in the Geos didn’t know all this, they were in need of help too. I couldn’t afford to simply think of myself or my family anymore. Bigger things were at stake.

      My head throbbed. This was too much to work out right now. I turned to say something to Kev, but before I could open my mouth, a terrifying boom exploded through our transport. Windows shattered, spraying glass into the cabin. The ship shook more than I imagined a machine could tolerate. A scream filled the air, and it was a few seconds before I realized I was the one screaming. The ship tilted to one side and the engines wailed. I had the strangest sensation that we were falling out of the sky as the straps over my shoulders bit hard into my flesh

      This couldn’t be the turbulence Ben had been talking about. I reached for Kev, looking for reassurance, but he had his eyes shut tight and he was hanging on to his seatbelt straps for dear life.

      The EFs at the front of the transport were still strapped to their seats. Their bodies shook like rag dolls in the wind. One of them began to desperately try to get out of his restraints, pulling at the straps with both hands. The other yelled something at him, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. Then Ben’s voice came over the intercom. This time, it wasn’t the calm, amused voice of a confident pilot. He was clearly as panicked as I was.

      “Everyone, strap down and lean forward!” he yelled. “We’ve been hit! Brace for impact!”
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      The secret is locked in her mind—and they’ll do anything to get it.

      Generations ago, humanity was devastated by a virus that wiped billions from the planet. If not for AmeriGlobe’s rigid control over society’s remnants, and VaxWell’s immunity-boosting biomods, humans would’ve gone the way of the dinosaurs. But a sinister purpose underlies the need for adherence to the strict rules—and it has nothing to do with the ZERO Virus.

      Lora Flannigan has sought to conform to the rules throughout her eighteen years, but now she stands on the brink of a prestigious pairing with a high-caste young man. Accepting the match will change her lower-class circumstances and also help her hard-working father, who’s sacrificed so much for her since her mother’s suicide.

      But Lora never counted on the sparks that ignite when she meets her intended’s striking brother—the fact that he has secrets which are directly entangled with his brother and even her own life only makes him all the more intriguing. But before she’s managed to make sense of her feelings, he’s embroiled her in the rebellion underworld.

      It turns out that Lora’s perfect memory is exactly what the rebels need in order to infiltrate VaxWell and discover their sinister purposes, and the rebellion itself may also be the key to the secrets mounting in Lora’s own life.

      As Lora’s involvement in the rebellion deepens, more and more shocking discoveries emerge to challenge everything Lora believes.

      And when still darker truths come to light, Lora realizes the purpose behind not only her advantageous pairing… but her very existence.

      
        
        Grab your copy of The Pairings (The Pairings Book One) at

        www.RamonaFinn.com

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        EXCERPT

      

      

      CHAPTER ONE

      You can do this one last time, I thought to myself while staring at the biomod kiosk station. Other teens rushed by me to get into the domed glass structure as quickly as possible. It was busiest after school, with kids as young as twelve wanting to check their ImmunoAlgorithms before their friends. Their obsession with the kiosks made my stomach churn. I’d tried to avoid them for as long as possible, but I couldn’t today. My score had to be as high as it could be by tomorrow.

      I shoved my hair from my shoulders and then dug into the pocket of my navy pants for a bobby pin. There were always at least four of them in any given outfit—I needed them to tame my wild red hair. I twirled a particularly stubborn chunk off the side of my face and pinned it all back. Much better. Still anxious, I smoothed my hands over my shirt and sucked in a breath.

      My best friend Jeremy Chan bumped my arm with his. “Are you just going to stand out here all day?” His thick black hair stuck out at all angles as usual. Even though he had the rumpled look down, he was rarely stressed or phased by much.

      “Maybe,” I said to him.

      The line already pushed to the sidewalk. And across the street, another had formed—as they did at most corners of the kiosk hot spots each afternoon. It didn’t matter if the location was an apartment building or a shopping center; they were the cornerstone of our young lives. The VaxWell corporation made them available to score our immune systems. The score determined how well our vaccines worked against Virus Zero, helping establish if we were worthy of a pairing when we turned eighteen.

      “You don’t have to do, this, Lora,” he said.

      We stood closer to the curb while the lines outside the station grew. I narrowed my eyes, noticing that frustrated teens were moving away from the docking stations inside—back toward the growing line. It looked like they were out of order; a blinking notice flashed on the kiosk screens.

      “I do have to do this,” I said. “You know why.”

      Jeremy snorted. “Since when do you care about the pairings?”

      “I can’t disappoint Dad.” The only reason we were alive was because of the immunizations, and the pairings were a way to keep the virus from spreading and taking out the rest of humanity. My mother had committed suicide because she couldn’t stand the world we’d lived in since Zero had decimated the country. I had to work with the system instead of against it, or else my dad might fear losing me, too. The pairing would set me on the right course for the rest of my life.

      “The paired sound like they have miserable lives anyway,” he said, hoping I would agree with him.

      “Are you going to take the job at VaxWell?” I asked, changing the subject. It was all he could talk about since they wanted to hire him straight out of school. That was less than a month away. VaxWell was also coincidently the corporation that ran New Manhattan and administered the testing of the biomods.

      “You don’t need to call me a hypocrite.”

      “I didn’t,” I said, lifting my eyes to the clear blue sky above us. Jeremy rarely checked his score at a kiosk, never mind received a biomod injection.

      He sighed. “The money is good. Really good.”

      “You’ve mentioned that,” I said with a smirk. When Jeremy received the offer, he’d blurted out the salary. To anyone else, it would have seemed like bragging, but something like that was a serious factor for anyone in our level. “The waiver on your pairing helps, too, huh?”

      “It is a perk.” Those working in certain areas of VaxWell could waive their pairing in order to dedicate their lives to the corporation. “The work on immunizations seems important, too.”

      “Don’t forget about Sarah.” Sarah was Jeremy’s mentor there—a security officer who’d done his screening interview for the job. They’d hit it off right away, and she contacted him at least once a day to follow up on his decision.

      “That’s true. At least I’ll have someone to talk to.” Jeremy gave me a wistful glance. Once I was paired, I wondered how often we would see each other. He was the only one I knew who shared my disdain for the system. He kept me sane, and I wasn’t sure if whoever I paired with—if I paired with anyone—would understand me as well as he did.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “We’ll keep in touch.” Those in front of us muttered to each other about the state of the kiosks. It seemed like only two of the kiosks were working now. At least I had an excuse to delay the inevitable.

      “You could not go, you know,” he pressed. “You already have a future for yourself with your acceptance to school for biomedical engineering. If you got a job, you could get a waiver, too.”

      And go against the government’s plan for all eighteen-year-olds.

      If only it were that simple. As much as I hated what the kiosks represented, the pairing would show the government that I was compliant with the demands of our society. With that in mind, I generally made an effort to try the makeup, jewelry, and music which the kiosks suggested to bring up my score—and boost immunity to the virus. That didn’t mean I liked it. Though the more I let them control my actions, the higher my score got. It was an unfair payoff, but necessary.

      I stepped into the line and leaned against the brick wall—even though I wanted to flee the area.

      Jeremy pulled a face. “You’re going to be here forever.”

      “I know,” I said, wondering if I should have jumped in line sooner rather than waiting for Jeremy to find me after school since most of the kiosks were down. A technician carrying a hard, plastic suitcase was walking around the building, most likely to diagnose the glitches at the control panel.

      “Screw this,” Jeremy said, lightly squeezing my arm. “I’m out of here.”

      “I’ll talk to you later.”

      Jeremy rocked on his heels before walking away. He wanted me to go with him.

      Over the years, we’d talked about what our lives would be like without our allowing the government to control us. But as my pairing had begun looming on the calendar, I’d started to keep my thoughts to myself. Any talk of pairings began an intense discussion between us, but I wasn’t up for it most of the time. Dad’s face flashed in my vision. He was the only family I had. I couldn’t let him down.

      I cringed, thinking of a few years ago when I’d let it slip to Dad that I didn’t like how the kiosks policed my appearance and behavior. His stricken expression at my words forced me to swallow them. I hadn’t been thinking. Mom had always talked that way, and I supposed I’d figured I could, as well, once I started going to the kiosks. I never shared my feelings about the government again after that, though. At least not to him.

      My brave face was the only thing keeping the glue together in our family, and I was never going to be the reason for him looking like that ever again.

      I took my place in line, pressing myself against the brick wall. Every few minutes, someone would leave the kiosk and we’d move a foot or so forward. I recognized a few others from my class who exited eagerly after receiving their mods. The newest updates were all the others talked about at school, leaving Jeremy and me at the outskirts of those conversations.

      The government controlled our lives, but they couldn’t stop the rebellion in my heart. That was the one thing that kept Mom at the front of my mind. As much as it had been selfish of her to leave us with only a note, I understood her. It wasn’t right to force everyone, especially teens, to submit to the latest trends to get ahead in life.

      Even if it was the only way for our species to survive.

      It took another fifteen minutes before the cold air rushing from the dome peppered my skin. I wrung my sweaty palms together as I stepped on the metal weighing panel on the floor. It was only there to take our vitals, but the moment signified the last time I would have to submit to the routine. I held my breath, too, thinking that might help, though all that mattered to the technology was what was inside of me.

      A thought struck me, and I stood straighter as I stepped off the panel. Was my pairing in this line, too?

      The mystery around the process stirred a mix of excitement and fear in me. There were two people in front of me. I glanced at the only boy in line. Since there were usually several kiosks available, I rarely paid much attention to those inside the dome as I wanted to get in and out as soon as possible. He was of pairing age. He had dark skin and was attractive with sharp, high cheekbones. My future could be standing a few feet away from me.

      As much as I didn’t agree with the system of receiving the injections to change my physical appearance or boosting parts of my personality to raise my immunity score, getting paired was better than not. If it happened, I’d be an accepted part of our society. I couldn’t imagine coming to the kiosks for all these years and then getting rejected because of my immunity level. Dad would be disappointed that I hadn’t tried harder. I’d have failed him just like Mom had.

      I shivered, and it wasn’t all because of Dad. The kiosks were always freezing inside.

      The boy took forever at the kiosk, flipping through more of the entertainment levels of the mods. Television shows, digital superstars, and gamers were the top viewed, at least among those in my grade. I ingested the minimal amount of those types into my algorithm, both to boost my mood and my score. I leaned toward digital books versus the trendy makeup, clothing, and other products which most girls preferred.

      When the boy finally left, the screen went blank.

      The girl directly in front of me looked to be about fifteen. She bolted toward the docking station and clicked on the screen as she pressed the earbuds into her ears.

      A brightly colored advertisement with a pretty girl turning in a slow circle with multiple colors of shadow on her eyelids appeared in front of her. The girl on the screen laughed with her “friends” and a number flashed on the screen to show how big of a boost getting this product would give someone.

      Her finger darted out and pressed the screen to add the mod to her injection. Then, her information screen appeared. I turned away since her scores weren’t my business. The kiosks had barriers on either side of them to give a semblance of privacy. But since I was the only other person in the room, it was hard not to focus on what happened in front of me. I glanced over my shoulder and realized I was the only other person in the kiosk. The line across the street was gone, too. I bet their kiosks weren’t down. Time had passed quickly, and all I wanted to do was get this over with.

      A chill rolled down my arms. I wished Jeremy had stayed, even if he didn’t want to test himself. I scanned the area for others. The only other people were outside passing by the station without a second look. No one hung around the kiosks unless they were waiting for their biomods. It was usually a quick errand, yet I dreaded each second inside.

      Once the ImmunoAlgorithms screen flashed away, the list of applicable biomods appeared. As the girl checked the ones she wanted, a few of them grayed out. We were only allowed up to three mods a day. The girl barely flinched as she accepted her injection.

      I almost wished I would have chosen my three per day regularly. Usually, I picked one. If I had worked harder in my past to boost myself with mods, maybe I wouldn’t feel so nervous about my score now. It seemed like the more entertainment value the mods had, the higher the score.

      Dread pooled in my stomach. Was there enough time for me to boost my final score for the test tomorrow? I could push past what Jeremy might think and take the maximum suggestions, at least, as the girl had just done.

      When she finished, she practically skipped toward the curb. I hoped, in the time she’d taken at the station, at least one other person would have come inside the dome, so I wasn’t completely alone.

      No such luck.

      The kiosk screen went blank again. A light within the earbuds illuminated red, waiting for me to take them. I submitted the cold and sterile pieces into my ears, and the world around me fell away as all sound disappeared from my surroundings. I expected music to come through, enticing me to smile, and boost my score.

      Please get a good score. My fingernails pressed through the hem of my shirt and into my palm.

      The screen went white. I waited for the levels to display before a final score showed up. A line blinked on the screen twice, but otherwise, it remained blank. Was this one broken, too? I glanced outside to see if the technician would come in to check what was happening.

      I turned to the station again as an oozing red and black liquid poured out of the screen. I drew back as far as the earbuds would allow me. It looked like ink dripping downward. I reached out to touch it until my finger smashed against the glass. It wasn’t real. Could have fooled me. The ink started to move across the screen as if there was no gravity in the area.

      The ink blended into letters. I found myself moving toward the words, trying to read them. Within seconds, the message was clear.

      BE YOURSELF. DOWN WITH MODS.

      A breath caught in my throat as I stared at the words. They pulsed two times before glowing brightly. Then, the screen went black, replaced with a dialogue box holding the simple text of the machine.

      Unauthorized access detected. System locked. Security has been summoned. Remain in place for an interview.

      I pulled the earbuds out and backed away from the station. All I’d done was come into the kiosk as requested, yet I was in trouble for this message? Down with mods? It was against everything we were taught! We were supposed to get mods to save humanity from a resurgence of Zero. Who would have put such a thing on a kiosk screen?

      The security teams weren’t people to mess with, though. They wore brutalist uniforms with cold masks of indifference on their faces. And, knowing that, the term interview made my blood run cold. Any time security took a kid, he or she disappeared from school for weeks or months at a time and returned changed.

      If they came back at all.

      No way could I go with them. My scores hadn’t shown up on the screen, so I bet they hadn’t even had a chance to identify me before the machine glitched.

      Without another glance at the screen, I fled from the kiosk without looking back.
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