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      Paradise was a lie. But the truth may be even more dangerous…

      Myla always believed that Echelon was paradise. A safe haven from the toxic, mutant-infested wasteland outside. But when she flees the domed city to rescue her sister, Ona, Myla discovers it was all a lie. There are humans living outside. Rebels like Ben, a boy who shows her a freedom she never thought possible…

      But Echelon is still in danger, and they each must continue their fight—Ben from the Outside, and Myla from within. She returns home with her friend Lock, where they are both lauded as heroes for rescuing Ona. Thrust from their hovel in the Dirt to the wealthy heights of the Sky, Myla struggles to fit in, as a deadly plot threatens the lives of those closest to her.

      When Decemites start disappearing, Myla is driven to figure out why, before every Decemite in the Sky suffers the same fate—including her sister. Delving into the secrets of Echelon and its leader, Lady Lazrad, Myla and her friends uncover yet another lie, one that could shatter their faith all over again.

      A lie that powerful leaders like Lazrad will kill to protect.…
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      We jogged home through the desert, sweltering in the sun—me and Lock, elbow to elbow, kicking up dust. The heat parched us speechless, fried our thoughts in our heads. My mask reeked of garlic, some gate guard’s last meal. I had sand in my socks and an itch down my back. The sole of one of Lock’s boots had come loose and I couldn’t tune out its slapping. Clump-smack—I’d be home soon. Clump-smack—back with Ona. Back with Mom and Dad.

      Clump-smack. Would they welcome me? I’d been gone a while. Maybe they’d got used to it, not living under the weight of my lie.

      Maybe they’d paid for my disobedience, paid in blood or in sweat, and maybe they hated me for that.

      I breathed with Lock’s rhythm, matched my steps to his. Maybe he’d betray me, after all. Maybe he’d squeal, and who’d pay the price?

      Clump-smack. I wanted to kick him. Rip off his stupid sole.

      The rain started around noon and just kept on coming, a fine, oily mist that lay on us like sweat. It brought out the blackflies, enough to blot out the sun, but Lock didn’t seem to notice. He loped on, head down, hair plastered to his face. We ran with flies on our necks and crawling up our sleeves, flies settling in our armpits and sucking our blood. We ran till the sun went down, and Lock stumbled to a halt.

      “Hold on a sec.” He yanked off his boot and shook a pebble into the dirt. “I know you wanna get back, but that’s been driving me nuts.”

      I shook myself like a dog, scattering droplets of sweat and rain. “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “I don’t know.” He found a boulder and sat down, then pulled his sock up. “I wouldn’t stop on a mission. We’re trained to ignore that stuff, put it out of our heads.”

      “A mission, huh?” I turned my back on him. Echelon was close, its towers looming over us. It had a drowned look about it, undersea blues and purples, sodden smears of light. I slapped a fly off my neck and scratched where it had bitten. “What’s your mission today?”

      “I’m not going to rat on you, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Lock came up behind me, close enough to make my skin prickle. “You’ve got our story straight, right?”

      “I went after Ona. You found me instead. You tried to bring me back, but we got caught by Outsiders. We’ve been prisoners this whole time, under lock and key.”

      “Yeah.” Lock shifted behind me, boots squelching in the mud. “Listen, uh... could you say that again, how you’re going to say it in there?”

      I stiffened. “What do you mean?”

      “Pretend I’m interrogating you. Tell me what happened.”

      I pushed up my mask and let the rain fall on my face. It felt like being pissed on, body-warm and acrid. “I just want this over with,” I said. “As long as we stick to our story—”

      “No.” Lock began to pace. “You’ll need to sell it, okay? We’re tired, shaken up—we just clawed our way through hell. They beat us and starved us, threw us in with the trash. We need to sound—”

      “I’m not saying any of that.” I yanked my mask back down, scowling. “You can if you want, but they were good to me. If anyone asks, that’s what I’ll tell them.”

      “Then, hey. Congratulations. You just got us both killed.” Lock stood, breathing heavily, palms pressed to his forehead. His tension filled the air, like electricity before a storm. I bunched my hands into fists.

      “So you want me to lie.”

      “You don’t have a choice.” Lock made a winded sound. “Look, I get it. I do. You don’t want to sell out your friends. But the Lofties who’ll interrogate us are nothing like you or me. They grow up on Outsider stories, whispering them in the dark. To them, Outsiders are the boogeyman, the cannibal under the bed. Nothing you say’ll change their minds. The best you can do is persuade ‘em you’re loyal. Do that, and we’ll live. Don’t, and...” He dragged a finger across his throat. “My folks are waiting, okay?”

      I tried to swallow and nearly gagged. I had a lump in my throat the size of a Brussels sprout. “I’ll say I was in the trash,” I managed. “But there’s not a mark on me. I can’t pretend I was tortured. Not without admitting...” I passed my hand over my belly, the new skin still sensitive where I’d had my guts blasted out of me.

      “Oh, yeah. Guess not.” Lock looked me up and down. “We’ll say they ignored you, mostly. You’re just some runaway—not even a Decemite. What could you know?”

      I flinched like he’d hit me, and lurched back half a step. Some runaway, some nobody—that had been me. It would be again, back in the Dirt. I’d find my old rhythm, every step, every breath. Everything tiptoe, just like before. Hiding my strength behind play-acting and sloth—just like before, only now they’d be watching. Everyone would be watching, not just Miron, but every guard, every snitch, every camera on the wall. I’d bury my truth deeper than ever, hide so well I’d never find myself.

      “Myla?”

      “This was a mistake.” I shivered all over. I’d been out of my mind, thinking I could waltz into Echelon and get anywhere near Lazrad, much less uncover a cure for Ona. I’d be marked, an aberration. I’d be lucky to—

      “Hey.” Lock squeezed my shoulder. The weight of his hand cut my panic, but it wasn’t the weight I wanted. I wanted Ben at my back, his arms around my waist. His voice in my ear, telling me—

      “Don’t overthink it, okay?” Lock cracked a smile. “You don’t have to go into a lot of detail. Just get through your story, and, like...” He hunched over dramatically and buried his face in his hands. “I—I don’t want to remember. Please don’t make me. I—”

      I didn’t mean to laugh. I choked it back as best I could. It wasn’t even that funny, Lock bent over in the rain, doing a horrible impression of me. But then he went and sniffled, and everything I’d been holding back came bubbling up at once. All my anger broke loose, along with my grief and my heartbreak, and every fear I’d buried deep. I let it all fly in a great bray of laughter, a noisy hee-haw that left my throat raw. Lock jerked upright, indignant.

      “What? What’s so funny?”

      I laughed till my belly cramped, till my knees turned to rubber. I laughed myself breathless, and still I couldn’t stop. Tears streamed down my cheeks, doubling my vision. I staggered and nearly fell. Lock caught me under my arms and held me upright.

      “You’re pretty mean, you know that?”

      “Mm-hmm...” I stifled a snicker in his shirt. “Sorry. It’s just, you suck at that. If you were planning on crying your way out of this—”

      “I wasn’t.” He pushed me away and folded his arms across his chest. “I’m a trained Decemite, remember? That’s not how we do field reports.”

      “You don’t say.” I straightened my mask, feeling stupid. “I’m sorry. I know this is serious. But...”

      “You needed to get it out of your system.” Lock’s expression turned rueful. “I used to get like that before missions, all twitchy and weird. I’d go to the gym, knock the stuffing out of a punching bag till I got it together. One time, the gym was flooded, so I beat up a bag of laundry.” He zipped up my jacket and tugged the collar into place. “You can hit me if you need to. Get it all out.”

      “That’s okay. It’s out.” I turned back toward Echelon. The moon had risen behind the Dome and hung between two towers like a decoration. I wondered if Lofty kids fell asleep watching it ride across the sky. It had a face, if you squinted, soft-featured, serene. “I’ll make it all about Ona,” I said. “I heard she’s alive, but I don’t know where she is. Whatever they ask me, I’ll ask if she’s okay. I can’t focus on anything till I’ve seen her safe.”

      “That’s smart,” said Lock. He flicked his hair out of his eyes and started walking. “If you’re scared, let it show. A normal person would be.”

      “Are you?”

      “I’m not a normal person.” His gray eyes gleamed purple in the light of the Dome. I couldn’t see fear in them, or much of anything else. It was like a wall had come down the moment he’d started walking. Like he’d flipped over to mission mode, so smoothly I hadn’t noticed. I matched my stride to his, and for a while, we marched in silence. We found a set of fresh buggy tracks and followed them to the tunnel. I picked up my pace, but Lock waved me back.

      “Stay behind me,” he said. “You’re dressed like an Outsider. The watch might not care you’re with me.”

      I moved behind him without comment. Sky Tunnel gaped before us, neon-bright. A pair of cameras tracked our approach. They reminded me of desert rats, beady-eyed and curious. A queasy feeling took hold of me, equal parts fear and excitement. I focused on Lock’s broad shoulders, on a threadbare patch on his jacket. He was breathing fast, I noticed, and heavily enough that I could hear him. He glanced back at me as we stepped into the tunnel.

      “Myla.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just…stay close.” He held one arm out, as though to protect me, and a floodlight flared to life.

      “That’s automatic,” he said. “But don’t kid yourself. The moment we’re through decon...” Lock shook his head. “Well, I’m not sure, exactly, but someone’ll be waiting. Maybe Prium, maybe Samson. Either way, they’ll—”

      “Not Samson,” I said. Lock did a stutter-step, and I wished I’d held my tongue. “I’m sorry. Were you friends?”

      “Sort of. Not exactly.” He pressed his palm to a glass panel, lit from behind by a dull maroon light. It beeped, and the outer door spun open. We filed into the decontamination chamber, first Lock, then me. I held my breath as the sprayers went off.

      “Look, Myla, uh—” Lock turned to face me, features indistinct in the fog.

      “I didn’t kill him,” I said. “I was there, but I couldn’t—”

      “Not that.” He grasped my hand quickly, one squeeze and done. “What you did for me out there, keeping me company in the pit—”

      The inner door spun open. Shapes emerged from the fog, armed figures crouched to shoot. Lock swept me behind him and raised his hands in surrender.

      “I’m Lock Powell, A-team. My friend’s Myla Hyde. She’s Ona Hyde’s sister. She went after her last month.”

      “Oh, we know who you are.” One shape detached itself from the rest, scrawny and oily and all too familiar. I’d barely thought about Miron since I’d fled the Dirt, but still, my scalp prickled as my old boss strode forth. He sashayed up to Lock and shouldered him aside, crowding into my space.

      “Myla Hyde.” He hooked two fingers under my mask and jerked it up so hard my head snapped back. His breath hit me full-force, spearmint and warm lunchmeat. I thought of old blood and nearly retched.

      “I’ve been counting your hours,” he said. “Every second you owe me, just in case. Want to hear your total?”

      I sucked air through my teeth and tasted chlorine.

      “Two hundred and seventy-two, plus twenty-one minutes from the day you skipped out.” He spat his gum into his palm. “Throw this out for me, would you?”

      I stood, disbelieving, as he glommed the wet wad to my forehead, twisting his thumb to make it stick. Lock made a sound, a low, sickened grunt. I felt him stiffen beside me, heard his boot scuff on the tile.

      “Take them away,” said Miron. He stepped back, smirking, and I wondered how many nights he’d sat up, rehearsing this moment. I wondered how it had played out in his fantasies—if I’d cried, if I’d cursed him. If I’d flown at him, straight into a bullet. Determined to thwart him, I did nothing at all, just stood and stared as his expectant grin soured.

      “Go quietly,” whispered Lock, and I nodded so he’d know I heard. Miron’s gum rode the sweat off my brow and fell on my boot. One of the guards spun me around, and I felt the cuffs go on. I heard Lock’s click on next, and he grunted. His eyes met mine, wide with surprise. Whatever he’d expected, this wasn’t it.

      “Move.” Someone jabbed me in the kidney, and I stumbled into Lock. He caught me as best he could, breath hot in my ear.

      “I was gonna say thanks,” he muttered. He smiled, and a bolt of pain shot up my arm. I felt a knee in my back, a big body propelling me forward. Lock shouted in pain. I strained back to look for him and glimpsed him on his knees, a thin line of blood streaking his chin. I never got to ask him thanks for what.
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      I wound up in a cell no bigger than my mattress back home—four walls and a door and a drain in the floor. The walls were concrete, the door clad in steel, but the sounds of the Dirt still got through, metal clashes and screeching, the sighs of ancient pipes. I’d once found a rhythm in that chaos, a steady beat to march to. Today, I found a headache. I pressed my cheek to the wall and closed my eyes.

      “Shut up,” I hissed. “Just shut up.”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      My eyes flew open. “Lock?”

      “Over here.” Something rattled behind me. I felt around without turning and found an air vent, low to the ground and rusted open. I scootched down next to it and pulled my knees to my chest.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Cold. Kind of hungry. How about you?”

      “Same.” I tilted my head back, scanning for cameras. I didn’t see any, but that didn’t mean no one was listening. Lock made a frustrated sound, a sort of strangled groan.

      “What’s that noise?”

      I snorted. “Which one?”

      “The one that won’t stop. That throbbing—don’t you feel it? Coming up through the floor, like a toothache for your ass.”

      “The hydraulic hammer.” I pressed my palms to the concrete to feel its vibration. “We must be above the foundry.”

      “Oh. Right. We would be.” Lock cracked his knuckles, or maybe his back. “Well, we won’t be here long. So there’s that, at least.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “No toilets.”

      I chuckled. No toilets, sure, but we had drains. Or maybe they’d bring buckets, or march us down the hall twice a day. I leaned back and waited, and a deep drowsiness came over me. My eyelids drooped. My limbs got heavy. I thought of Ben again, of his hand on my back and his heartbeat next to mine. He’d never held me through the night. I’d wanted that more than anything, just his presence in the dark. I wanted it now, shivered with the lack of it.

      Someone screamed, far below, and I heard Lock jerk upright. I had just enough time to wonder if he’d been sleeping before the sirens kicked in.

      “Hey, Lock?”

      No answer. I rattled the vent again.

      “Lock. Get down here.”

      “’S okay. It’s just a gretha flare.” His voice was thick and slurred with sleep. “If it was anything serious, they’d—”

      “I’m not worried.” I edged closer to the vent. “We need to talk now. While the siren’s still going.”

      “You think someone’s listening?”

      “I don’t know, but they could be.” I lowered my voice to a hiss. “I need you to swear you won’t cough up any details.”

      “Any details?”

      “About the Outsiders.” My pulse picked up. “Lita and Derrick did right by you. They let your friends go. You can’t put their lives at risk.”

      The siren cut out and ramped up again. I thought I heard Lock sigh. “I won’t talk,” he said. “But it’s not going to matter. The way they just came for us, they know something’s up. Your sister probably squealed, or they—”

      “She didn’t.” I gave the vent a shake. “They’re bluffing, trying to scare us. Like my mom—that was always her trick. She’d have no clue what we did, or if we did anything at all, but if she thought we looked guilty, she’d sit us down in the kitchen and ask ‘why’d you do it?’ And we’d crack every time, point our fingers at each other—”

      “I won’t point any fingers.” Lock grunted. “Did you hear that, just now?”

      “Hear what?”

      His voice dropped to a growl. “Trust me. Just trust me.”

      I heard the scrape and creak of a door opening, and the scuffle of boots. Something hard hit the vent and set it thrumming. A buzzer went close by, and I knew Lock was gone. I called out to him anyway, and the siren wailed back. Trust me, he’d said. I closed my eyes and tried, but his boast from Outside haunted me, words I couldn’t shake. I’m a trained Decemite.

      I knew what that meant.
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        * * *

      

      My turn came soon enough, a quick march down the hall and a shove that sent me reeling. I blundered into blinding light and slammed full-tilt into a table. The breath whoofed out of me and I crumpled, doubling nearly in half.

      “Watch where you’re going.” One of my guards caught my collar and steered me to a chair. The other shackled me to it, hands and feet. I blinked till my vision cleared, and I saw I was in an interrogation room somewhat larger than my cell, but just as plain. A camera hung in one corner, its sensor glowing red. When I leaned back, it followed me, and I wondered who was watching.

      “Don’t fidget,” said someone. I craned to see who’d spoken. My cuffs caught me mid-turn, biting into my wrists. I spotted a man in the doorway, a Lofty from the looks of him, gray hair to his shoulders, bald on top. He was fiddling with a tablet, stabbing pettishly at the screen.

      “What—?”

      “Hold your horses.” He turned his back on me, and I found myself admiring his coat. It was splendid, long and elegant, tapered at the waist. Its cuffs were richly embroidered, all shades of red and gold. They gleamed when he moved, and I wondered if they felt soft or metallic.

      “Myla Hyde.” He skirted the table and took a seat facing mine. “I’m Prium Lazrad.” He didn’t elaborate. He didn’t need to. His face was strange, but I knew his name as well as anyone. I knew who he was—Lady Lazrad’s great-nephew, and her head of security.

      I swallowed, dry-mouthed, as he peeled off his gloves. He had long, bony fingers—a long, bony frame—but he didn’t look fragile. He looked hard as gunmetal, all vicious angles. When he smiled, his lips went white.

      “You’re quite rude,” he said. “I don’t rate a hello?”

      “Hello.” I shifted without meaning to. My chair scraped on the floor. Prium made a tutting sound.

      “You mean, ‘hello, sir.’”

      “Hello, sir.” I couldn’t stop staring at his hands. They were big, agile as spiders, and just as restless. Twitching to get at me. I had no doubt he could hurt me, no doubt he’d done it to others before me.

      He drew his tablet toward him and thumbed it to life. My picture filled the screen, and he swiped it away. “You ran,” he said. “You stole a mask, a tank, a Geiger counter, and a set of overalls belonging to one... Garis Silverman.” He tapped the screen one more time, and it went black. He wore his nails long, I noticed, lacquered red at the tips. “What did you hope to achieve?”

      I stared at his hands some more. His nails gleamed wet and bloody, like they’d just tapped an artery. If he cut me, I’d heal. I’d heal too fast. He’d know.

      Prium cleared his throat. “I believe I asked you a question.”

      “Ona,” I croaked. I coughed and tried to cover it, and my cuff pinched my wrist. I flinched.

      “Oh? Did you hurt yourself?” Prium leaned forward, and I thought his eyes twinkled—maybe waspish amusement, maybe a trick of the light. His tongue darted out, red as his nails. “Go on. You were saying?”

      “My sister. I went looking for her. I heard she—” I shut my mouth with a snap. I’d had my story worked out, how I’d looked but never found her, but what if Lock was right? What if she had talked? What if Prium had made her? He was eyeing me like dinner. Hungry, I thought, and I shivered. “Is she here? Is she alive?”

      Prium made a humming sound. “Your sister did return to us, but...”

      But?

      Waves of hot and cold surged through me, popping sweat down my neck. I swayed where I sat, and I guessed my fear was showing, just like Lock had said. I couldn’t have hidden it if I’d tried. But. She’d come home, but. Time hung on his next words—but what?

      “Your capture,” said Prium. “Where was that?”

      I gaped like a fish, mouth opening and closing on but.

      “The Outsiders. Where did they seize you?” Prium leaned forward, a sudden, sharp movement. I lurched back with a shriek. My answer came tumbling out of me like the shock had knocked it loose.

      “Some canyon,” I babbled. “I don’t know. It was dark.” Sweat pooled between my thighs, and my teeth began to chatter. I dug my nails into my palms, and still, the words kept coming. “Lock made me hide. I didn’t see much, just rocks and—is Ona here? Did you—did you—?”

      “Did I what?” Prium cocked his head.

      I ground my teeth. He’d flipped me paws-up, soft parts on display. He had me. He was toying with me, and I knew it, but—

      But.

      “What, you think I’d harm her?”

      “No.” I shook my head so furiously the room spun. “I just meant, where is she? Is she alive? Is she—”

      “Breathe,” said Prium.

      “Wh-what?”

      “I said, breathe.”

      I didn’t dare disobey. I gulped in a whooping breath, spluttered spit down my chin. Prium thumbed a speck off his cheek.

      “Now do that again, but count to five.”

      I did as he said. My lungs spasmed and protested, but I managed to fill them. I thought I might faint or puke up my breakfast, but Prium hadn’t answered my question. I sat holding my breath, trembling like a leaf, and my world was just but. Your sister did return to us, but...

      I couldn’t feel my legs.

      “Breathe out.” Prium was smiling again, a bright, cheery grin. He was enjoying this, I realized—basking in my terror. I breathed out anyway and felt a little steadier.

      “Your sister is fine,” said Prium. He glanced at his watch. “She should be sleeping by now, but I assure you she’s safe. She’s been—”

      I grayed out for a moment, all loose with relief. Fine. Safe. Sleeping. Prium’s voice went deep and sloshy, like he’d dipped underwater, or I had. I grinned without meaning to. I felt light as a feather.

      “Miss Hyde.” Prium’s good humor seemed to desert him. He leaned back, looking bored. “Did you hear me? She’s back with your parents, enjoying all the comforts of home. Wouldn’t you like to join her?”

      I sucked in a quick, wary breath. The question felt like a trap. “I—”

      “Of course you would.” Prium chuckled. “The things you must have seen, must have done to survive—oh, I dread to think.” He licked his lips again, like he didn’t dread it one bit. Like he relished the idea. “You were stupid,” he said. “Bad enough you risked your own life, but to risk Lock’s as well—” He tsked at me. “What were you doing at the vent?”

      “I followed the tracks,” I said. It came out snippy, and Prium’s eyes narrowed.

      “The tracks?”

      I sought calm within myself, in the memory of Ben’s eyes, how they’d burned warm with lamplight, deep in the caves. I was angry—no, furious—now I knew Ona was safe. Prium was a bully, a mean little man. I’d let him get to me, and I wanted to scream. “The buggy tracks,” I said. “I thought if Ona was out there, she’d be... where Decemites go.”

      “And you’re lucky you found one. Luckier than you know.” Prium’s smile widened, too toothy by far. “Have you seen what happens to your kind, left to wander?”

      I ducked my head. “You mean the mutants?”

      “The rebels have other names for them. Freaks. Ghouls. Deadheads.” He toyed with his cufflink, twiddling it between his fingers. His eyes had gone empty, faraway. “They’re not dead, though,” he said. “Not all the way through. They still respond to sensation, to touch, to heat. To pain. I’ve wondered how that must feel, rotting away piece by piece. It’s a shame they can’t speak, really. So many questions they could answer.”

      I kept my head down, studying the backs of my hands. I’d had it with Prium, him and his casual sadism. I willed him to stop talking, just cough up my punishment and get out of my face. He snapped his fingers for my attention.

      “They sicken you. I can see that. They make me sick, too.” He stood and turned away from me, hands clasped behind his back. “Even the Decemites get squeamish around them—but not Lock. Just think, had he not found you... those teeth. Those claws.”

      I manufactured a whimper. Teeth. Claws. Sure.

      “That’s why he’s so valuable,” said Prium. “And that’s what makes your transgression so severe, putting him in harm’s way.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. It came out harsh, like a curse. Prium didn’t seem to notice. He circled around me, heels clicking on the concrete.

      “Lock’s described your captivity,” he said. “You must be desperate for a bath. A warm blanket.” He dropped his hands on my shoulders and squeezed. He squeezed harder when I shuddered, finding pressure points under my skin. “Is there anything you’d like to tell me?”

      I squirmed where I sat, swallowing bile. I knew what he was waiting for—details, the kind I’d never give.

      “Myla?”

      “I don’t want to remember,” I whispered. Lock’s words echoed in my head—persuade ‘em you’re loyal. Do that, and we’ll live. My eyes pricked with tears, and I let them fall. “Lock told me, when they took us, that they’re brigands and killers. I didn’t want to believe him, but it’s... true.”

      Prium said nothing. I hung my head.

      “I was stupid,” I said. “I made a horrible mistake. If I could take it back, I would. Tell Lock I’m sorry.”

      “Tell him yourself.” Prium’s grip went slack. “I could punish you, but why bother? Our rebel friends seem to have done a fine job of that.” He leaned close and twined his fingers through my hair. His nails grazed my scalp, and I bit back a cry. “Would you like to go home?” he asked.

      I nodded, too eagerly. My hair pulled and tore.

      “You’d be watched closely. You couldn’t speak of what you saw, not even to your parents.”

      “I wouldn’t. Not a word.”

      Prium brushed a tear from my lashes. I held my breath. This was the part where he’d rip the rug out from under me. Clench his fist in my hair and twist hard. Laugh in my face—

      “Your sister has quite the silver tongue,” he said. He let me go with a chuckle. “Made me swear I’d be kind to you, before she spilled her guts.”

      “Before she—” I choked on the lump in my throat.

      “You’ll see her soon.” He reached for his gloves and tugged them back on. “I’d escort you home, but I’ve business elsewhere.”

      I let myself slump where I sat. Prium left, and the guards came back. One of them unfastened my shackles, hands first, then feet. I stayed where I was, arms dangling at my sides.

      “Well? What’re you waiting for? Go.”

      I wasn’t sure I could stand, but when I did, my legs were steady. I walked out without stumbling, head held high. I went the wrong way at first, back toward the cells, and instead of turning back, I stopped to gather myself, back pressed to the wall. I stayed there, just breathing, till my nausea was gone. My fear remained, lodged uncomfortably in my throat. I was alone in every way that mattered—alone in my mission. Alone with my secrets. If Ben were here—if I were there—

      I banished the thought as quickly as it had come. I couldn’t dwell on the past. I was on a mission, and nothing else mattered. Ben wouldn’t get distracted, and neither could I.

      “Myla. There you are.” Lock jogged up, smiling. “I’ve been looking all over. What are you doing back here?”

      “Waiting for you,” I lied. I hooked my arm through his and marched him down the hall, where the rattling fans grew deafening. “Prium said you guys talked. Did you say anything?”

      “What?” Lock crowded in closer, stooping to listen.

      “I said, did you talk?”

      “No.” He walked me past the fans, lowering his voice to a murmur. “I couldn’t have, even if I wanted to. He asked what I was doing out so late. I said ‘hunting mutants,’ and that was it. He just did his gropey thing and let me go.”

      “His gropey thing?”

      “Yeah, you know. The whole hands on your shoulders, who’s-a-good-boy—like he thinks you’re a dog, or something.” He shook himself out, much like a wet puppy, and made a brr sound. “Everyone hates it, but what can you do?”

      My stomach lurched and gurgled. I caught myself on the railing, retching dryly. Lock held me steady with an arm around my waist.

      “Myla? You okay?” His grip tightened. “Did he hurt you?”

      “No.” I leaned over the railing and waited for my head to stop spinning. “He scared me, is all. I asked about Ona, and he... For a while there, I thought she was dead.”

      Lock made a hissing sound. He pulled me back from the railing and wrapped his arms around me. I stood and let him hold me, grateful for his warmth. I had to admit, he gave good hugs, warm and solid, not too tight. I laid my head on his chest and let his breathing soothe my jitters.

      “I think Ona talked,” I said. “That’s why he went easy on us.”

      “Doesn’t sound like he went so easy on you.” Lock stepped back, frowning. “You gonna be okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      “Don’t be mad at your sister.” Lock looked back the way we’d come. “Whatever she said, I doubt she had much choice. And we might just owe her our lives. So tell her thanks. Don’t make her feel bad.”

      “I won’t,” I said, but I wasn’t sure I meant it.

      Just what had she told Prium?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re home!” Ona came flying down the steps, nightshirt flapping behind her. She vaulted over the rock pile and barreled into my arms, nearly knocking me off my feet. “Prium said you were coming, but I couldn’t believe it till I saw you.”

      I choked back a laugh. “What are you doing up? It’s the middle of the night.”

      “I know. I don’t care.” She pushed me away, eyes bright with tears. “Why are you so dirty?”

      “I ran twelve hours through the mud. Why are you so clean?”

      “I took a bath before bed.” Ona smirked through her tears. “And I used all the hot water, so sucks to be you.”

      “Same old Ona, I see.” I pulled her in for another hug. “Now you’re dirty, too.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’re home.” She crushed me against her, so tight I couldn’t breathe. “I heard about D-team. I heard they shot someone. I thought it might’ve been—I thought you were gone.” Her chest hitched, and she sniffed. “It’d be just like you, getting caught up like that. Getting yourself killed, all for nothing.”

      “Not for nothing.” I stroked her hair absently. It was still damp from her bath, fragrant with shampoo. “Let’s get you inside.”

      Ona clung to my hand as we made our way in. A fresh wave of dizziness threatened to sweep me off my feet, not the sick kind from before, but an odd sense of disconnect, the familiar made strange. The walls were the same, cracked plaster and mildew. The top stair still creaked under our weight. The door opened the same, on the same narrow hall, but everything looked faded, like I’d been gone years. It looked smaller, as well, our cramped kitchen table, the sink and the fridge. A jug of water stood on the counter, and I poured myself a glass.

      “Where’s Mom? Is she home?”

      “She wanted to be, but they moved her to swing shift. She left an hour ago.” Ona bounced on the balls of her feet. “How was it with Prium? Did he—?”

      I set down my water, untouched. “Did he what?”

      “He said he’d be nice to you. We had a deal.”

      “A deal, huh?” I braced myself on the counter, holding my temper in check. For all I knew, she’d lied through her teeth, spun Prium some yarn and spared everyone. “What was your end of that deal?”

      “Nothing bad.” Ona drew herself up, and I knew it was bad. She planted her hands on her hips, same way she’d done since she was two. It meant she’d done wrong, but she wouldn’t admit it. “I know what you’re thinking, but I said what I had to say. Nothing more.”

      “And what’d you have to say?”

      “What they wanted to hear. How rigur’s mined. How they get it out of the rock. Where the next mine’ll be, when that new shaft runs dry.” She narrowed her eyes, as though bracing herself for a blow. “That was my mission. If I didn’t tell them, they’d—”

      “So you threw Ben’s life away.” My knees buckled without warning, and I crumpled where I stood. I flopped back against the cabinets, breathing hard. “You threw his life away, and the whole camp along with him. Jetha, Starkey, all those kids. We talked about this. I told you—”

      “You told me a lot of things, but in the end, you don’t know.” Ona plopped down beside me and went for my hands. I jerked back, but she was faster. She grabbed me and held tight. “Let me tell you what I know. Lost Decemites don’t come home, and it’s not because they die. It’s because they turn them, those rebels. Your ‘friends.’ They turn them traitor and send them back spies—but Prium’s too smart to let them get far. If I didn’t prove I was loyal, I’d have disappeared, too. Mom and Dad would’ve been next, and you, even Lock. I said what I had to say, and you know what? I’m not sorry. I’d say it again. I’d say whatever it took.”

      “Ona—”

      “Don’t you know what that felt like, leaving you behind?” She snatched her hand back and scrubbed at her face. “Mom isn’t eating. Dad barely comes home. We’re falling apart, and all you care about’s some rebel.”

      “Ben’s not a rebel.” I scrambled to my feet. “And it’s not just him. They almost died—all of them. You saw what happened. You saw—”

      “Stop it.” Ona punched me a good one, just above my knee. “Just stop it. You’re home. You’re okay. Can’t you be happy to see me, at least for tonight?”

      “Oh, Ona.” I crouched down again and took her head in my hands. I leaned in and kissed her forehead, just like when she was little. “I am happy to see you. And I’m glad you’re okay, too. Don’t doubt that for a second. It’s just, I’m scared. I saw things out there...” I rocked back on my haunches and looked her up and down. “How’s that rash? Did you see the doctor?”

      “Huh? Oh, that.” Ona pulled up her shirt. Her rash had faded slightly, lost its angry hue. “She said it’s from Outside. The air itching my skin. All Decemites get it. Lock’ll have it too.”

      “I don’t.” I showed her my own belly, smooth and pink. “Jasper says that’s your bots dying. That’s what those bumps are, little broken-off pieces, working their way out. He says eventually—”

      “No.”

      “By the time you hit twenty—”

      “I said no.” Ona stuffed her shirt into her pajama bottoms. It ballooned out stupidly, like a big cotton paunch. “Dr. Findley says it’s from the air out there. It’s the same thing the mutants get, but we heal and they don’t.”

      “Then why don’t I have it? Or the Outsiders?”

      “How should I know? You’re all aliens. You’re—that shot Jasper gave you.” She pumped her fist in the air. “If I’d had that shot, I bet I’d be fine, too.”

      “Ona...”

      “Come on. This is a good day.” She went to the fridge and pulled out a plate of carrot cake. “You’re here with us, back where you belong. Mom can stop crying. Dad can come home. Everything can go back to normal.” She carved off a hunk of cake and set it on a plate. “Sit with me. Eat. I need to know I’m not dreaming. I need this to be real.”

      “And me eating cake makes this real how, exactly?”

      “You can’t eat in a dream.”

      I wasn’t sure that was true, but still, I sat down. I was hungry, so I ate, and I felt a bit better. Normal—was this normal? Endless gray days, the clamor of the Dirt? Miron in the refinery, plotting his revenge? I watched Ona eating, breaking her cake into bites and popping them in her mouth. A few hours from now, a day or two tops, and she’d be back Outside. She’d be down some vent, the steam scalding her back, harvesting gretha for Lazrad. I swallowed and licked my lips.

      “Are you happy?”

      Ona looked up. “What are you talking about? Of course I’m happy. Unless—you’re not planning on running again, are you?”

      “No. I’m not.”

      “Then I’ve never been happier in my life.”

      I tried to smile and found I couldn’t. That lump was back in my throat, not fear this time, but sadness. Ona was happy. With this. With a lifetime of this. I couldn’t stand it.

      “Ona?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Nothing.” I took another bite of cake. “Just, it’s good to be home.”

      Ona beamed. My stomach hurt. I touched my bracelet under the table, the one I’d made for her. I tucked it up my sleeve, out of sight. I’d meant to give it back to her, but I wasn’t sure it would mean much to her. I wasn’t sure what would, besides what she’d been taught to care about. I’d lost her, somehow, or she’d lost herself.

      “We should go over our story,” she said.

      “Huh?”

      “For when you see Mom and Dad. We’ve got to tell the same story—and it can’t mention the Outsiders.”

      “Oh.” I pushed my plate away. “What’d you tell them?”

      “I said I got lost.” She licked a crumb off her finger. “You found me, but we didn’t know our way home. We camped out at a vent till the mutants attacked. We fought them off, but we lost each other. A-team found me wandering, and Lock rescued you. We never saw anyone else.”

      “That’s not much of a story.” I took my plate to the sink and scraped my leftovers down the drain. “Doesn’t it kill you, lying to everyone?”

      Ona snorted. “Funny coming from you.”

      “But what if they ask questions? Like, what did we do for weeks on end? Camping hardly seems—”

      “Nobody wants to know what’s really out there.” Ona dumped her own plate in the sink. “Trust me—keep it vague. You’ll be fine.”

      I rinsed my plate, then Ona’s, and dried them and put them away. “I’m tired,” I said. “I think I’ll get washed up, then go to bed.”

      “I’ll wake you for breakfast,” said Ona. “Mom should be home by then. Dad too, maybe.”

      Somehow, I mustered one more smile.
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen felt airless, the space too tight for the four of us. I found myself wedged between Mom and the table and the sink, Dad on my other side, Ona clinging to us all. I wanted to run from them, run and keep running till I found some place I could breathe. I held on tighter instead. Mom was all elbows and ribs, sunken cheeks scored with shadows. Dad had a hold of my shirt. He was strangling me without meaning to, fabric pulled taut under my chin.

      “You idiot,” he said, and he gave my collar a tug. “You absolute fool. I died when they told me you’d gone.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I should slap you,” said Mom. She pulled back to look at me, then threw her arms around me again. “We thought we’d lost both of you. We thought...”

      I found Ona’s hand and squeezed it hard. I hadn’t slept at all. I’d lain listening for her breathing, for the sounds of her moving about her room. Prium had done a number on me with his little charade.

      “Sit down,” said Dad. “I’ll make you all breakfast.” He herded me to my seat and just stood there, holding me in place.

      “I can’t sit with you grabbing my shirt.”

      He laughed, soft and brittle. “I’m afraid if I let go of you, you’ll go up in smoke.”

      “I won’t let her,” said Ona. She pushed me down, not too gently, and slid in beside me. Dad finally let me go.

      “You need a haircut,” he said. “You both do. You look like a couple of old brooms.”

      I smoothed down my hair and twisted it into a ponytail. Ona shook hers out till it bristled all over. Mom clucked her tongue at us and poured us big glasses of water. She took her place at the head of the table and kept stern watch over us as Dad sliced the turnips.

      “You can’t ever do that again,” she said. “That goes for both of you—but especially you, Myla. Your father wasn’t joking. Losing you, losing both of you, we’ve been the walking dead.” She sipped at her own water and set it aside. Her hands shook and didn’t stop, a fine, constant trembling she’d never had before.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, again. It didn’t feel like enough. “I was just thinking of Ona, all by herself out there. If I’d thought of you first—”

      I’d have done the same thing.

      “I won’t do it again.”

      “See that you don’t.” Dad dumped the turnips in the pot and set about peeling onions. He looked older, as well, stooped at the shoulders. I got up and took over, dicing and frying the onions and mashing them up with the turnips. I threw in some soybean paste for flavor, and the dog-end of a ginger root. Ona watched me, sour-faced.

      “I miss pepper,” she said. Mom’s brows shot up.

      “When did you ever have pepper?”

      I dropped Ona’s plate in front of her, piled high with turnip mush. “The Decemites get it,” I said. “Lock mentioned it, too.” I kicked the back of her chair and went back for Mom’s plate.

      “We do,” agreed Ona. Her cheeks had gone pink. “I didn’t tell you before so you wouldn’t get jealous.”

      “We’re just glad they’re feeding you,” said Dad. He dug into his own mush and took a big bite. After that, we ate in silence, forks squeaking on our plates. Ona ate all I’d given her, and Dad did the same. Mom only picked at hers. I covered her leftovers in foil and stowed them in the fridge.

      “Want something else instead?”

      “Maybe later.” She yawned. “I can hardly keep my eyes open.”

      Dad glanced at her and frowned, but he kept his thoughts to himself. He got up, snagged a bucket, and handed one to me. “Help me fill the hot water tank. Your sister’s drained it dry.”

      I followed him outside, down to the reservoir. We marched up and down with our buckets, filling the tank to the line. Dad started the heater and sat on the edge of the tub. He motioned me to sit next to him, so I did.

      “What did he say to you, Prium Lazrad?”

      My spit turned to acid. “Not much,” I said. “He was, uh—he kept playing with his tablet, like I wasn’t there at all. He said I’d been punished enough, all those weeks lost Outside.”

      “And what else did he say?” Dad jogged my elbow to make me look at him. “This is important, Myla. Did he mention me or your mother?”

      “No.” I scrounged for a comforting lie. It was easy to find one, and I delivered it with a smile. “He said Ona’s a hero. She found something out there, something good. He didn’t say what, but she’s his new darling. He’s not going to do anything to her family.”

      Dad’s brows drew together. “Ona didn’t mention that.”

      “And I shouldn’t have, either, so don’t tell her I told you.” I gripped his hands in mine. “We’re good, though. I promise. She came through.”

      “Thank you.” Dad bowed his head. His hair was going gray, I noticed, a few strands at his temples, brindled stubble down his cheek. “You should go see your gran,” he said. “She’s missed you most of all.”

      “I’ll go right there and back.”

      “Mind you do. You’re grounded.” His scowl came and went, like a cloud over the sun. “But if you do still have friends down here, anyone who’d like to see you in one piece, I won’t tell you no.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” I leaned down and kissed his cheek. He caught me and hugged me fit to split me in two. By the time he let go, my eyes were wet. I wiped them on my sleeve and made my escape, down the hall and through the kitchen, straight out the front door. I bumped into Ona on the steps.

      “Hey.” She darted in front of me, eyes dark with suspicion.

      “What? I’m coming back.”

      “It’s not that.” She nodded over her shoulder, at an armed guard jogging toward the bridge. He wasn’t a watchman, or anyone I’d seen before. He was one of Prium’s, blaster strapped to his hip, Lazrad Corp’s logo emblazoned across his vest. “He came for us.”

      “For us? What are you talking about?”

      “They’re expecting us at Central in an hour.”

      My head spun. “Central? You mean Central Operations? Why?”

      “He didn’t say. He just said come.” Ona pulled me away from the door, out of earshot of anyone inside. “Prium’s office is up there. D’you think he changed his mind? What did you say to him? Did you—”

      “Calm down.” My own hands were shaking. I stuffed them in my pockets. “If this was a bad thing, they’d have dragged us straight there, probably in chains. For them to invite us, this has to be...”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know.” I watched the guard cross the bridge. He turned left at the end and got on the lift. It shot up the shaft, one floor after another, all the way to Sky. “We should dress nice,” I said. “Put on a brave face. Whatever they want with us, we’ve got to act—”

      “Confident. Like we didn’t do anything wrong.” Ona squared her shoulders. “Easy for me. I didn’t.”

      “And don’t you forget it.” I flashed her my best imitation of a carefree grin. Inside, I was spinning, sick with worry. No one went to Central. I’d never set foot up there, or met anyone who had. That whole floor was for Lofties—Lofties and Lazrad Corp. If they wanted something from us, they came down and took it. Two Dirtbags encroaching on their territory, well, that was unheard-of.

      “We’ll be fine,” I said. I turned to Ona, but she’d gone back inside. I mouthed the words again anyway, a promise or a prayer.

      We’ll be fine.

      We’ll be fine.

      We had to be. I’d promised Dad.
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      Lock showed up as we were leaving the house, wild-haired and breathless, like he’d run all the way. He straightened up at the sight of us and sketched a janky half-bow.

      “You two look nice,” he said. “I mean, I didn’t know you had clothes like that.”

      Ona burst out laughing. I hid my smirk behind my fist. We were in clean pants and shirts, nothing special, but I guess after our work clothes, we looked sort of dressy. Lock was in his usual overalls, red A-team pips on the collar.

      “You look like a hobo,” said Ona. “What’d you do to your hair?”

      “Ona!” Mom materialized behind her and cuffed her hard, sending her skittering down the stairs. Ona snickered, unrepentant, but Mom pursed her lips. She glided down to join us and took Lock’s hand in both of hers. “My daughter has no manners, but I haven’t forgotten mine. You brought Myla home to us, and for that, I owe you everything.”

      Lock looked embarrassed. “Well, I wouldn’t say I—”

      “Don’t be modest.” Mom squeezed him tighter, squeezed him till he winced. “I have another favor to ask. Whatever happens today, keep my girls safe. You bring them home, you hear?”

      “Don’t put that on him.” I tugged Lock away from her. “We’re in the same boat, all three of us.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” said Lock. His smile was sweet and earnest, and Mom smiled back. She seemed to relax a little, the tension going out of her shoulders.

      “We should go,” said Ona. “They won’t like it if we’re late.”

      We set out along the banks, Ona hurrying ahead, Lock and me trailing behind. I turned to Lock as we passed under a streetlamp, but he was looking the other way, up toward Sky.

      “Lock?”

      “Sorry about that, back there.”

      I frowned. “Sorry? About what?”

      “Taking the credit. Letting your mom think I saved you, or something, when—” He made a lemon-suck face. “I felt like a jerk, letting her thank me like that. Letting her treat me like a hero, when all I did was—”

      “Stop that.” I jostled him hard, so his boot splashed in the reservoir. “You went looking for Ona when no one else would. When the Outsiders took us, you tried to help me escape. Mom might not know what she’s thanking you for, but she’s right to be grateful.”

      “You didn’t need me for any of that.” Lock dipped his head as he left the streetlamp’s glow, maybe hiding a blush.

      “I needed you at the vent,” I said. “And after that, in the tunnels.”

      “We shouldn’t talk about that.” Lock’s tone was gruff, but he looked pleased. His hand brushed against mine, comforting in the dark. I glanced at Ona and lowered my voice.

      “What do you think they want us for?”

      “To remind us to keep quiet,” he said. “Or maybe—not to scare you, or anything, but when you got shot...” He quickened his pace as we passed a watchman, hurrying along till we’d left him behind. “Your mask was half-off when I found you. D’you think they saw your face?”

      “My mask? I don’t think so.” I tried to remember. Could they have seen? The bolt had torn through me, spun me around. My mask was on for that. I’d glimpsed Lock through smeared goggles, the Decemites in hot pursuit. “It was on when I fell,” I said. “They kept running, all of them. Unless they came back...”

      “I doubt that,” said Lock. “They nearly caught me. They couldn’t have got that close if they’d stopped to check on you.”

      I grunted my agreement. Lock was probably right, but still, I felt cold. My disquiet only grew as we made our way up the stairs, and across the B9 catwalk. A camera hung by the lift, and another near the fire exit, shiny and new in their bulletproof casings. Those hadn’t been there before, or the watch post by the stairwell. Lock squinted at them but said nothing. I caught up to Ona and squeezed her hand.

      “You okay? You’ve been quiet.”

      “I tried,” she said. “I really did. I did everything I could.” Her voice shook, and her hand twitched in mine. I thought of Prium Lazrad, his cold lizard eyes. Those sharp, red-tipped nails.

      “I know you did,” I told her. “I never thanked you, so... thanks. You were brave.”

      “So were you.” She bumped my elbow and kept walking. We strode on hand in hand, past the refinery and the sorting station, up the stairs I’d once climbed to welcome her home—but we didn’t go to Sky Station. We went up one flight, and half a dozen guards fell into formation around us, three in front and three behind. Their Lazrad Corp badges gleamed in the lamplight, whiter than anything in the Dirt.

      They didn’t touch us or speak to us, just marched so we had to march with them, down a hall like any other. I saw plain concrete walls, scuffed-up tile floors, and a break room no fancier than our own—a table and two chairs, a kettle for tea. Nobody seemed to be on break. We passed a series of anonymous gray doors, all closed, all numbered but the last one on the right. That one read ADMIN, and it marked the end of our journey.

      A green light flashed twice, and I heard a lock disengage. The ADMIN door slid open. I took two steps forward, and my heart stopped. Just behind me, Ona gasped. I’d heard stories of Lady Lazrad, how she’d lived so long her skin had hardened to marble. How her eyes shone like lamps, how her nails had turned to steel. The stories hadn’t prepared me for the reality. The woman before me shimmered like glass. She shone from within, casting light instead of shadow. I could see through her, I realized, a poster on the wall scattering leaves across her face. She turned, just slightly, and nodded to herself.

      “Two prime, one subprime,” she said. “All bound for—”

      “Excuse me, Governor. The camera—”

      I whirled to see who’d spoken, but no one was there. When I turned back to Lazrad, she was looking right at me. She had Prium’s eyes and his long, slender hands. She stood like him, too, somehow managing to look down on me, though I had a full head on her.

      “Ona Hyde,” she said. “And Myla Hyde, and Lock Powell.” Our names sounded strange on her tongue, sharp and clipped. “I’m sure you’re wondering why I’ve summoned you.”

      I clenched my jaw tight. I wanted to shake her till she rattled—grab her and shake her and scream their names in her face, all the dead she’d left behind. I smiled instead, flashed her every one of my teeth.

      “We’re honored,” said Ona. She dropped into a curtsey, incongruous in pants. Lazrad just stared at her, and Ona straightened up, blushing. “I’m honored. We’re honored. Myla, too.”

      “Honored,” I repeated. It came out flat and venomous, and Lock elbowed me in the ribs. Lazrad didn’t seem to notice.

      “I’ve called you here to congratulate you,” she said. “Given the extent of your accomplishments, I’d hoped to come in person, but this will have to do.”

      I blinked, confused. In person? How had she come, if not in person?

      “Your service to Echelon is to be recognized,” said Lazrad. She rattled off the words as though reading from a script, her weird, luminous eyes focused somewhere beyond my ear. “You kept your heads in the clutches of our enemies. You navigated your captivity with courage and returned to us bearing bounty beyond compare. For this, and for your loyalty, I mean to reward you.”

      I glanced at Ona. She was leaning forward, lips parted, eyes alight with fervor. She’d clasped her hands to her breast, and I’d have sworn she was trembling. Lock was scratching his chin, slack-jawed, like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      “Thank you,” whispered Ona. “Thank you. We—”

      “Prium will brief you on the details. As for me—” Lazrad touched her wrist, and she vanished without a trace. I yelped, then nearly screamed as Prium took her place. Ona scuttered backward, her heel thumping the door.

      “What—what—”

      “A hologram,” said Prium. He smirked unpleasantly, tucking his gloves in his pocket. “What, you thought she’d come here? To see you?” His eyes sparkled. “I’m real, though. Didn’t you see me? I’ve been here all along.”

      I stared at his hands, pulse pounding. If he touched me, I’d snap. I’d fly at him, flatten him, pound his brains to liverwurst.

      “Anyway, left to myself, I’m not sure I’d reward you, but here we are.” Prium sat down, propping his feet on his desk. His soles were gold leather, burnished to a high shine. It felt like an insult, him showing us those, like the lowest part of him was worth more than us. “You were foolish,” he said. “You took foolish risks. The resources you wasted, the search parties, the raid—”

      I breathed deep and tuned him out. He’d been sent to reward us. Soon, he’d get to it, and we’d be on our way.

      “Still, I can’t deny your accomplishments. Lock—you’ve logged more missions than any Decemite in history. And Ona.” He tapped his nails on the arm of his chair. “You opened the mines to us, put us on the path to rigur without end. You suffered, you bled...” His tongue darted out, and he sighed or maybe moaned. “As for you, Myla—well, some might call you brave.”

      If he’d hoped to embarrass me, Prium was out of luck. I stood, impassive, waiting for him to be done.

      “Let me ask you this: What do you want for yourself, more than anything else?”

      Lock made a surprised sound, a soft, goofy buh? I snorted without meaning to and covered it with a cough. Prium glared at us both.

      “It’s not a difficult question.” He rose and approached Lock, heels squeaking on the floor. “You. What do you want?”

      “My family in the Stars.” Lock spoke without hesitation, his voice ragged with longing. “A big house by the Walk, where the light spills in their windows. Medicine for my mom. She’s got the Undercrud.” He stepped forward, entreating. “Just, I’d want them all safe, safe and happy. I’d die for that. I’d do anything.”

      Prium made a humming sound, as though assessing Lock’s response. He turned to Ona and hooked his thumb under her chin. “And you? What’s your dream?”

      Ona inhaled sharply. “Everything he said, and to go on serving Echelon.” She drew herself up, beaming with pride.

      “Hmph.” Prium let his hand drop, and his gaze fell on me. “And you? Same as your sister?”

      I bristled. To go free, I thought. To take Ona and run, and never look back. But we couldn’t run from her nanobots, the death sentence in her blood. The cure was here, if it was anywhere. Running meant Ona dying in my arms, five years at the outside, then—

      “What’s the matter? Rebels take your tongue?” Prium snorted at his own joke. “Well, if you’ve nothing to say—”

      “I want what we all want.” I spat the words in his face. “Health and happiness for my family. Long lives full of love.”

      Prium looked disappointed. He leaned back on his desk with a huff. “Well, as it happens, my lady will grant your wishes. Today you’ll go home and celebrate with your families. Tomorrow, you’ll show them their new homes in the Stars. The day after that...” His smile contorted into something ugly, a nasty hyena snarl. “The day after that, you’ll Ascend. All three of you.”

      Ona shrieked and clapped her hands. Lock didn’t say anything at all. I stood stunned, waiting for the punchline. Me, Ascend? Lock and Ona, sure—but some rulebreaking nobody? A peon from the refinery?

      Lock’s fingers brushed mine, and I clenched my fists. This was the chance I’d been waiting for. Buried in the Dirt, I might never see Lazrad again. If I wanted to get close to her, to unravel the secret of her longevity, Sky was the place to do it. Still—

      “Do make yourselves presentable before the ceremony,” said Prium. He pursed his lips at me. “That goes double for you, Myla. Haven’t you heard of a nail brush?”

      I frowned. In truth, I hadn’t.

      “Your Ascension is a special privilege.” His expression soured further, like he’d tasted something foul. “I wouldn’t have gone so far, but my lady respects... courage. Myself, I prefer obedience, so see you scrub those nails.”

      I jammed my hands in my pockets. Prium shook out his gloves and pulled them on.

      “Well, run along,” he said. “I’m not handing out sweets.”

      Gears whirred behind me, the door sliding open. I backed away slowly, not wanting to let Prium out of my sight. He was staring me down like he wanted to eat me, smoothing his gloves over his wrists. I didn’t trust him not to touch me, not to run a gloved finger down my neck. It seemed the sort of thing he would do, not for the pleasure of it, but just to show he could.

      The door shut on Prium. I thought I heard Lazrad with him, her sharp voice raised in question. Had she been listening all along?

      “Ascension,” said Lock.

      I felt a jab in my kidney, one of the guards urging me along. A chill ran down my spine, not at his touch, but something elusive, like a word on the tip of my tongue. Something felt wrong, or everything did—Ascension, Prium, Lady Lazrad. Holograms that shone and vanished. Prium pulling his gloves off, smoothing them back on. It didn’t add up, or it added up to something awful, and try as I might, I couldn’t pin down what.
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      Ona made it nearly to the landing before she erupted in delight.

      “Sky! I can’t believe it.” She darted past the guards, nearly skipping down the stairs. “What are you going to do first?”

      Lock shook his head slowly. He looked shellshocked, at a loss. “What is there to do? I don’t even—I’ve only seen it from Outside.”

      “I’m going up the tallest tower,” said Ona. “I want to dance above the clouds.” She did a little pirouette. “And then I’m going shopping. I want a dress to my ankles. Next time I curtsey, my skirts’ll touch the floor.”

      Lock’s brows went up. “You’ll be wearing more than one?”

      “Of course I will. There’s the skirt, then the petticoat, then the slip underneath. I’ve seen it in pictures. Like a cupcake you wear.”

      “I’d rather have one I eat.” Lock’s expression turned wistful. “And a radio, a good one, and music to listen to.”

      “What about you?” Ona tackled me from behind, throwing her arms around my neck. “Bet you never thought you’d Ascend.”

      “No, I didn’t.” I shrugged her off roughly. “I thought I’d be there for Mom and Dad. I thought they’d have one of us, whatever happened.” We reached the end of the stairs and I kicked the door open hard enough to leave a dent. Ona trotted after me, eyes round with surprise.

      “But this is what they’d want for us. It’s what all parents want. We should—”

      “You’re talking like they’re dead. What they’d want for us? How about what they do want, for our family? No one has kids just to tell them goodbye.”

      “We’ll still come and visit,” said Ona. “This isn’t goodbye. More like—”

      “Whatever.” I hurried ahead as a camera dipped to track us. Ona scurried ahead of me, jogging backward to catch my eye.

      “What are you saying? You’re not coming with us?”

      “I’m not saying that.” I leaned over the railing and looked down. The factory floor lay below us, all heat and sparks. Two workers were loading the autoclave, the same one I’d subdued just a few weeks before. It had roared like a dragon then, breathed fire in my face. Today, it sat quiet, its chamber cold and gray. I closed my eyes and saw Lazrad, silvery and translucent, printed leaves blowing across her face. “Didn’t she creep you out? Lazrad, I mean?”

      Ona laughed. “What are you talking about?”

      “I don’t know.” I got that feeling again, that sense of something off. “I can’t say, exactly, but...”

      “It’s probably just the hologram,” said Lock. “I nearly passed out when she just up and vanished. One minute, she’s standing there. The next minute—”

      “Two prime, one subprime.” I stopped in my tracks, skin prickling all over. Lock cocked a brow.

      “What?”

      “When we first walked in, before Lazrad turned around—I don’t think she saw us. I don’t think she knew we were there. I think she was talking to someone where she was, talking about us. She said, ‘two prime, one subprime, all bound for—’ Then that voice cut her off, and—”

      “She could’ve been talking about anything,” said Ona. “Meat. Loans. Butts.”

      “Butts?” I kicked at her, missed, and caught myself on the railing. “Seriously, think about it. There’s three of us, two Decemites and...” I tapped my own chest. “Subprime. And this whole Ascension thing—it’s not a reward. This is her buying our silence, the cheapest way she knows how.”

      “The cheapest way would be killing us.” Lock scratched at his chin. He’d gone stubbly already, though I could still smell his shaving cream. “I mean, I guess she was a little strange. But that could be just culture shock—like, that’s how it is up there, straight to the point, no time for small talk.”

      “I thought she was amazing,” said Ona. “You’re just mad ‘cause you screamed.” She marched on ahead of us, putting some swagger in her step. I followed her, fuming. She wanted to believe, so she did. Nothing I could say would shake that.

      “I get it,” said Lock, as we clattered down the stairs. “Me and Ona, we’ve had years to make peace with this. Being a Decemite, you Ascend or you die. For you, it’s not so simple. You had other dreams, maybe.”

      “Maybe I did.” I thought about Ben. He’d be on patrol about now, tramping through the yellow grass. Or he’d be out by the vents, snatching gretha off the Decemites. I could’ve lived like that, too, under the sulfur-stained sky. Under the sun, with the breeze in my face. “Listen, you guys go ahead. I’m going to see Gran.”

      Ona spun on her heel. “What, right now?”

      “I might not have time tomorrow.”

      “Well, don’t take all day. We’re supposed to be celebrating.” She did a little skip-step. “Celebrating. Someone pinch me, quick.”

      I fought the urge to do just that, to pinch her hard, keep pinching till she woke up. I shot her a thumbs-up instead and turned my steps toward the old district, past the reservoir and the market square and the exhaust pipes from the refinery. I cut through the stockyard where old machinery went to rust, and I followed the lamps along the catwalk above the sewers.

      “That’s not what I heard,” came a voice. I spotted two watchmen below me, trudging about their patrol. One of them was smoking a cigarette, and he stubbed it on his boot. “I mean, they’re all going at once. Has that ever happened?”

      “They send the squads out in twos when the mutants are swarming,” said the other. “But all fifty at once, or however many she’s got?”

      I froze where I stood. All fifty? The Decemites?

      “I heard it’s not mutants they’re after.” A lighter sparked, and I smelled smoke. “I heard there’s this—”

      “Shut up. Someone’s listening.” Two faces turned my way, pale circles in the dark. I took to my heels. Nobody followed, but I kept running anyway. I ran till my chest ached, only slowing when the swing shift crowd poured from the factory gate. They streamed around me, and I lost myself among them, hunching over to blend in. It wasn’t hard to walk like them, all stooped and glassy-eyed. I’d been the same, till just recently, marching to the same beat. I marched to it now, all the way to Gran’s building, and up the side stairs.

      The warm smell of ginger spice greeted me at her door. I closed my eyes and breathed it in, but my stomach was tied in knots. All fifty at once—who could it be but the Decemites? What could they be planning, if not war with the Outsiders? I swayed and caught myself. My heart hadn’t stopped pounding since Lazrad pulled her disappearing act. Since Prium had sprung from her shadow, grinning his snake’s grin.

      “Hello?” Gran’s voice came quavering through the door. “Myla? Is that you?”

      I kicked off my boots and let myself in. “Yeah. How’d you know?”

      “I heard you’d come home.” Gran came shuffling to meet me, arms outstretched. Her smile was everything Prium’s wasn’t: warm and welcoming, full of joy. I melted into her embrace, and for that moment, all was well with the world. I was home. I was safe. I felt like a kid again, and I sank into that feeling.

      “Come sit,” she said at last. “Oh, sweetheart. You’re so thin.” She pinched my arm, and I laughed.

      “You always say that. I’m always the same size.”

      “Then you’re always too thin.” She went to the kitchen and came back with a tray of cookies—the fat, fluffy ginger kind, fresh from the oven. I took one and bit into it, more to please her than anything else. Her tarot cards sat on the table, face up from her last reading, and I gathered them into a pile.

      “Will you read for me?”

      “I don’t think so. Not today.” Gran sipped her tea. “Why don’t you tell me a story, all about your adventures?”

      I looked down at the table, at its patina of tea stains. “I can’t,” I said. “What’s out there, I’m—”

      “I know about the Outsiders.” Gran took the cards from me and tucked them into their pouch. “Oh, don’t look so shocked. I raised a Decemite daughter. I saw her through childbirth. She told me for your sake, in case you lived. In case one day it got too much for you, living the lie she left you.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      “Why didn’t you ever ask?” Gran took a cookies and nibbled around the edge. “I knew you’d see for yourself, when you were ready. And now you have.”

      “They’re good people,” I said. “They’re not like the Decemites’ll tell you, all brigands and thieves. I lived with them. They were kind to me. Made me feel like I belonged.”

      “Your mother suspected as much.” Gran looked sad. “She had to shoot one of them, a boy about Ona’s age. She said he called out his name, over and over again, like he wanted her to know him. Cameron, it was. Cameron Stark.”

      I nodded, unsurprised. Time was, I’d have cried for that, let it haunt me through the night. Now, I had more pressing concerns. “I heard something, heading over here, about the Decemites riding out. I heard they’re—”

      Gran laid her hand on mine. “You found someone out there, didn’t you? Someone you care for? Maybe someone you love?”

      At that, my eyes stung, and I pressed my lips together. “Ben. His name’s Ben. I have to warn him—warn all of them. If I don’t...” I waited for Gran to tell me I shouldn’t, not now, not in wartime. Instead, she sipped more tea. I stood and went to the window and leaned my head on the glass.

      “I think Ona’s dying,” I said. “Not just her. All the Decemites. I think they have an expiration date. That’s what Ascension is, not a reward but a funeral—far away from the Dirt, so no one knows it’s coming. If I run to Ben, I might never see her again.”

      “And if you stay?” Gran’s voice was gentle. “You can warn Ona, but you can’t save her.”

      “You don’t know that.” I watched the street below me, the people scurrying about their business. They weren’t so different from the Outsiders—a little grayer, a little wearier, but still much the same. “Lazrad’s letting us Ascend,” I said. “Me and Lock and Ona, the day after tomorrow. I’d be in Sky, close to Lazrad Corp. Close to what Lazrad has that the Decemites don’t. I could find Ona a cure.”

      “Or you could die trying.” Gran got to her feet. She looked ancient in that moment, pale and brittle as ivory. “If Ascension’s just a funeral, why wait? How do you know you won’t step off that elevator into an incinerator?”

      “I don’t, I suppose. But Ona—”

      “Let me tell you about your mother.” She came up beside me and drew the curtains shut. “Faye was a bright girl, and curious just like you. She taught herself how to read, how to figure, how to knit her own sweaters, all before her first day of school. She grew herbs in a windowbox from cuttings from the mess hall. In another world, she’d have been a doctor, or a botanist, or a wife. She’d have carved out her own happiness, but instead—” Her voice cracked, and she coughed. “Lazrad took everything from her.”

      “Gran—”

      “Faye wanted one thing for herself—the simplest thing of all. She wanted to watch you grow up. Instead, she kissed you goodbye, and she never came home.”

      I made a hurt little sound. My chest felt hollow. Gran pulled me back to the table, grip tight and insistent.

      “I can’t watch that happen to you.” Her eyes were huge and watery. “They chipped away everything she was, everything that brought her joy. Stay here, and you might live, but what kind of life would you have? The Lofties’ cage is gilded, but it’s a cage all the same.”

      I sank down on a cushion, heart hammering in my chest. “So you think I should go?”

      “I think you should run. Run and keep running, and never look back. Forget all of this and find a way to be happy.” Gran sighed. “It’s never been my way, telling anyone what to do. But you’re my granddaughter and I love you, and I’m terrified for you.”

      I closed my eyes. Fifty Decemites at once, bearing down on the caves. I’d seen what just five looked like, smoke in the air and bodies underfoot, terrified children huddled in the dark. Fifty would be a rout.  I had to warn Ben—but warn him of what? A Decemite attack? He’d be expecting that already. I had nothing new to offer him, no when, no where, no how. Maybe they wouldn’t attack. For all I knew, they were digging a mine.

      I’ve got my battle to fight, Ben had said, and you’ve got yours. Maybe the Outsiders had moved on, now the Decemites had found their base. They had others, I knew, places to run to. They knew how to stay safe, far better than I did. Ona, on the other hand—

      “I should go,” I said. “Mom and Dad’ll be waiting. I don’t want them to worry.”

      “You’re a dear, kind girl.” Gran’s face contorted. “But this isn’t a kind world. If you don’t look out for yourself, who will?”

      “You always have.” I got up and kissed her on the top of her head. Her shawl had slid down, so I nestled it around her shoulders to keep out the chill. “I’ll come back tomorrow, if there’s time.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t, if it meant you were free.”

      I had nothing to say to that, so I let myself out. I kept my ears pricked heading home, but nobody else mentioned the Decemites or any great foray Outside. Dad was dishing up dinner when I got home, piling our plates with steamed carrots and Ona’s favorite onion pies. He’d made me a treat, too, a tray of fluffy cornbread, baked with caraway seeds.

      “Hurry and wash your hands.” Mom pointed me to the sink. She was smiling too brightly, cheeks flushed with exertion. Dad ushered her to the table and pulled out her chair.

      “Stop hovering,” she scolded. “I’m fine.”

      “Then why’s the oven still on?”

      I turned the tap on full blast to drown out their chatter. They were trying too hard, playing at normal. I felt awkward, unmoored, like bumping into an acquaintance fresh off bereavement leave. I was caught in that same dilemma—offer my condolences, or don’t? Acknowledge their loss or pretend it never happened?

      “I’m getting my ears pierced,” said Ona. She elbowed in next to me, thrusting her hands under the spray. “Lady Lazrad had earrings. Did you see?”

      “You’ll stretch your earlobes,” said Mom. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you when you can tie them in a bow.”

      “Let the girls have their moment.” Dad raised his glass. “Come on. Let’s toast to them. This is everything we’ve dreamed of.”

      I pushed past Ona, nearly bumping her into the sink. “My shirt’s soaked,” I said. “I’m going to get changed.”

      “Wait. Let’s all—”

      I fled to my room and slammed the door behind me. Plaster drifted from the ceiling and settled at my feet. I looked up and saw cracks, the same familiar roadmap I’d stared at for years. In my mind, I saw it spreading, and the Dirt crashing through, all the weight of my prison grinding me to dust.

      I think you should run. Forget all of this and find a way to be happy.

      Outside, Ona laughed. I sank to my knees. If I ran, she’d be lost to me. Sky would swallow her up, and I’d never know if she lived or died.

      Fifty Decemites. All fifty.

      I buried my face in my hands. For all I knew, they’d shipped out already. I could run all I liked and still be too late. Ben would die, then Ona, and where would I turn? I could never come home. I’d be an outcast, a wanderer, drifting from camp to camp. I couldn’t settle, couldn’t feel for anyone, knowing I’d just lose them.

      “Myla? Where’d you get to?”

      “Just a minute.” I heaved myself upright and stripped off my wet shirt. In or out—I couldn’t choose. I grabbed a fresh blouse instead, one Mom thought looked nice on me, and buttoned it up to the collar. For now, I wouldn’t choose. For now, I’d smile and celebrate, let Mom and Dad remember me happy.

      Tomorrow, I didn’t know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Ona was up and dressed, clomping about the kitchen in her boots when I emerged the next morning. She started when she saw me, and the tips of her ears turned red. I smirked, amused.

      “What are you doing, stealing leftovers?”

      “Not stealing. Just eating.” She snagged a hunk of cornbread and stood eating it over the sink. “I didn’t mean to wake anyone. I thought I was being quiet.”

      “I was up anyway.” I took some cornbread for myself, though I’d lost my taste for it. It wasn’t as savory as I remembered, or as rich. I took a bite anyway, chewed and swallowed. Ona finished hers and ducked past me.

      “Where are you going?” I snatched at her sleeve. “It’s moving day, remember? We’ve got to help pack.”

      “I know. I’ll be back for that. I’m just dropping by Sky Station.”

      “Sky Station? Why?”

      “To say goodbye.” Her face fell. “It just hit me, I’m Ascending, but my friends... it’ll be five years till I see them again. I’ll be a whole different person. What if they don’t like me?” A note of panic crept into her voice. “What if they hate me already? I only went on one mission, and now I’m jumping the line. What if they won’t even talk to me?”

      “They’re your friends, right? You’re being paranoid.” I grabbed my coat off its peg and shimmied into it. “Wait up. I’ll come with you. I’ve got some folks to see too.”

      Ona bounced impatiently as I pulled on my boots. She looked like she had to pee, and I told her so.

      “Just hurry,” she said. “There’s some exercise today, some big training thing. I heard they might be out all night. If we don’t make it now—”

      “O-kay.” I finished lacing my boots and got to my feet, scowling to hide my unease. Out all night—all of them? Was this Ben’s death, already? I jogged after Ona, feeling sick. “That training thing—”

      “I don’t know. I’m off duty. No one’s given me any details.” She bounded up the stairs, boots pounding on the metal. I could hear her frustration in the hiss of her breath, sharp little huffs through her teeth.

      “Could you find out? Ask around, maybe, if—”

      “What do you care? It’s a training mission. But if it’ll make you happy...”

      “It will.”

      Nobody challenged us as we charged past the refinery and the sorting station, all the way to the surface. I braced myself for the glare of Sky Station, but no sunlight greeted us as we pushed through. The sky above was dark, just the palest flush of dawn along the horizon. It was earlier than I’d thought, but still, the platform was crowded. The remnants of A-team had congregated by the exit, B-team and C-team along with them. The bench by the wall was elbow-to-elbow Decemites, some chattering, some eating, a few trying to sleep. One of them clocked us and peeled away from the rest. She was E-team yellow, same as Ona. I spotted fresh blaster burns on her vest, shiny patches where she’d had it mended.

      “Hey, Ona.” Her gaze darted to me, and she frowned. “Is that your sister?”

      “Yeah. I’m Myla.”

      “You can’t be up here.” She shooed us back, away from the others. “Not to be a jerk, or anything. Just, if Prium sees you—”

      “I know. I get it.” I turned to go, but Ona grabbed my wrist.

      “Come on. She’s Ascending. Just this once?” She pooched out her lower lip. “C’mon, Nina.”

      “I can’t.” Nina’s tone turned pleading. “It’s different for you. You’re a hero. I’m still earning my place, so please.”

      Ona’s grip tightened on my arm. I shook her off, as gently as I could. “I’ve got my own friends to see,” I said. “You two have fun. I’ll be downstairs when you’re through.”

      Ona looked torn, but she didn’t try to stop me. The rest of E-team clustered around her, peppering her with questions. I hurried back the way I’d come, catching my breath as I passed the big Outside door. The guard was the same, regular watch, half-asleep. It was the door that had changed, cutting off any hope of escape. A shiny new panel gleamed in its frame—a biometric scanner, like Lock had used to get in. I’d have to force the door if I wanted out, or force some Decemite to let me out. Either way, it wouldn’t be quick or discreet.

      The stairwell was the same, now I was looking, cameras at every landing, freshly installed. They swiveled to follow me, gears whirring. I didn’t speculate on who was watching, but I found out anyway, halfway down.

      “This floor’s Lofties only,” said Miron. He blocked my path with his body, elbows jutting wide. “Well, Lofties and Decemites, and I know you’re not either.”

      “I’m just leaving.” I waited for him to move, but Miron stayed put. He licked his lips, shuffled his feet, and I realized he was nervous. Had Prium rebuked him for rubbing gum in my face? Or had our positions reversed, somehow, now I was Ascending? I glanced at the nearest camera, and back at him.

      “I’m going to Sky,” I said. “Did you hear?”

      “I heard.” He went tight all over, like his skin had shrunk two sizes. His Adam’s apple bobbed and twitched.

      “Maybe we’ll be neighbors.” I smiled, sweet as honey. Miron went purple.

      “You’ll be—you and me—”

      “Yeah?”

      “Get out of my stairwell.” He stepped back at last, and I swept past him. I felt dirty doing it, like I’d stooped to his level, but I couldn’t wipe the grin off my face. I beamed all the way down, straight into the cameras. I didn’t care who saw.

      My glee faded slowly as I waited for Ona. Despite what I’d told her, I didn’t feel like saying goodbye. I wasn’t close to anyone the way she was, and besides, goodbyes sucked. I’d come to scope out my exit, and there was none—not through Sky Station, not for me. Even here, patrols were up. A lone watchman passed me as I bought water from a vending machine. Ten minutes later, he passed by again. He had a blaster, I noticed. That was new.

      Miron came off his break and stalked past me without a word. Ona joined me soon after, bubbling with good spirits.

      “Nina promised she’ll find me,” she said. “The minute she Ascends. We made a pact, me and her and Sarah. We’ll move in together, some place above the Stars. That way, when Mom and Dad look up, we’ll be right there.”

      “Yeah? That sounds nice.”

      “You’ll be there too, of course.” Her expression turned worried. “I didn’t mean we’d leave you out.”

      “’Course not.” My chest went tight. Ona was a kid, still, in every way that mattered, just a kid eager to please. “Hey, your friend up there, Nina. Is she okay?”

      “Huh? What do you mean?”

      “She had blaster burns on her vest.” I patted at my own ribs, where Nina’s patches had been. “Did something happen out there?”

      “Oh, they took out some filcher camp, a day or two back. She’s fine, though. Her vest caught the worst of it.”

      The air went out of my lungs, leaving me breathless. “Filcher camp? What’s that?”

      “Just where the rebels sleep, when they’re out stealing gretha. Like where they kept Lock.” Her lip peeled back in a sneer. “They kept him in a landfill. Did he tell you?”

      I clenched my fists. My legs felt weak. “Only after he tried to get away.”

      “I don’t get how you defend them.” Ona made a disgusted sound. “They shot me. Did you forget?”

      “Did you forget they fed you? Let you out of your cell?” I spun her around to face me. “What about Jasper? What was wrong with him? He let you play with his radio. You babysat his kid. You ate his fruit every day, hung out in his lab. What’d he ever do to you? What’d Ben do, or Jetha?”

      “Jasper was okay,” said Ona. She fidgeted with her cuff, avoiding my eye. “He reminded me of Dad. But anyone can be nice when they’re getting something in exchange. I was his guinea pig, so he was nice to me. But if it was just me and Jasper and the last tank of gretha...” Ona shook her head. “You knew them a few weeks, and you knew them at their best. Us Decemites, it’s different. We know things you don’t.”

      “Like what?”

      Ona turned and walked away. I grabbed for her again, but this time, she dodged me. “I don’t want to fight,” she said. “I just—Nina’s not just my best friend. The way you are with Ben, that’s me and her. I can’t act like I’m fine with her getting shot at.”

      “Fair enough.” I fell in beside her, and we headed back across the catwalk. I didn’t want to fight, either. Mom and Dad would be up by now and wondering where we’d got to. The least we could do was come home smiling.

      “Oh, that training thing, with all the Decemites?” Ona paused at the top of the stairs. “I heard B-team talking. It’s something to do with rigur. So whatever you’re thinking, relax. It’s not that.”

      I smiled to keep from screaming. Every Decemite in Echelon, hunting down rigur, and Ona thought that was good news? Whatever Lazrad had planned, she was ramping up her efforts. Soon, the Outsiders would have nothing to offer her, and she’d exterminate them like rats. I was sure of it now, more than ever. Prime and subprime, she’d called us, and she’d looked right through us. She’d promised us rewards and snatched us from our home. She might’ve been human once, but she was something else now, something cold and empty.

      I couldn’t let Ona Ascend alone.
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        * * *

      

      Ona stood in the middle of the street, head tilted back, arms out to the sides.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, and she did a slow spin. The stars lay scattered at her feet, sunlight dappled on stone. They blinked in and out as she caught the light in her hands. Not so long ago, I’d have joined her, but today I hung back. I watched her dance under the grate, and I felt my heart breaking.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, thinking of Ben. Mom shot me a narrow look.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. She’s so happy.”

      “Aren’t you?” She set down her bags and took my hand in hers. “You’ll be together,” she said. “That was always our worst fear, the two of you losing each other. Your father and I—we love you, but Ona’s your sister.”

      “She is.” I willed myself not to cry. Whichever way I looked at it, I couldn’t run to Ben. The risk was too high, the reward too uncertain. At best, I’d arrive in time, and warn him of... what? Decemites hunting rigur? A brewing attack? I had nothing but rumors, nothing he couldn’t guess for himself. Worse still, I couldn’t help much. I couldn’t harvest gretha, not without Lock. I couldn’t fight off an army, or keep one alive.

      “Myla! Get over here.” Ona held out her hands. I ran up and joined her, and she spun me around. “That’s ours, up there. Well, Mom’s and Dad’s.” She pointed behind me, at a long, cloistered balcony. “They can almost touch the stars. If we stood up there and sang to them, I bet they’d hear us.”

      A wave of despair washed over me. Somehow, I knew we’d never stand on that grate. They’d never let us near it, near our parents or our past.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you,” I said.

      Ona laughed. “What could happen to me?” She let go of my hands and rubbed at her middle. “Even my rash is getting better. It’s from Outside, like I said.”

      I couldn’t look at her. I turned my head toward the house. “Should we go in?”

      Ona bounded ahead of me, a bundle of energy. Dad was already inside, puttering about in the kitchen. He looked small, standing there, dwarfed by his surroundings. Our whole place could’ve fit in the kitchen, with room for a dog. A big window opened over the sink, looking out on a neat square of grass. A tree stood in the center, an actual tree, and I wondered if it was the kind that bore fruit. Ona bumped up against me, craning to see.

      “Let’s go upstairs,” she said.

      We thundered up a spiral staircase, wrought metal overgrown with ivy. The upstairs was airy, four rooms on our left, the balcony to our right. It stood open to the hallway, letting the sounds of the square filter in.

      “Those would’ve been our rooms,” said Ona, peering into the smallest one. “If we weren’t Ascending.”

      “They’re ours for tonight.” I checked the next one along and found it furnished, just a bed and a dresser, but both of high quality. I felt lonely looking at it, picturing it empty. Picturing Mom looking in on it, Dad closing the door. Dust gathering over time.

      “They could still have more children,” said Ona. “They’re not too old.”

      I turned and saw she was crying, one hand pressed to her mouth. I pulled her close and held her, choking back my own tears. She shook in my arms, quiet sobs that tore through her just the same.

      “I’ll be with you,” I promised her. “Right there, no matter what.”
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      I slipped out late that night and headed to the Banks, to the bridge over the reservoir. I could see my old building from there, the rock garden out front. A few stragglers from the swing shift made their way along the bank, hunched shapes in the dark. I wondered how long it would take me to forget the sound of the water, the play of light on its surface. Or my own bedroom ceiling, with its canopy of cracks. I’d heard of people forgetting faces, even faces they’d once loved. I wished I could draw so I’d remember.

      I scrunched down as footsteps approached, tried to make myself small. I didn’t want to talk to anyone, not even hello. I just wanted to look, to drink it in and absorb it, the place I grew up.

      “Thought I might find you here.” Lock stopped beside me. “Okay if I sit?”

      I gestured vaguely at the spot beside me—be my guest. Lock eased himself down and swung his legs over the side.

      “I went home too,” he said. “Got me a souvenir.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a fuzzy something.

      “Ew. What is that?”

      “A toy mouse.” He dangled it by its tail. “There’s this lady who sells them downstairs from me. I always wondered who bought them. Now I know.”

      “They’re for cats.” I took a swipe at Lock’s mouse. He curled around it, protecting it with his body.

      “Toss Smedley in the reservoir, I’ll be very upset.”

      “You named that thing?”

      “Don’t mock. I’m sad.” He tucked his mouse back in his pocket. “Truth be told, I swung by your new house first. When Ona said you were out, I thought you might’ve made a run for it.”

      “I thought about it,” I admitted.

      “What made you stay?”

      “Ona.” I stared into the reservoir. The water had risen with the rains, lapping up to the footpath. A thousand lights glimmered on its surface, streetlights and bedroom lights, fizzing neon signs. “All she sees is the dream. Someone needs to be there for her, in case...”

      “I want to think there’s no ‘in case.’” Lock touched his pocket where he’d stowed his mouse. “Ascension’s not just a dream. It’s what gets you through, you know?”

      “Like in the pit?”

      “Sort of. But no. I meant when you’re just hanging on, when it’s down to life or death.” His breathing quickened. “I spent the night down a vent one time, with my leg crushed under a rock. Couldn’t move an inch. The steam just kept coming, boiling the skin off my bones. By morning, I’d stopped healing, just... even we have our limits, what our bodies can take.” He rubbed at a spot above his knee, as though it still hurt him. “That dream got me through, the thought of waking up to real sunshine, a song on the radio. Visiting my folks in the Stars. And now it’s all coming true, just like it’s supposed to. First the pain, then the gain. You’d have to be some kind of monster, putting kids through all that, if the reward’s just a lie.”

      Some kind of monster. I ducked my head to hide my grimace. “How’d you get out, in the end?”

      “Samson came back with a jackhammer. Busted that rock all to powder.” Lock sighed. “Most of us don’t make it. We fall or get shot, or our buggies flip over. There’s a hundred ways to die out there, but we hold onto that promise—see it through to the end, and we got you covered.” His whole face lit up, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “It’s all been true so far. They let my whole family move up, my aunts and uncles, all my cousins. It’s like a mansion, their place, a room for every kid. There’s a park out back, with swings. That makes it all worth it, whatever comes next.”

      A sense of sadness came over me, heavy as the Dirt. “You really mean that, don’t you?”

      “’Course I do.” His smile brightened. “What if it’s perfect, just like everyone says? Say it’s heaven up there, everything you ever wanted. What would that look like?”

      Safe. Open to everyone. Gloriously Lazrad-free.

      “Green,” I said. “Like in those old pictures, with the hills covered in trees. There’d be a park full of birds, and a lake you could swim in. You’d pick all the fruit you could eat, and there’d still be lots left. How about you?”

      “Clean,” said Lock. He squirmed where he sat. “I can’t imagine what that feels like. No sand up my crack. No dirt under my nails. It’s all soot down here, and rats, and fleas. I want a tub big enough to stretch out in, and I’ll leave the water running till it drains away clear. And I’ll eat grapes the whole time, and melons, and apples.”

      I snorted at the notion of a tub big enough to fit all of Lock. He’d been too tall for doorways at thirteen. Full-grown, he was a giant. “What are you, seven feet?”

      “Six-nine.” He knocked his boot against mine. “I didn’t laugh at your birds. Let me dream.”

      “Dream all you want.” I wiggled my toes and felt grit between them. I’d washed since I got back, but the sand had stuck with me, grimed into my socks. “It’s funny, isn’t it? I’m picturing a scene from the history books. You’re picturing a bath. But it could be anything up there. Anything at all. The walls are so high outside, all you see are the towers.”

      Lock shot me a strange look. “That scares you?”

      “It doesn’t scare you? A whole world you can only guess at? For all we know, they eat each other. Or they’re all like Prium Lazrad.”

      “I doubt there’s many like him.” Lock’s lips quirked up. “Besides, you’re great with new people. They all loved you Outside. You should’ve seen when you got shot—they were scared for you, all of them, even that mean one.”

      “Who, Starkey?”

      “No, Jeena, uh... Jetha? Ben’s mom. She held your hand half the night, after I brought you in.” A shudder passed through him. “You were crying in your sleep, making sounds like it hurt. They all came to check on you, everyone at that base. If anyone can win over the Lofties, it’s you.”

      I dredged up a smile, not wanting to spoil Lock’s mood. Win over the Lofties—as if. That Lock thought they could be won over spoke to Lazrad’s grip on him. He still wanted to trust her, to live in her dream. I’d be alone in my search for answers.

      “I feel good about this,” said Lock. “That night in the vent, waiting for Sam to—” He stopped talking abruptly, and set his hand on my arm.

      “What?”

      “Don’t you hear that?” He got to his feet, waving me to silence. I could hear them now, voices approaching from the refinery.

      “It’s not hard,” said one. He had a broad Lofty accent, hoarse with smoke. “They just—it’s like, you finish the coffee, you start a new pot. And change out the filter. It won’t kill you.”

      “Right?”

      I froze. That was Miron—I’d know his voice anywhere. I seized Lock by the belt and dragged him behind a pillar, crowding up next to him to fit.

      “What—?”

      “Shh.” I covered his mouth with my palm, waiting for Miron to pass by. I hated the thought of him finding me here, knowing I’d felt homesick.

      “You know what’s funny?” Miron stopped where the bridge met the street, and I heard a lighter click. “I don’t even smoke these things. I’ll stand and watch you, and I’ll let this burn down, but it’s just a distraction. Something to do with my hands.” Miron kicked at the railing. “Ma calls it a nervous habit, but that’s not it. I don’t get nervous. You just need something to say ‘this is it. I’m on break.’ Without that...”

      “Everywhere looks the same down here. Like the whole thing’s the office. Why d’you think I smoke?”

      Lock made a sound, a low, amused whuffing. I kicked him in the shin. Miron tapped his cigarette, scattering ash.

      “You on duty for the thing?”

      “What, the Ascension ceremony?” Miron’s companion stepped into the light. He was security, I saw, blue vest for Sky. I’d seen him around—Kessler, or Keller. “Yeah, I’m on that.”

      “Better you than me.”

      “Those kids, though...” Kessler dropped his cigarette and lit another. “I heard one of them’s not even a Decemite. What’d they do, change the rules?”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” said Miron. “That other girl, her sister, she only ran one mission. Got herself captured, to boot. The Powell boy earned it, more or less, but those other two are a joke.”

      “Not a very funny one.” Kessler stepped out onto the bridge. He leaned over the railing and spat into the reservoir. “I mean, I’m up at five, down here by six. I’m patrolling all day, then I eat in the mess. I catch the sunset if I’m lucky, an hour or two of twilight. The sun might be our birthright, but when’d you see it last?”

      “Last weekend, I suppose.”

      “Yeah? Guess what I did last weekend. Really, guess.”

      Miron made a humming sound. “Slept? That’s what I did.”

      “Babysat.” Kessler cursed under his breath. “I’ve got three of ‘em now, and I swear they get brattier by the day—they scream just to spite me, that little one especially. And now we got those three heading up, like a slap in the face. They’ll see more sun than we ever will, more than our kids’ll see once they start work. What makes these kids so special, when mine get the factory?”

      Lock shifted beside me, fists bunched at his sides. I touched his arm and his shoulders slumped. Miron turned away from us, dropping his cigarette between his feet. He ground it under his heel, like squashing a bug.

      “Trust me,” he said. “They’ll lord it over us a while, but Lazrad knows what she’s doing. You couldn’t pay me enough to take their place.”

      “No?”

      “No.” Miron’s laugh was unpleasant, a wet, guttural wheeze. “Trust me. We’re better off.”

      “If you say so.” Kessler checked his watch. “Either way, my break’s over. You in for cards later?”

      “Got my mad money right here.” Miron patted his pocket. The two of them turned back the way they’d come, footsteps dwindling in the distance.

      “We should go,” said Lock.

      I nodded, and we hurried in the opposite direction. It was the long way around, through the slums to the stairwell, then back to the Stars, but I led and Lock followed without protest. He was quiet jogging along the banks, past my old building. We cut through the market square and up the main road, Lock stopping to pick up a stray token.

      “I heard they don’t use these up there,” he said. “No paper money at all, just... they keep track, somehow, what you got and what you owe.”

      “Then leave that one here. Let someone else find it.” I took the token from him and let it flutter to the ground. “You’ve been quiet. You okay?”

      “Yeah. Just…I hate your boss.”

      “You and me both.” I looked around for cameras and didn’t see any. I lowered my voice anyway, just in case. “But that’s what I’m talking about. We need to be careful up there. Something’s not—”

      “Don’t.” Lock looked tired. “We’re headed up, no matter what. How about you give it a chance before you decide we’re all doomed?”

      “You heard him, though. Lazrad knows what she’s doing. He knows something we don’t.”

      “Or he wishes he does.” Lock sighed. “Remember what I said about Samson, how we weren’t exactly friends? I knew him better than anyone, and I still couldn’t be sure—he’d act like your buddy, then whatever you told him, he’d spread it around. If you kept quiet, he’d make something up. That’s what your boss is doing, telling the story he wants to hear. The one where he wins and you lose. I doubt he’s even met Lazrad, much less knows what she’s thinking.”

      I frowned, frustrated. I couldn’t argue with that, exactly—Miron did like to gossip, loved to seem in the know. He’d drop names like candy, but in the end, he was nobody, more Dirt than Sky. Still, even gossips stumbled on the truth every once in a while.

      “Promise me you’ll be careful,” I said. “Go in with your eyes open.”

      “I will if you will.” Lock picked up his pace, and I trotted to keep up. “It’ll be okay,” he said. “We’re in this together.” He reached the stairwell ahead of me and held the door to let me through. Our elbows brushed, and I felt lonely. Lock was physically with me, but in this together? He and Ona were the same, a rationalization for everything. They’d hide from the truth till it killed them.

      I followed Lock up the stairs and to the edge of the Stars.

      “This is me,” he said. He stopped outside a red door, decorated with leaves and twigs.

      “I’m further on.” I didn’t know what to say, so I hugged him instead, a quick, awkward squeeze.

      “See you tomorrow,” said Lock. He grinned, wide and cheery, barely a hint of worry showing through. I watched him head inside.

      “Tomorrow,” I whispered, but the Dirt-beat drowned me out, the pulse of the factory and the hum of the lights, the murmur of water in the pipes. I’d never hear it again, if Lazrad had her way. I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      Tomorrow.
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      “Hold still.” Mom grabbed my shirt and tugged it down sharply. She’d been poking at me all morning, me and Ona both, smoothing imaginary wrinkles and slapping dust from our cuffs. Now, crowded into our dressing room, awaiting our grand entrance, her fussing had reached fever pitch.

      “You can’t charge about the way you do, up in Sky. Look at the Lofties—they’re never in a hurry.” She sauntered a few paces, swinging her hips side to side. “More like this, see? Let’s see you try it.”

      Ona gave it a shot, mincing about the dressing room. I stayed where I was, uncomfortable in Mom’s hand-me-downs. She’d deemed my best pants too frayed, my sharpest shirt too casual. Now I stood starched to the eyeballs, in a high collar years out of style. My pants were too tight, and they pinched at the waist.

      “You too, Myla. Give it a try.”

      “That’ll do.” Dad took Mom’s arm and guided her to the couch. “You don’t know what it’s like up there any better than she does. Stand back. Let her breathe.”

      “I heard bad means good up there—like, if you say something’s bad, that means it’s good.” Ona peered through the curtain, at the crowd gathered in the square. “But radioactive means bad, so—”

      “Don’t believe everything you hear.” Dad pulled her back from the curtain. I couldn’t read his expression, brows beetled together, lips turned up. He looked sad and proud, a little scared. I could see his hands shaking. “All you need to know—” His voice caught, and he swallowed.  “All you need to know is, you’ve made it. This is security, for you and for us. So whatever happens, don’t worry about us. Be happy. Be proud. You have the world at your feet.”

      I hunched over like he’d stuck a knife through me. My stomach hurt. My heart hurt.

      “Myla? You okay?”

      “My pants are too tight.” I tugged at my belt. Forced a smile. It wouldn’t do any good, burdening Dad with my suspicions. What good would it do him, picturing an incinerator up there, or a prison, or a bullet? It’d just hurt him and Mom, and I’d done enough of that. “Sorry,” I said. “Just nervous, I guess. Never thought I’d see Sky.”

      “Have some water,” said Mom. “Come and sit with me, and—”

      Outside, the crowd roared. I peeked past the curtain and saw Prium had taken his place, dead center on the podium. To his left stood the elevator that’d take us to Sky. Behind him hung a glass panel, big and black and solid, like a door turned on its side. It looked out of place in the Dirt, with its clean lines and sharp angles. It made me nervous, though I couldn’t have said why—maybe Prium’s bald pate reflected in it, gleaming under the lights.

      Prium raised his hands for silence, and soon the crowd subsided. I spotted a few of my co-workers among them, and most of my old neighbors. Not one of them looked my way.

      “Citizens of the Dirt.” Prium spoke quietly, and the crowd leaned in as one. I moved closer, myself, without realizing it. Beside me, Ona did the same.

      “Citizens of the Dirt—you’ve come here today to see three of your own exalted. You’ll see them rise up on high, take their first halting steps into a world most of you will never so much as glimpse from afar... but why should that be?” Prium smiled, not his usual mean smirk, but a wide, delighted grin. “Why should it be that our most valued citizens—our prospective Decemites and their families, our workers, our bedrock—should never understand the paradise they aspire to?”

      A murmur went through the crowd, little confused twitterings, a flurry of exchanged glances. Prium raised his arms, and the panel behind him became a window. I saw the sky through it, and the towers of Echelon, the faint purple shimmer of the Dome. The breath caught in my throat as I realized what I was looking at—like the security screens in the refinery, only full-color and trained on Sky. The picture dissolved into an interior scene, a vast, open chamber, its glass doors flung wide. A bustling street lay beyond, Lofties going about their business—ladies with parasols, girls in frilly dresses. A man sat by a fountain’s edge reading a book.

      “Myla...” Ona grabbed my hand. I squeezed it tight. Someone was sobbing, then lots of someones. Laughter rose and fell, and the crowd roiled and jostled. A woman rose up on tiptoe and was knocked off her feet. She got up, brushed herself off, and stood on tiptoe again.

      “This is our gift to you, the first of many.” Prium drew himself up. “Soon, you’ll have screens in all your homes, in your streets, in your workplaces. You’ll be able to look up and see us, any time you want. You might glimpse Lady Lazrad, or spot an Ascended friend. You’ll witness what awaits you—what awaits more of you now than ever before. An opportunity for—”

      “What’s he talking about?” Ona’s eyes had gone round. “What does he mean, more of you now than ever before?”

      “How should I know?” I shrugged off Ona’s question, but inside, I’d gone cold. The mine would be ready soon. They’d need bodies to work it and guard it from the Outside—a new class of Decemite, more disposable than ever. How many would last a year, let alone five or ten?

      “But we’re gathered today to honor three of your number—three heroes, three trailblazers—who’ve laid the foundation for a brighter future for us all.” Prium gestured at the screen, and the picture split in two. I saw my own face, and Ona’s, peeping out at the crowd. Lock stood on the other side, jaw hanging open. He snapped to attention when his picture appeared, staring straight into the camera. Laughter rose all around us, and his cheeks went bright red.

      “Why don’t you join me, you three?” Prium held out his hands, as though to welcome us, and someone nudged me from behind. A wave of applause greeted me as I stumbled into the light. Ona trailed after me, hand limp in mine. Her eyes darted to the screen, and she hunched up her shoulders.

      “Do I always look like that? All weird and bumpy?” She touched her cheek and frowned.

      “Of course not. Don’t—”

      “Welcome.” Prium reached for my hand. His nails were gold and tipped with diamonds today. I didn’t want to touch him, but he was parked on the steps, blocking my way. I endured the cold brush of skin as he “helped” me up.

      “Myla and Ona Hyde,” he said, speaking over our heads to address the crowd. “And you all know Lock Powell, veteran of more than a thousand missions. The gretha harvested by Mr. Powell alone could keep the Dome over our heads for nearly a decade.” Prium basked in the applause that followed, leaning back slightly, eyes narrowed with pleasure. Lock lowered his head like he wanted to hide.

      “Since the dawn of time, earth and sky have thrived in harmony—the sun warming the earth and the earth yielding life.” Prium’s monologue took on a hypnotic cadence. He swayed as he spoke, and the crowd swayed with him, back and forth, unblinking. “Our Echelon exists on the same principle, two halves of a whole, dependent on each other. The Dirt is our soil, the earth that sustains us. Sky is our sun, our guiding light, the greatest minds in Echelon working tirelessly toward a bright tomorrow.”

      I bit my lip to hold back a scowl. I couldn’t show my disgust at his falseness, his hypocrisy. Not here, where everyone was watching. But I couldn’t force a smile. Not for this pompous fraud, spouting fine words and saying nothing at all. I glanced at Ona, hoping that she’d seen through him too, but she was glowing, practically vibrating where she stood. Lock was staring at his boots.

      “Today, we honor three children who exemplify the best of Dirt and Sky—three children who, through their sacrifice, have ushered in a new age of prosperity for us all. Three children—”

      I stood there, stone-faced, drowning in applause. I couldn’t breathe. Prium was clapping with the audience, slow, dry slaps popping through his mic. Movement caught my eye, and I saw Mom and Dad scurrying onstage, and Lock’s entire family, down to his tiniest cousin. They gathered around us, and I understood this was it.

      “Come visit when you can,” said Mom. She hugged me first, then Ona, crushing us to her chest. Over her shoulder, I spied Lock’s mom, shell-brittle, clinging to his shirt. Then Dad had my hands, and he was pulling me toward him. For one frenzied moment, I thought he meant to drag me offstage, run with me and keep running, set me free somehow. Instead he hugged me, hot breath on my neck.

      “You listen to your mother. We’re keeping your beds, your seats at our table. We’ll expect you for dinner at least once a week.”

      I pulled back and saw Dad’s eyes were wet. He still had my hands, clutched tight to his chest.

      “We’ll come,” I said, but his expression stayed desolate. He didn’t expect to see us ever again. I could see it in his eyes, in those tears that never fell.

      “Be happy.” He dropped my hands, at last, and the elevator yawned open. I didn’t want to get on, but the time for second thoughts had passed. A pair of guards materialized, one at each of my elbows, and I didn’t doubt they’d drag me, if need be. I opted to go with dignity, joining Ona and Lock. Prium got on with us, and the gate rattled shut behind him. He pressed his palm to a reader and a metal pane slid back, revealing a keyhole beneath. He took a key from his pocket and turned it, and the elevator began to move. I watched the crowd dwindle below me, and the market square, all the scenes of my childhood sinking out of reach.

      “This is it,” said Ona. Her knuckles brushed mine. “Our reward. Our new life.”

      One of our guards made a strangled sound. Ona didn’t seem to notice. Prium stepped forward as we reached our destination. A faint green light passed over him, and I heard a beep. The gate slid open, then a steel portcullis beyond. We passed through a decontamination chamber, into a long, featureless corridor. It reminded me of the tunnel leading Outside. The gate was shut at the far end, a line of bright light slicing in along the bottom.

      “Well,” said Prium, “here we are.” He waved the guards back and set out toward the light. His heels clicked on the concrete, marking a slow, measured beat. He stopped abruptly, halfway down, as though he’d forgotten something important. “Before I turn you three loose, there is one more bandage to rip off. I find it’s best to do this quickly, so we can put it behind us and move on.” He turned to face us, hands clasped behind his back. Lock froze in place, eyes wide with alarm.

      “Sky is a safe haven,” said Prium. “Our citizens enjoy a life free of violence, free of fear, free of disease. Certain Dirt-borne ailments—what you call the Undercrud, in particular—don’t exist above ground. And the reason they don’t is that—”

      “No.” Lock clapped his hand to his mouth, shook his head from side to side. Prium showed him a sad smile.

      “It seems you’ve guessed. Travel between Dirt and Sky is permitted only as necessary, and for you, it won’t be needed.”

      Ona made a squawking sound. I’d have laughed, but my heart was in pieces, shattered at my feet.

      “That can’t be true.” Her hand fluttered to her throat. “What about our supervisors? The watch? The doctors? They’re all Lofties, and—”

      “And they live in the quarantine districts, and you’ll live in the Center.”

      “So, why can’t we live in the quarantine district, too? Why can’t we—”

      Prium held up his hands, and Ona fell silent. Lock hadn’t said a word since his initial outburst. He stood like a statue, hand pressed to his mouth.

      “Once upon a time, that would have been the norm,” said Prium. “Our first Decemites had that choice, but it wasn’t to their benefit. They never found their footing. They hung between our two worlds, outsiders in both, never happy in either.” He stepped forward, arms extended. “It seems cruel, I know, cutting you off from all you’ve known. But it isn’t forever. If, after two years, you find you still miss your homes, you’re free to move to a quarantine district.”

      “Two years.” Ona’s words came out hollow, and she swayed on her feet. “They’ll hate us by then. They’ll think we forgot them.”

      “They won’t think that, I assure you.” Prium laid his hand on his heart. “Family forgives, and yours will too.”

      “Mom won’t hold on that long.” Lock’s words came out muffled, stifled between his fingers. He looked like he might throw up.

      “Come,” said Prium. “You’ve all had a shock, but it’s a beautiful day. Your families are celebrating in the Stars—celebrating your new beginnings. They’d want you to enjoy this, to soak it all in. Live every moment for all of them.”

      I thought Lock might punch him, then. His shoulders went tense, and he growled deep in his throat. He wiped his face instead and sucked in a deep breath. Ona was pinching herself, like she thought she might be dreaming.

      “Welcome to Sky,” said Prium, and the gate rattled up on its tracks. He strode into the glare and we followed, leaving everything behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      My sunblindness cleared slowly, like mist burning away. The towers emerged first, silver up close, greenery cascading from every balcony. A web of light rails wended between them, so ethereal I took them for washing lines till I saw a train zip past. It seemed to hover above the tracks, like a dragonfly over a pond. I saw a great wall of granite ten storeys tall, with a waterfall rushing down it. A river flowed through the city from its base, white rapids glinting in the sun. I heard a strange sound and glanced to my right, and I saw a huge cage, filled with—

      “Birds!” I darted toward them with arms outstretched. Prium pulled me back, nails scoring my arm.

      “Careful,” he said. “You’ll want to stay off the tracks.”

      I looked down and saw where the platform dropped off. One of the birds screamed at me and flapped its messy wings. It was black and gray all over, except its shoulders, which were red. It looked angry, I thought, the way it stamped its feet.

      “Why are they in cages?”

      “We clip all their wings,” came a new voice, light and feminine. I turned to find a girl about my age draped in some fabric that fluttered as she moved. “They can’t see the Dome,” she said. “They fly straight through, and—” She clutched at her throat, miming suffocation. “I’m Eliminah, your Decemite liaison. You’ll call me Elli, though. All my friends do.”

      I frowned reflexively. I wasn’t sure I wanted Elli-whoever for a friend. I certainly didn’t want her just deciding we were friends, pushing into our lives out of nowhere.

      Ona bowed, a little stiffly. “I’m Ona,” she said. “My sister’s Myla, and that’s Lock.”

      “A pleasure,” said Lock, but he was staring straight past her, at the waterfall. He looked gray in the sunlight, charcoal hair and ashen eyes, skin pallid from his time in the pit. He blinked as a train rushed into the station, cutting off his line of sight.

      “That’s us,” said Elli, and she ushered us on board, all but Prium, who’d retreated to the tunnel. Ona ran straight for the far window and pressed her hands to the glass.

      “Look how high we are!” She beckoned me over, her shock apparently forgotten. “You can see the whole city. Oh!—what’s that?”

      I peered where she was pointing and spotted a funny round building, striped red and gold, and peaked at the top. Strange creatures cavorted around it, tethered to poles. I’d seen something like it once on an old postcard.

      “It’s a mill,” I said. “Those animals turn the wheel, and it grinds grain for bread.”

      Elli laughed, and I hated her for it. “It’s a carousel,” she said. “They’re not real horses, see? They’re just wooden ones on sticks. It’s mostly for kids, but you can ride it if you want.”

      “I’ll pass,” said Lock. He gripped the seat in front of him. “Is it far, where we’re headed?”

      “Not at all.” Elli pointed past the waterfall, where a green hill nestled in a river bend. “Five minutes, tops. If you get dizzy, keep breathing. You’ll be fine.”

      Lock didn’t look convinced, but his chest rose and fell as he followed her directions. I remembered he got motion sick and moved to distract him.

      “Did you see all that water?” I pointed below, where the rapids stilled to blue. “I bet they do have huge tubs up here. Or you could swim in the river.”

      Lock managed a chuckle. “And you got your birds and your greenery. I never thought it’d be so bright. So full of stuff. Looking in from outside, it’s all hazy. You can’t see—”

      “I’ve come bearing gifts.” Elli plopped down in front of us and thrust a box into my hands. She passed Lock one as well, and one to Ona. “These are your phones,” she said. “You’re lucky; this model’s brand new. Most folks don’t have them yet, but look…” She fished hers from her purse—a sleek, translucent oblong, wafer-thin. She slapped it against her wrist, and it curled around her like a bracelet.

      “So it’s jewelry?” Ona scrabbled at her box. It was wrapped in clear, crackly film, slippery to the touch. “I can’t get this open.”

      “You’ll want to do that at home.” Elli glanced at her own phone, which had begun to chirp. “Go through the instructions, read up on all the features. And, no, it’s not just jewelry. It’s like a radio, but smaller, and you can play games on it, read books—”

      “On this?” Lock turned his box over in his hands. “I can do all that on this?”

      “All that and more.” Elli got to her feet as our train swung round a curve. I gasped in spite of myself. I didn’t want to enjoy this, but I felt my pulse racing, excitement coiling in my guts. The hillside was wild up close and scattered with flowers I couldn’t name, white ones and blue ones, tall pink and purple ones that bristled like spears. Elegant white houses marched up the slope, boasting huge windows that winked cerulean under the sky. Pebbled paths wound between them, converging on a wide central stroll.

      “So many colors.” Ona’s voice had gone dreamy. “I want a dress just like that.”

      “You can have one,” said Elli. “Just snap a pic on your phone and upload it to your tailor. Remind me later and I’ll show you.”

      I pulled a face, not bothering to hide it. I understood maybe half of what Elli was saying, but it wasn’t the strangeness of her words that had my back up. It was her relentless good cheer, her endless generosity. Her red lips didn’t move without pushing out some fresh promise, each more unfathomable than the last. Of course you can wear the hillside. Ride the carousel. Name a dream, I’ll make it true.

      “And here we are.” The doors slid open and Elli flitted outside. Ona hurried after her, clutching the box with her new phone to her chest. I stood where I was, gaping blankly. A strange smell had come in with the outside air, something rich and living. It wasn’t unpleasant or overly strong, but it stirred something in me, like a memory buried deep. I inhaled and exhaled, sniffed furiously.

      “Myla? Over here.” Elli snapped her fingers. I saw Lock had squeezed past me, made his way off the train. I followed in a daze.

      “What’s that smell?”

      “What smell?” Elli wrinkled her nose. “I don’t smell anything.”

      I stared, uncomprehending. “You don’t smell that? Like... dirt, only sweet, and something green?”

      “Oh. That’d be lupins, I guess, and fresh-cut grass. Don’t worry. They can’t hurt you.” She turned and headed up the path, Ona in tow. Lock nudged me and rolled his eyes.

      “It is a weird smell,” he said. “I don’t know whether to sneeze or drop down and roll in it.”

      I barked laughter, so loud Elli jumped. Lock grinned back at me, and I felt a little better. We marched up a rustic stone staircase to a house that seemed all windows, glass stacked five floors high. I spotted a roof garden up top and a birdcage in the atrium. Elli lifted her phone, and the door slid open.

      “Your phones’ll do the same, once you’ve got them set up. But if you ever run out of batteries, there’s a key under the mat.” She strode past the birdcage toward the stairs. Her dress trailed behind her, and I noticed it was two dresses, one flimsy and translucent and a heavier one underneath, printed with flowers and feathers. I wondered if she’d uploaded that to her tailor, maybe plucked a few birds to get the details just right. “Ground floor’s your party room, your swimming pool, your shared space for the building. Your personal residence is on five. You’ll find your own kitchen, your own rec room, a bedroom for each of you. I’ve left you each a few outfits, styles I thought you’d like, but I’ll take you shopping in a day or two, once you’ve settled in.”

      “What about the other floors?” I squinted up the stairwell, trying to see.

      “All separate residences,” said Elli. “We try to group friends together, so you three get your own floor.”

      “Who else is here?” Lock’s expression turned eager. “Anyone I’d know?”

      Elli’s smile widened. “I think so. The house is a bit on the empty side at the moment, what with us not having many Ascensions lately and older residents moving out, but Jack’s here, and Sonia. Come on. We’ll say hello.”

      We found the two Decemites on the third floor balcony, stretched out on deckchairs and playing with their phones. Jack jumped up when he saw us and caught Lock in a crushing embrace.

      “I knew you’d make it.” He thumped Lock on the back and hugged him again. “I kept saying, just wait. It’ll be Lock, it’ll be Samson, and we’ll get this party started. Tell him, Sonia. Did I call it, or what?”

      Sonia flapped her hand at us, not looking up from her phone.

      “Don’t mind her,” said Jack. “There’s this new game, Tangerine Rampage. She’s obsessed.” He spotted me and Ona, and his brow knit in puzzlement. “Who are these two? No Samson?”

      “I’m Ona.” She jerked her thumb at me. “She’s Myla. My sister.”

      “Two Decemites from the same family? How’d that happen?”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but Jack was full of questions.

      “How haven’t we met? Shouldn’t I have trained you two?” He turned to Ona, eyes round with surprise. “Not to be rude or anything, but you look thirteen.”

      “I’m fifteen,” said Ona. “I got early Ascension. I found how they mine rigur, so—”

      “Early Ascension?” Jack looked bewildered, then almost offended. Then the clouds cleared, and he clapped Ona on the shoulder. “Well, whatever. You earned it, right? It’ll be fun, just the five of us. I’ll teach you air hockey. We’ll have ourselves a tournament.”

      Sonia made a tutting sound. She got up and slunk past us, then disappeared into her room without a word. Lock’s brows went up.

      “Did we say something wrong?”

      “Nah. That’s just Sonia. Though, lately—”

      “I hate to interrupt your reunion, but we’re about to be late.” Elli hustled us back the way we’d come, arms out to her sides to keep us in line. “The two of you have an appointment,” she said, waggling a finger at Lock and Ona. “A quick update for your nanobots, then you’re free to explore. Go ahead and wash up, slip into some fresh clothes, and I’ll be back in an hour. Myla—if you have a moment?”

      I thought about pushing past her, pretending I hadn’t heard. I didn’t have a moment. A nanobot update—what update? What could they need with an update, now their careers were done? I needed to talk to them, come up with a plan. Stop them from—

      “Just quickly,” said Elli. She took hold of my sleeve and pulled me onto the landing. “I know this must be strange for you,” she said. “I’d be weirded out, too.”

      “Strange. Yeah.” I blinked. Her voice had changed, lost that bright, perky edge. She smiled at me, a new smile, kind of wry.

      “I just wanted you to know I’m here for you, if you need anything at all.” For the first time, she looked uncomfortable, shifting from foot to foot. “It’s just…the Decemites, they’re prepared for this. They’ve been waiting half their lives. For them, I’m just a tour guide. But you’ve had two days to adjust. Two days to say goodbye. I can’t imagine what that’s like. If you need a friend, someone who’s not a Decemite... Well, I wouldn’t presume, but just know I’m here.”

      “Thanks.” I felt my ears redden. I’d spent the past hour thinking the worst of her, mocking her behind her back. Maybe she was everything I’d assumed—snide and pampered, empty-headed—but now she seemed earnest. Perceptive, even. I smiled as warmly as I could. “How would I call you, if I did need something?”

      “When you set up your phone, it’ll update your contacts automatically. You’ll see me, Elli Vane.”

      “Okay. Maybe I’ll call you, then.” I squirmed, suddenly awkward. “Well, I’d better—”

      “Go ahead. Settle in. I’ll get out of your hair.” Elli gave me a little wave. I turned and raced up the stairs, catching Ona as she ducked into her bedroom.

      “Me and Lock took the good rooms,” she said. “You get the one facing uphill.”

      “Thanks a lot.” I did a slow turn, searching for Lock. “Lock? Get out here. I need to talk to you.”

      “What?” He sauntered out bare-chested, a towel slung over his hips. He was still dry, at least, so I hadn’t interrupted his bath. “I do fit, by the way. In my tub. Every inch of me.”

      “Good for you.” I turned my back on him, disconcerted by his nudity. “That nanobot update, though—do you know what that’s about?”

      “Who cares?” Ona loosened her collar. “You saw Jack and Sonia. They’re fine. Whatever it does, it obviously doesn’t kill us.”

      “Not right away, maybe, but—”

      “You can’t stop yourself, can you?” Ona went to the French doors and flung them open, letting in that cut-grass smell. “Look at this place. It’s better than my best dream. If Mom and Dad could see us now—”

      “We can’t see them.”

      “They’d still be happy. They’d still—” Ona’s voice cracked. “Quit trying to ruin this. This place is amazing. I feel amazing. The only thing that could spoil it is you spouting off with your conspiracy theories and getting all three of us tossed out.”

      “She’s just scared,” said Lock. “You would be, too, if you hadn’t been through the whole training.” He turned to me, and I thought he looked scared himself, tight-lipped and tense. Then he smiled, and his concern seemed to melt away. “We’ll be okay. Didn’t Jack look good?”

      I frowned. He had looked healthy, but he couldn’t have been here long. I’d seen him maybe six months ago, down in the Dirt. “I just think—”

      “What do you want us to do?” Lock’s tone was gentle. “If this is a reward, the update’s a good thing. If it’s not—if you’re right—what do you think happens if we say no?”

      “If we could come up with some excuse...” I flopped down on a plush couch. It seemed to swallow me whole. Some excuse—it was hopeless. Lock was right. At best, we’d buy a day or two, and where would that get us? Nowhere, that’s where, except maybe in trouble.

      “I’m having my bath,” said Ona. “I need time to soak before Elli comes back.” She retreated to her bedroom, letting the door slam in my face. Lock stayed where he was, but I could hear the water running in his bathroom.

      “Go ahead,” I told him. “Soak yourself pruney. I’ll be fine.”

      “We all will be,” he said. “Well, I’ll be a raisin, but I’m good with that.” He ducked back inside, and I heard his towel hit the floor. A few moments later came a moan of pure ecstasy. I chuckled in spite of myself. At least he’d gotten his wish.

      I stayed where I was, watching the trains go by. They sighed on their tracks, a windy, lonesome sound. It made me think of the mountains, up where it got cold. Soon, Elli would be back. I toyed with the idea of befriending her, pressing her for answers, but people like her never had any. She was just a tour guide—a sweet one, maybe, but a tour guide all the same.

      I sank deeper into the couch. Downstairs, the birds were noisy. Lock was splashing in his tub. Somehow, I dozed off, and when I woke up, I was alone.
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      I mostly ignored Elli’s chatter as we explored the shopping district. It wasn’t that I was annoyed by her, now I’d got used to having her around—just, there was so much to look at, so much to take in. One shop was full of padded chairs, and in each chair sat someone having their hair brushed or trimmed or woven with pearls or bells. Next to that was a dress shop, only every dress was white. Ona stopped to admire that one, eyes round.

      “Are those the ones you put your photos on? The blank dresses?”

      Elli laughed. “No. Those are wedding dresses. We get married in white.”

      “Wedding dresses?” Ona stared at a woman trying on some sort of headdress, its gauzy white ribbons streaming down her back.

      “You don’t have those below? Something nice for your wedding?”

      “No. We just wear our good pants.” Ona peered in the window. “So you get that big, fancy dress, and it’s just for one day? What do you do afterward, hang it on the wall?”

      “You could, I suppose, but most people just keep it. If you still fit in it ten years later, it’s like a mark of pride.”

      I left the bridal shop behind and wandered on. It all felt like too much—everything you could think of, nothing you’d ever need. I spotted a man selling live rats out of a cart, white ones and gray ones and brindled ones with spots. Lock stopped to look at them, and I hoped he wouldn’t buy any.

      “Ginger foam, miss?”

      I stopped in my tracks. An elderly man was beckoning me over, holding out a paper cup. I eyed it suspiciously, debating whether it would be rude to keep walking.

      “What is it? A drink?”

      “A cloud in a glass. Come try.”

      My curiosity got the better of me, and I took the cup and sniffed it. Cold foam shot up my nose, and I doubled over, sneezing.

      “You’re meant to drink it, not snort it. Here, try another.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t know.” I took another, feeling stupid, and tried a cautious sip. The foam was delicious, light and spicy, with a sweet aftertaste. I licked my lips. “How much for a whole cup? A tall one with a straw?”

      “Three tokens,” said the vendor. “Ginger again, or will you try another flavor?”

      “Just ginger’s fine.” I held out my phone, and it chirped to say I’d paid. I took a strange pride in that, how naturally I did it. I hadn’t thought I’d be able to, when I first opened the box. The manual had been gibberish, full of words I didn’t understand. I’d dropped that in the trash, but my phone had lit up. I’d poked at it, fascinated, and taken a picture of my nostrils. I’d found a map of the city and an app that brought a plumber, huffing, to my door. I’d found a message from Elli, directing me to my new bank account, overflowing with my new allowance. And now I’d bought something, one chirp and done.

      I drifted back to Lock and Ona, sipping through my straw. Ona didn’t seem to notice me, but Lock cocked a brow.

      “What’d you get?”

      “Ginger foam. Want a sip?” I offered my straw, but he shook his head.

      “I just had some ice cream thing. I don’t want to get sick on the ride home.”

      “Suit yourself.” I took another drink, savoring the chill. “It doesn’t feel right, does it? How we can have this, just...” I waved my phone at him. “I have more tokens on here than I could earn in a lifetime. I can buy myself some ginger thing, or a dress I’d wear once, and that’s just... okay?”

      Lock looked thoughtful. “I don’t—”

      “And up ahead, that tall building—” Elli nudged us toward a great fang of a thing, jutting up through the clouds. Despite its shape, it looked friendly, its heavy oak doors flung wide. Tables nestled in its shadow, set up for chess. Several games were in progress, and another about to start. “That’s the library,” said Elli. I gaped, confused.

      “That whole thing’s full of books?”

      “Mostly, yep.” Elli smiled. “There’s computers as well, and a café if you’re hungry, but mostly, it’s books.”

      “And anyone can read them?”

      “That’s what they’re for.”

      I shook my head, baffled. I remembered Jasper mentioning a library, back at Ben’s camp. I’d pictured something small and cozy, a few shelves, a chair or two. This building was massive. I couldn’t imagine there being enough books in the world to fill it.

      I glanced at Lock and saw my bewilderment reflected in his eyes. Ona seemed to have lost interest and was admiring a stand full of necklaces. She took one and held it to her throat, then hung it back on its peg. She’d bought some bracelets already, I noticed. Both her wrists rattled with them, plastic ones and metal ones, silver and gold. I looked away.

      “You’d need a map,” said Lock. I blinked.

      “A map? For what?”

      “For that library. It’s huge. Everything is.” A shudder passed through him, and he frowned. “I thought I’d scored my folks a mansion in the Stars. Next to our place up here—next to any place up here—I know they’ll still love it, but...”

      “I know.” I tilted my head back, stared at the towers till my head swam. I wondered who lived up there, what they thought of us Dirtbags. If they thought of us at all, or just basked in what they had. You wouldn’t need to think, up here, not if you didn’t want to. My first night, I hadn’t slept. I was too entranced with my phone. I’d played games, played music, just played till the sun came up. I’d forgotten, almost, how scared I was, and every time I’d remembered, I’d found an orange to fling or a bubble to bob, a little blip on my screen to let me know I had a message.

      “Now, Ona and Lock, you’ve been here for your update, but Myla, if you look past the fountain, that’s Lazrad Corp headquarters.” Elli pointed down a side-street at a slim silver tower. I squinted, surprised. It didn’t look any different from the dozen towers around it. Still, I started toward it, eager to explore.

      “Can we go in?”

      “By appointment only, I’m afraid.” Elli moved to block my way. “We can visit the aquarium, though—or…you like birds, right? There’s an aviary in the garden district where they don’t clip their wings.”

      “I want a pet,” said Ona. “Can we get one for the house? I saw dogs back there. I like the black ones.”

      “No dogs,” said Elli. “It’s a shared house. But we can check out some pocket pets if you’d like.”

      “What’s down there?” I veered down a narrow alley where the shops stood huddled close. Washing hung on lines between balconies, fluttering in the breeze. Potted plants bloomed in doorways and smoke rose from outdoor grills. It felt homey, I thought, a place I’d fit in. Or at least, come closer to fitting in.

      “Not that way,” said Elli. “That’s just houses. Boring.”

      “But—”

      “You can explore that way any time. But the pet shop’s back here.”

      I followed reluctantly, lagging behind. Now that the shopping district had lost its novelty, I found myself distracted by the backstreets. I caught glimpses of neighborhoods not so unlike my own in the Dirt, gray little apartment blocks and tacky neon signs, old bikes chained to lampposts with their baskets full of junk. My heart leapt at the sight of them, so eagerly it hurt. I felt home in my bones, and I wanted to run to it. Ona’s voice, sharp with impatience, cut through my reverie.

      “If you don’t hurry up, I’m getting a spider.”

      “Do that, and I’ll squish it.” I jogged to catch up, head pounding from the sun. The sweetness from my ginger foam had turned bitter on my tongue.

      “I’m getting a hope chest,” said Ona. “Filling it with presents for two years from now. Mom and Dad can look through it and know I was thinking of them the whole time.”

      A train shot overhead with a long, tortured shriek. I forced a smile to keep from joining in.
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        * * *

      

      We explored every day, me and Lock and Ona. Sometimes Elli joined us, but mostly she didn’t. We had maps on our phones, but we followed our senses—a lovely voice sang to us, and we pursued it through the city. We searched through shops and blind alleys all the way to the opera house, but we hadn’t bought tickets. The doorman barred our way. Ona held up her phone, recording the singer, and she preened like she’d won something.

      Our noses led us to cafés and food stands, odd little restaurants where you cooked your own lunch. We were always hungry. Food was sold everywhere, but only in morsels, two bites of dumpling in a nest of spun sugar; a delicate skewer of roast eggplant was gone in three bites.

      Lock led us to a park, drawn by the spill of red flowers from some high, wanton vine. We found it full of commerce, ten tokens for a boat ride, twenty for a horse-drawn carriage. The horses disturbed me, the way they clopped up from behind, butted your shoulder with their big, bristly muzzles. One of them huffed in Lock’s ear and helped itself to a tuft of his hair. Ona paid for a ride anyway. Lock and I opted for a boat, and we rowed out to the middle of the lake.

      “It’s quiet here,” he said. “But loud as well.”

      I nodded. I knew what he meant. The Dirt never slept, one shift melting into the next. Industry clanged on and clanged on, and you got used to it. Outside was quiet, the desert so still you’d hear a rat sneeze. Here, sounds came and went without rhythm, the rush of a train, the snort of a horse, a man rattling by with a drinks cart. You got quiet for a while, then a burst of commotion, random shufflings and murmurings that didn’t seem to come from anywhere.

      “I can’t sleep,” I said. “I start to drift off, and then ahhhhhhh. They build a train that floats on air, but they can’t make it stop moaning?”

      “No trains here,” said Lock. He shipped the oars and wiped his hands on his pants. “I like this, on the water.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. It was better out here with the lake lapping at our boat. The sounds of the shore seemed insignificant as the water painted over them. I lay back and watched a fluffy cloud scatter to floss.

      That night, I couldn’t sleep again. I’d shut the doors to my balcony, but the house had its own sounds, the click and hum of the air conditioning, the chattering of birds in the atrium. A full moon had risen over the city, and I could feel it staring at me along two walls of windows. I felt on display, like the lizard Ona had settled on, basking in its terrarium.

      I turned my face to the wall and my hackles rose. I stared back at the moon and couldn’t close my eyes. At last, peeved and restless, I threw my quilt over my shoulders and marched out. I found the living room haunted, the TV tuned to snow. Weird shadows scudded across the ceiling, chasing me through to the kitchen. I checked the fridge and found nothing I wanted—strange, puffy cookies, more marshmallow than crunch, meat sliced so thin I could trace its capillaries like maps. It looked raw to my eye, still bloody. A bottle of juice lurked in one corner, green and sort of menacing, whitish chunks floating on its surface.

      I left the kitchen behind and went downstairs. The birds were awake and all lined up on their perch. They had long, hooked beaks and black, leathery heads, red ears and red shoulders raw as wounds. They stopped chattering at the sight of me, like I’d crashed their secret bird meeting.

      “Sorry,” I told them. “Can’t seem to sleep.”

      “Me neither.”

      I jumped and shrieked. The birds did the same, maybe mocking, maybe scolding. I whirled to confront Lock.

      “What do you think you’re doing, lurking in the dark?”

      “Same as you, from the looks of it.” He stood up and stretched. “That moon’s way too bright. Where can you go where it’s dark here?”

      “If I knew, I’d be there already.” I stuck a finger in the birdcage. “You think they bite?”

      “Yes.” Lock pulled a face. “I tried that earlier, and they one hundred percent do.”

      I pulled my finger back out. “I hate the nights,” I said. “I just—either I lie there trying to sleep, but that’s not my bed, or I get on my phone, and I’m—”

      “That orange game.” Lock drove his fist into his palm. “I hate that game. It sucks hours of your life, but there’s no end, is there? You can’t win. You just can’t put it down, even when it makes you miserable.” He shook his head rapidly. “Not that I’m miserable, exactly. But it’s weird, going from a big family to—you can hear them all breathing, puttering around in the night. You can wait on the porch and someone’ll always come sit with you. Here, I’m just...”

      “I know.”

      “I keep wondering what they’re doing—how May’s getting on in the factory, if Billy’s learning to read. If Mom’s hanging in there...”

      “It’ll be better for her in the Stars,” I said. “The air’s cleaner up there.”

      “Down there to us, now.”

      “We were going to look for the grates, me and Ona. Maybe sing so our folks would hear, or drop a note through the cracks.” I watched one of the birds crack a nut, gripping it in one claw while it pecked through the shell. “We can’t, though. It’s—”

      “Under a quarantine district. I had the same idea.” Lock tugged at my quilt. “What are you wearing under that?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I just meant, are you dressed? ‘Cause if you are, we could take a walk.”

      “In the middle of the night?” I let my quilt slip from my shoulders. I was dressed, as it happened, in my new favorite sweater and a long, soft skirt. I’d ordered both off my phone, from a store called Comfort Wear. It lived up to its name.

      “Let’s go,” said Lock. We slipped out barefoot, and he led me past the station, up a series of narrow staircases to a district I hadn’t seen before. It seemed to have been built to resemble the Dirt, squat concrete buildings all bunched up together, neon signs blocking the tiny windows.

      “This is for us?”

      “Tonight it is,” said Lock. “I think it’s mostly for them, a place to gawk at us Decemites while they play like they’re slumming in the Dirt. But there’s no Lofties at night.” He headed into a convenience store, and for a moment, I couldn’t breathe. It felt like waking from a dream, stepping into warmth instead of air conditioning. The walls were lined with bins of produce, not a freezer in sight, not a pre-packed meal. No racks of candy stood bracketing the register. Only the phone-pay point spoiled the illusion, its amber light blinking behind the counter.

      “You coming in, or you just plan on standing there?” Lock had already found a basket and filled it halfway with potatoes.

      “You’ll need these too,” I said. I tossed in a bunch of carrots. Lock added cloves, ginger root, and a jar of soy paste. The checkout guy eyed our purchases with disdain.

      “You’re really going to eat that?”

      Lock laughed. “What, vegetables?”

      “No, this stuff.” He held up the soy paste. “I tried it once. Couldn’t get past the smell.”

      “Well, you don’t eat it by itself. It’s a seasoning.” Lock snatched our bag, and we hurried home. I sat at the kitchen table while Lock unpacked our haul.

      “Are we going to eat all that?”

      “You bet we are.” Lock got out a chopping board and set to work on the potatoes. “Trick is, you don’t peel them. Lot of folks do, but you’ll peel off half the flavor.” He set some water to boil and tossed in a pinch of salt. I stared at him, flummoxed.

      “How is it you can cook?”

      “What kind of man can’t cook?” He pushed his potatoes to the side and started on his carrots. “Now these, you do peel. Everyone knows that.”

      “I didn’t think Decemites cooked,” I said. “Ona never did. It was always me or Dad, sometimes Mom, if she got hungry.”

      “My mom taught me,” said Lock. “I pretty much took over once she got sick. It’ll be back to Dad now, I guess. But he peels his potatoes.”

      I sat back and watched Lock fix breakfast. He mashed the potatoes with a fork so they’d stay lumpy, chopped the carrots fine so they’d soak in the seasonings. He measured his soy carefully with a tablespoon and grated in ginger till the kitchen smelled warm. By the time he was done, my mouth was watering.

      “Dig in,” said Lock, and he set my plate in front of me. I took a bite and shivered, then I moaned without meaning to.

      “Creepy,” said Lock. I kicked him under the table.

      “I mean, it’s just a pile of brown mush, but I’ve missed that taste.”

      “Me too.” Lock tried his own breakfast and smiled. “Mm. Just like down below.”

      For a while, we ate in silence. I closed my eyes, and the steamy kitchen felt like home. I half-expected Dad to barge in and eat our leftovers, or Mom to nag us about our mess.

      “It doesn’t have to be all bad,” said Lock. “Living up here, I mean. I know it’s been hard on you, especially with...” He waved his fork at the window, at some nebulous point beyond. “You’re still worried about your friends.”

      I swallowed thickly, nearly choking on my potatoes. “Lazrad wants them dead.”

      “You don’t know that for sure. And even if she does, maybe you can be their champion on the inside. Get folks to trust you, then—”

      “Who’d ever trust me?” I dropped my fork on my plate. “Who would care? They just play up here, orange games and horsey rides and sunshine all day long. Who’d ever trade that for... for—what would we even do?”

      “I don’t know,” said Lock. “But we’re here now. Shouldn’t we at least try and make the best of it?”

      I sagged where I sat, all the fight draining out of me. “How are you feeling?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “Since your update, that first day. Do you feel any different? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” Lock grinned. “Don’t I look good? You didn’t mention my haircut.”

      “You look great,” I said. It came out flat and toneless. I couldn’t even find it in me to mock his new haircut, which looked exactly like his old one, shaggy dog chic. Lock got me—he did. I could laugh with him, goof around, then he’d do something like this, and I’d see my pain in his eyes. He understood me so well—better than Ona, even—but when it came to our situation, he didn’t want to know. I needed him to believe me, to fight for his own life.

      “Try not to worry so much.” Lock took his plate to the sink and turned on the water. I thought of Ben—was he safe? Did he have food on his plate, family to comfort him? It was killing me, not knowing. I’d come here to fight for all of us, for Ben and his people, for Lock and Ona. For Mom and Dad, even—for better lives for us all. So far, I’d done nothing, learned nothing. I was sinking, I realized, losing myself in my phone and the city and a thousand tiny distractions. I wasn’t worrying enough.

      “Let me help,” I said. I got up and grabbed the mixing bowl and set about scrubbing it. Lock nodded his thanks, and we worked in companionable silence, elbows jostling together. He was a friend, and a good one. At least I had that.

      “I’ll do better,” I told him. “Starting today.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      We were all in the yard when Elli showed up, Lock drying out after a swim, Ona messing around on her phone. I was trying to draw them both, fingers smudged with graphite.

      “Well, don’t you three look comfy?” Elli clapped her hands. “I’ve come to take you to lunch. There’s this new underwater place—you can watch fish swim by, and then you can eat them.”

      “I just ate,” I said. In truth, the whole concept struck me as ghoulish.

      “I’ll come,” said Ona. “Just give me a sec.”

      I glowered at her. “Still playing that game?”

      “No. I’m peeping my outfit.”

      “You’re what?”

      “Peeping my dress.” She waggled her phone at me. She’d snapped her own picture, skirts flared artfully around her. “Posting it on Peepr so everyone can see.”

      I cocked my head, flummoxed. “You’re already wearing it. Everyone can see.”

      “No, everyone everyone. Like, the whole city.” She slapped her phone to her wrist and turned to Lock. “Say you’ll come to lunch.”

      “Sure. I could eat.” Lock stood up and flexed, biceps glistening in the sun. “Wanna peep me as well?”

      Ona made a face. “Your shorts are disgusting. Go get changed.”

      “Guess I’ll go peep myself.” Lock flashed her a bright smile and loped off to get changed. Elli sat next to me, leaning in to inspect my sketch. I covered it, self-conscious. It wasn’t good.

      “You sure you won’t join us? I hear their desserts are to die for.”

      “I’m not really a dessert person.” I leaned back in my chair, yawning theatrically. “Besides, I’m kinda tired. All this sun makes me sleepy.”

      “Well, don’t forget your sunscreen, if you’re going to sleep out here.” She patted me on the shoulder and got up to follow Ona. I kept my eyes closed and waited for them to leave. I had my own plans, none of which involved watching or eating fish. Or peeping them. I’ll do better, I’d told Lock, and I’d meant it.

      I caught the next train after everyone had left and rode it to the town center. I traced our steps from Elli’s tour back to Lazrad Corp. My heart leapt as I realized Elli had lied—I walked in the front door unchallenged, across the great marble atrium, to a bank of glass-walled elevators. I pressed the button and one came, but the door didn’t open. I pressed again and it buzzed, a fussy little sound.

      “Excuse me, miss?”

      I jabbed the button, more urgently this time. It buzzed louder.

      “Miss?”

      “What?” I turned to confront a uniformed guard, fancier than the ones I was used to. He wore a suit over his vest, black jacket, red tie. He had dark glasses on, too dark to see his eyes. I glared at him. “Your elevator’s busted.”

      “It’s not opening because you failed the retinal scan,” he said. “Are you an invited guest?”

      “Well, no, but—”

      “Visitors stay on the ground floor.” He slid between me and the elevator bank. “Café’s to your left, gift shop to your right. If you want to apply for a tour, stop by the front desk and add your name to the list. We’re booked a year in advance, so I wouldn’t wait too long.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Thanks.”

      “Have a nice day.”

      Heads turned my way as I retraced my steps. I could feel my neck burning, a new kind of embarrassment I’d never felt in the Dirt—a sense of not knowing things everyone knew. Of being the butt of some joke I’d never understand.

      I stood outside, fuming, the sun beating down on my head. So much for doing better. So much for getting anywhere. Past the Lazrad Corp building, past the park with the horses, a white bridge spanned the river. I’d tried to cross it one time. A wall of guards had appeared, as though from nowhere—sorry, miss. Quarantine district. Strictly off-limits. They were everywhere, invisible gatekeepers, lurking in the cracks. And then there were the visible ones standing watch at every corner, patrolling along the river. You didn’t notice them at first, grey and dull against the glittering backdrop, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. And they noticed you. They noticed everything.

      I started back toward the station, sticky and sweaty and out-of-sorts. I might have gone back to the house, then, if not for the heat. The sky was cloudless that day, the sun blazing bright. I found myself drawn to the library, to the cool waft of AC.

      “Excuse me, miss.”

      I froze on the threshold. Again?

      “Sorry to bother you.” An older woman beckoned me to her desk. “Only, I recognize you. There was an article in the Post—you just Ascended, right?”

      “Yeah?”

      “So you’ll need a library card.” She held up a phone reader, like the pay points in shops. “Don’t worry. It just takes a second. I beam your card to your phone, and you can check out whatever you like.”

      “Oh.” I peeled my phone off my wrist, relaxing slightly. “What kinds of books do you have?”

      “What are you looking for?”

      I held up my phone, and it chirped. “History, I guess. Anything about here.” I gestured vaguely at the city. “It’s weird being new. I thought I might fit in better if I understood... how Sky got the way it is.”

      “Tenth floor, past the reading nook.” The librarian smiled. “If you have trouble finding anything, tap the library app on your phone. You can call one of us to help you, or there’s an auto-lookup feature.”

      “Thanks.” I jammed my phone in my pocket and headed for the elevators. This time, no one stopped me. I felt myself breathe again as I stepped out on ten. The floor was deserted, as far as I could see. It had a dusty smell, like Jasper’s lab. A line of computers stood along one wall, screensavers dancing on their monitors. A circle of overstuffed chairs nuzzled up to a round table—the reading nook, I guessed. I made my way past it and picked a shelf at random, running my finger along the spines. The books all had long titles—Lady Katharine Lazrad: A Study in Civic Vision. Empire without Fall – Building the Echelon Paradigm. I picked one with a frayed cover, figuring the rattiest must be oldest. I had to start somewhere, and the beginning seemed as good a place as any.

      I noticed two things as I worked my way down the aisle. First, nearly every book was dedicated to Lazrad herself. Second, I couldn’t read well enough to make sense of them. I lost myself in sentences that doubled in on themselves, sounded out words that felt foreign on my tongue. Lady Lazrad’s vision of non-exclusive gentrification allowed burgeoning commercial districts to take root alongside luxurious housing developments in a way that, rather than resulting in mass displacements, encouraged a—

      I slammed the book shut and let my brow knock against the shelf. “Yeah. Lazrad’s perfect. I get it.” The air conditioning kissed the back of my neck. I shivered, not from the chill, but from the sudden sense of being watched. I looked up—no cameras—and checked down the aisle. No one was there. I spotted a man one row over, a black shape through the stacks, and made a space to look through at him. He seemed absorbed in his own reading, oblivious to my presence.

      I went back to my book and tried to focus. The words ran together on the page, more impenetrable than ever.

      “Meet me on twelve in fifteen minutes.”

      I dropped my book on my foot. The man was looking right at me, over the rims of his glasses. He had a Lazrad Corp ID swinging on a cord around his neck.

      “What—”

      He shoved a book at me, cutting off my line of sight. When I pulled it out, he was gone. I thought of ignoring him, grabbing a book or two for later and beating a retreat. Even as I considered it, I knew I wouldn’t do it. His Lazrad Corp ID had caught my eye. Friend or foe, he had what I needed: a way in. Worst-case scenario, he’d attack me, and I’d defend myself. He wouldn’t expect my strength. I might catch him off guard that way, rattle the truth from him like candy from a box.

      I made my way up to twelve, taking the stairs in case the elevators had cameras. At first, I didn’t see anyone. The walls were lined with study rooms, little closed-off cubes marked FREE or OCCUPIED. Most of them looked free today, and I wandered from one to the next, prodding doors open and peering inside.

      “Get in and flip the sign.”

      I jumped, caught off guard. Still, I did as instructed and ducked into the study room as I flipped the sign to OCCUPIED.

      “What do you want?”

      “I’m Reyland,” said the stranger. He stepped into the light, keeping his face turned from the window. He was about fifty, I guessed, a cardboard-cutout office drone. “Joe Stark sent me—Starkey.”

      Sweat prickled under my arms. This was a test. It had to be. Lazrad had sent him, she must have. Thrown him in my path to test my loyalty.

      “Starkey wouldn’t know someone like you,” I said. “He’s a brute and a killer. You’re... look at you.” I flapped my hand at the whole of him, his floppy hair, his knobbly limbs. “I’ve put all that behind me. Leave me alone.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Reyland. He circled around me, blocking my exit. “I’ve been following you since you arrived. Can you guess why I’ve cornered you here?”

      “No cameras.” I bulled into his space, sharing his air. “You know that works both ways, right?”

      “Oh, I know.” His breathing picked up. I smelled fear on him, copper and garlic. “You’re smart to be suspicious, but you’ll want to hear me out.” He squared up to me, chest bumping mine. “I know what you are. I know what you did. I am here for Starkey—and for Ben.”

      “For—” I shut my mouth with a snap. He was baiting me. Interrogating me. Prium had sent him, or Lazrad herself. I wouldn’t be tricked, not so easily. “What am I, then? What have I done?”

      “You’re a Decemite,” he said. “Or your parents were. You saved the whole mountain camp, you and your friend. You took a bolt through your guts, let them—”

      “Shut up.” I seized him by the throat, slammed him up against the door. Reyland didn’t resist. I could feel his pulse pounding under his skin, his sweat turning clammy and running down his neck. I needed time. Time to think.

      “Think about it.” Reyland wheezed through my grip, spittle settling on my arm. “Lazrad wouldn’t send me, if she knew the truth. She’d send a squad equipped to handle you. Decemites. Militia.”

      I grabbed his ID card and held it up to the light. “Digging... systems manager? What’s that?”

      “Digital systems.” He squirmed free of me and straightened his lapels. “I’m a coder. A computer nerd. Nobody, really. There’s ten thousand of me.”

      “How do you know all this?” I grabbed him and shook him, messing him up all over again. “How does some nerd know Starkey, of all people?”

      “I got myself on the comms crew. Tagged along on some trade missions. I slipped a note in his pocket about two years ago.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Look around you.” Reyland went to the window, staying hidden behind the curtain. He pointed toward the river and the quarantine district on the other side. “This is meant to be paradise, but I saw you try to cross there. I saw them turn you back. You think you’re free here till you step out of line, then down comes the gate, right in your face.” His gaze drifted north, where the houses got shabby. “And there, the workers’ quarters. There’s families up there, four kids to one bedroom, maybe a fifth on the way. You think that’s their dream?”

      I thought about that. “I guess not. But why not go to them, then? Why risk the Outside, someone like you?”

      “Too risky,” said Reyland. “People on the inside have too much to lose, and too much to gain. They could fight and risk everything, their lives, their kids’ lives—so why would they bother? Why go that far when they could turn in a spy and be heroes? Lazrad rewards loyalty.”

      I snorted. “So you figured the Outsiders have nothing to lose—why not ask them?”

      “I wouldn’t put it quite that way, but—”

      “Why didn’t Starkey mention you, if you’ve been talking all this time?”

      “To you?” Reyland laughed like he couldn’t help himself, a short, sharp bark. “Tell you he’s got a spy, a pet coder in Lazrad Corp? You’ve met him, right? You’re a kid to him. A strong kid, a smart one, but to him, a kid’s a kid.”

      I found myself nodding. “That does sound like Starkey.”

      “I can’t say I disagree with him. Getting children involved just feels—” He sucked air through his teeth. “Thing is, you’re a well-placed kid. Your Ascension could be valuable, if you—”

      “I could help Ben? Keep him safe?”

      “You could help a lot of people.” Reyland smiled, thin and strained. “Lazrad’s planning a move, something quite... I was going to say decisive, but disastrous feels more accurate. You might help turn the tides, but I can’t guarantee your—”

      “I don’t care if it’s dangerous. Just tell me what you need.”

      Reyland shook his head. He was looking at me the way Dad did when I’d done something reckless, a pained mix of guilt and regret. “You should take the night and think about it. The risk to yourself is significant, and I—”

      “I’d already decided,” I said. “Long before we met. I just came from Lazrad Corp, looking for answers. When I saw who you worked for, I—” I stopped short of admitting I’d thought of beating the truth out of him. “Can you get me in?”

      “Not directly,” he said. “But once you’re inside, I can open some doors. And you will get inside, just—” He glanced at his watch. “My shift’s about to start. But look out for an invitation. There’ll be a party—well, you’ll see. Meet me back here again, same time next week.”

      I blinked, head spinning. “Wait, a party? What—?”

      “I’m sorry. I’ll have to run. Oh, but first—” He dug out his phone, tapped the screen, and mine chirped on my wrist. “I’ve sent you my number. But don’t call unless it’s an emergency. Lazrad does random call monitoring, so...” Reyland was already beating his retreat, reaching behind him for the door.

      “Hold on.”

      “What is it?”

      “Why are you doing this?” I looked him up and down, taking in his attire. His watch looked expensive, and so did his suit. His nails were painted like Prium’s, a delicate silver-mauve. “I mean, why you? You’re a Lofty with a good job, trusted, comfortable. Why would you risk all that?”

      Reyland faltered mid-step, and his eyes went sad and distant. “That’s a long story,” he said. “Now, I really must go.”

      I waited till the elevator pinged and thumbed my phone to life. A notification popped up—CONTACT REQUEST: A. REYLAND. I tapped accept and felt grateful, and a little less alone.

      At long last, I had an ally.
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      By the time I got home, I’d decided to keep Reyland my secret. Lock would just worry, and Ona... who knew what she’d do? She’d joyfully and wholeheartedly embraced the Sky lifestyle like she was born to it. She loved everything about it, the food and the shopping, the music, her phone. I wanted to trust her, but I couldn’t, not with this. She seemed wary of me lately, of my ties to the Outside. Of where my loyalties might lie, and what that could mean for her. She might squeal on Reyland just to keep what she had.

      Elli was out front when I arrived, leaning in the doorway with her hair hanging loose. She looked graceful as always in her green brocade tunic and her flared sky-blue skirt—like the willows in the park. She was pointing two workmen upstairs. They looked dowdy in her shadow, in their faded brown overalls. Four kids to a bedroom, Reyland had said, maybe a fifth on the way. You think that’s their dream?

      I wondered about Elli’s dreams, if she had any at all. Maybe she didn’t need them. Up here, life was a dream, at least for people like her.

      I trotted up to join Elli as the workmen trudged upstairs. “What’s with the grease squad?”

      “A little fetching and carrying. Nothing to worry about.” She steered me through the atrium out to the yard. “Did you need something? I’m free all afternoon.”

      “No, just...” I peered past her, into the house. One of the workmen had left a bootprint, dark and toad-shaped. For some reason, it struck me as threatening, a warning written in dirt. When I turned back to Elli, she was frowning. “Sorry,” I said. “I was going to ask, uh... what else is fun up here? What would you do on a night out?”

      Elli’s frown evaporated like it had never existed. “I’m a club girl,” she said. She thumbed her phone and a beat struck up, a fast, driving pulse that set my blood pounding. It sounded like the Dirt, but with violins over top. Elli reached for my hand. “Dance with me.”

      “What?”

      She pulled me into a sunbeam. “Come on. Dance.”

      “I don’t know how.”

      “It’s easy. Just—” Elli did a slow spin, and her skirt floated around her. She had bracelets on her ankles, silver ones that tinkled as she swayed. She bobbed her head to the beat and swung her hips. I tried doing the same, but I jerked where she glided, off my rhythm. My hands were in the way, so I tucked them up my sleeves.

      “Lightpulse is good,” said Elli. “Mostly old-school beatpop, but it has a nice mellow vibe. Or the Rivet Room. The guys there are choice, but you can barely hear yourself think.” Elli shut off the music and leaned against the wall. “I think you’d like Ether, though. It’s more of a meeting place—you can dance if you want to, or you can just have a drink.” She shot me a critical look. “You should learn to dance, though. At least before the ball.”

      “The ball?” I perked up at that, thinking of Reyland. That party he’d mentioned—

      Elli’s frown was back. “Didn’t Ona tell you? I was sure she’d have said. It’s two weeks from now, for new Decemites. Like a big ‘welcome home.’” She did another spin and clapped her hands. “You’ll love it. It’s amazing. You’ll meet—”

      “Where is that?”

      “Mm?” Elli stared for a moment, confused, maybe angry. “I was getting to that,” she said. “It’s at Lazrad Corp. Everyone comes—Prium and Lady Lazrad, the Council, even musicians and TV stars. If you’re looking to meet people, it’s a great place to start.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      “Oh, it is. But you will want to dance. It’s tradition. And you’ll be so gorgeous, with that hair under the lights...” She took hold of my hair and twirled it around her finger. “You should curl it. Little ringlets down the sides. You’ve a heart-shaped face, so you’ll definitely want to frame it.”

      “Mm-hmm.” I edged around her, wanting our conversation to be over. Elli’s enthusiasm felt stifling, now I’d learned all I could. “I think I’ll go look for Ona,” I said. “Find out what she’s wearing to this thing.”

      “Well, she’ll be...” Elli trailed off as I dodged her and kept walking, straight up the stairs like I hadn’t heard her. I stopped on the third floor, smelling cheap cigarettes.

      “Hey, Myla.”

      “Huh?” I spotted Jack in the living room, sprawled out on the couch. He beckoned me over, and I plopped down across from him. Sonia’s door was open, and I could see the workmen moving inside, packing her things into boxes and sealing them with tape.

      “What are they doing?”

      “Sonia moved out.” Jack sighed. He looked lethargic, like it’d been a while since he’d slept. “I mean, I knew she would, sooner or later. We all do—this house is just temporary, while we get settled—but...”

      “But what?”

      Jack didn’t say anything. He watched, dull-eyed, as one of the workmen stopped to stretch. They’d finished with Sonia’s clothes and moved on to her trinkets, a shelf full of vases, a little carved cat. They wrapped each one in plastic and settled it gently in its place, never once looking our way.

      “It’s weird,” said Jack. “She never said goodbye. Like, we weren’t best friends or anything, but I thought, at least—” He shook his head. He looked hurt. “We were the last two from our group. I thought she’d say goodbye.”

      “Did the others?”

      “No, but they were more—they couldn’t wait to get out of here, start their real Lofty lives. Sonia wasn’t like that. I don’t think she liked it here. She missed home. She always talked about it.” He scrubbed at his cheek like it itched him. A bracelet jingled on his wrist—a twist of braided leather with a bell hanging off it. I pointed at it, curious.

      “You get that in the Dirt?”

      “Huh? Oh, this?” Jack thumbed at the bell. “My sister made it for me. She’s got the same one.”

      “I made this one for Ona.” I showed him my smiley face. “But I think she likes gold better.”

      “She won’t always,” said Jack. “She’ll miss you one day, and she’ll wish she had that to hold onto.”

      “Maybe.” I shifted, not liking the turn the conversation had taken. “Do they ever come visit? The ones who move on?”

      “They can’t. It’s part of the whole, y’know, settling in. Leaving your old life behind. Everyone keeps saying it’s easier, making a clean break of it, but it’s like you can’t hold onto anything up here.” Jack laughed, harsh and humorless. “Anyway, I’m not going anywhere. Not for a good while yet.”

      “No?”

      “I mean, what would I even do out there?” His gaze flicked past me, down the hill. “It’s like this whole alien world, the food, the people. I tried talking to ‘em at first, but I’d just bounce right off them. Like, I’d ask ‘how’s it going,’ and they’d be all, ‘Oh!’” He pinched his nostrils together, affecting an exaggerated Sky accent. “‘Well, I’m off to the races. Got ten on Big Top. Where did you find that shirt?’” He grabbed my cuff and fondled it. “‘So darling.’”

      I chuckled. “You do a good Lofty.”

      “That’s not a compliment.” Jack closed his eyes. The skin looked bruised underneath, black and purple.

      “Are you feeling okay?”

      Jack cracked one eye open. “Hmm?”

      “You look tired,” I said. “Baggy-eyed.”

      “Elli says that’s the food up here—all that rich stuff we eat is a shock to our system. I threw up a few times, so maybe that’s what it is. But honestly—” He swallowed. “I think I’m just depressed.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that. I didn’t know Jack well enough to guess what might cheer him up. I sat with him instead, watched with him as the workmen finished up. Sonia hadn’t done much shopping or brought much up with her. It took them two trips, four boxes each time, and her room stood white and empty.

      “I think I’ll lie down a while.” Jack stood up and stretched. “Thanks for, uh...” He made a vague gesture, a flick of his wrist, and slouched off to his room. He stretched out on his bed without closing his door. Outside, the workmen were loading Sonia’s boxes into their truck. One of them said something, and their laughter rose and fell. They closed up the trailer and bolted the door.

      “She moved out,” I said, testing the weight of the words. I couldn’t square them with the lump in my throat. I was choking on loneliness—how could Sonia move on, just let go of everything? Let go of Jack? I couldn’t see myself leaving Ona, or even Lock. Not now, not six months from now. They were home to me now, all I had of the Dirt.

      I took out my phone and searched for Sonia’s contact. It was gone, moved on with her.

      I knew I’d never see her again.
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      I didn’t see Ona the day Sonia moved out. She texted me around dinner time, a blurry picture of a restaurant menu, then again an hour later, a string of question marks. I texted back “what?”, but she didn’t respond. I fell asleep on the couch waiting for her and woke to Lock tucking me in. My cheek stuck to the cushion as I raised myself on one elbow.

      “Mm? Wass’time?”

      “Shh. Go back to sleep.”

      I blinked, heavy-lidded. “Is Ona home?”

      “No. She went clubbing. Said she’d be back late.” Lock slid a pillow under my head. I sank into it with a groan, and next thing I knew, the sun was rising. Ona’s door was still open, her bed untouched.

      I went downstairs to wait for her. The birds huddled together on their perch to watch me wait. They seemed annoyed by my presence, dipping their black little heads to whisper their disdain. One of them shook itself, scattering dust. I turned my back on them—let them gossip.

      Ona drifted in around ten, scruffy and barefoot, shoes dangling from her fingers. She caught sight of me and smiled.

      “Waiting for me?”

      “No kidding—where were you?” I planted my hands on my hips.

      “Out dancing. I invited you. Why didn’t you come?”

      “Invited me? You never invited me. When’d you—”

      “I texted you,” said Ona. She held up her phone. “You were s’posed to meet me for dinner. I sent you a picture and everything, in case you couldn’t read the map.”

      “What, that menu thing? What map?”

      “The attachment. You gotta click it. It’s that paperclip thing.”

      “And I’m supposed to know that?” I buried my hands in my hair. “I thought you bumped your phone, or something. Why couldn’t you just invite me, like ‘Hey, I’m eating. Wanna join?’ Or, hey—speaking of invites. How about that Decemite ball? When were you going to tell me about that?”

      “Are you mad at me?” Ona’s eyes went round. “I just hate typing, is all. They put the letters out of order. And as far as the ball goes...” She looked me up and down, taking in my fuzzy pajama bottoms, my oversized hoodie poncho. “I didn’t think it’d be your thing.”

      I huffed, frustrated. Ona wasn’t wrong. The ball held no interest for me beyond its venue, but admitting as much felt like defeat.

      “I’ve barely seen you all week,” I said. “You’re always shopping, or you’re—” My phone chirped. So did Ona’s. She reached for hers, and I saw red. “Really? You’re blowing me off mid-sentence?”

      “I’m not blowing you off. I’m just checking, in case—”

      “Check it later. Nine times out of ten, it’s an ad, or one of those shop coupon things. It’ll still be there later, or—”

      “It’s Elli.” Ona’s eyes lit up. “She’s taking us shopping for the ball.” She jumped up and down, shoes swinging wildly. “We can grab lunch after, you and me. Or you can draw me in my dress. I’ve seen you with that sketchbook, all—”

      “Are you serious?”

      “What?” Ona’s lips gathered into a pout. “Please, please don’t do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Ruin this for me. Just—just... Just let me enjoy this. We only get one ball, just for us. You can make fun of me later, but today, just for now, can’t you pretend—?” Her voice had gone reedy, like a kid begging for sweets. I wanted to smack her. I sighed instead, and felt myself deflate.

      “All right,” I said. “When’s Elli picking us up?”

      “She’s meeting us in an hour, at Golden Square.”

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know. Some store?” Ona shrugged. “She said take the eight train, and it’ll drop us right there.”

      I went upstairs and showered, and by the time I was done, Lock and Ona were waiting. We made our way to the station and the train whisked us away, past the library and Lazrad Corp, to a great glass-fronted palace. We flew through its gates and the train came to a stop, depositing us on a platform curtained off by a waterfall. Emerging from the spray, we found ourselves in an immense indoor shopping district, floor after floor of restaurants and boutiques, gyms, salons, and cinemas—anything you could want, all under one roof.

      “This is Golden Square?” I peeled my jaw off the floor. “I don’t get it. They have all of downtown. Why would they—”

      “Hi-ho! Over here.”

      I spotted Elli under an oak tree growing incongruously through the floor, its branches hung with billboards. She beckoned us over, all smiles.

      “I thought we’d start with your outfits, then move on to manicures. You’ll need those touched up closer to the time, but it’ll be fun trying some colors, and then we can—”

      “Manicures?” Lock’s horrified whisper tickled my ear. “I’ve seen how they do those, all those tiny drills and sanders.” He tucked his hands behind his back.

      “What’s the matter? Scared?”

      “Yeah. Hold me?”

      I stifled a snort. Elli fixed me with a stern look.

      “Did I say something amusing?”

      I smirked. “Lock’s scared of nail scissors.” His elbow shot out, jabbing me in the ribs.

      “Traitor,” he hissed. Elli frowned. I elbowed Lock harder, and we jostled back and forth till we were both holding our sides.

      “All right. Got that out of your systems?” Elli spun around smartly, showing us her back. “Follow me.”

      We pattered after her like ducklings, up a sleek moving staircase to a brightly-lit showroom. Mannequins danced on pedestals, skirts starched and suspended in improbable forms. One wall was lined with shoes, another with purses. I saw hats and hairpins, cases sparkling with jewels.

      “Your ball attire’s paid for, so don’t worry about the price tags.” Elli moved between the racks, selecting items seemingly at random. “I’ll pick a few looks for each of you, but feel free to browse.”

      I turned to Lock. He was wiping his hands on his pants, palms whooshing on the denim.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Wiping my hands. Feels like…I don’t know. Like I’ve brought the Dirt with me, and I’m gonna get it all over everything.”

      “Myla! How about this one?” Ona held up a red dress, smooth down the front, ruffled down one side. She pulled up the skirt to show off the petticoats, layer after layer of them, like a carnation.

      “Definitely your color,” I said.

      “No, for you.” She held it up to my body and turned me to face the mirror. “Don’t you love how it brings out your eyes?”

      I scanned my reflection, trying to see what she saw. My eyes just looked normal to me, flat and Dirt-brown. The dress was too stiff, shiny instead of soft, and narrow across the hips.

      “I’m not sure I could sit in that.”

      “You won’t be sitting. You’ll be dancing.” Ona spun around, the dress trailing behind her. “You’ll be gorgeous. You’ve got to try it on.”

      “Okay. Give it here.” I reached for the dress, more for Ona’s sake than mine. She didn’t let go of it, and I frowned. “Ona?”

      “Do you think—”

      “What?”

      Ona’s gaze had gone distant. I tried to catch her eye. She shook her head slowly, still clutching the dress.

      “If Mom and Dad could see us now, do you think they’d be happy for us? Do you think they’d want... Am I doing this right?”

      “Doing it right?” I pulled her out of the floodlights, toward the fitting rooms. “I thought this was what you wanted? Your big night?”

      “It is, but—” She sank down on a bench, letting the dress crumple between her thighs. “I’ve been trying so hard, doing everything to fit in. And it’s working—I have friends already, and a golf membership, and a library card, but... But then I come home, and I realize I’ve barely seen you in days. I can’t remember Mom’s last words to me, or the taste of Dad’s cooking. I feel like... Like if I just knew they’d want this for me, it would…I would…I—I miss them so much.”

      “Oh, Ona.” I sat down next to her and pulled her close. I had no idea what Mom and Dad would think, seeing their little girl in makeup, out partying all night. Maybe they’d be horrified, watching us drift apart, seeing how frivolous our lives had become. Maybe they’d be happy for her joy in it all and want the same for me. I took a deep breath. “They’d want you to find your place here,” I said. “To do what makes you happy, whatever that ends up being.”

      “You think so?” Ona brightened. “I do love all this. I just wish I could—I always sit where the cameras are, when I’m out for lunch, or at the park. I keep hoping they’re watching, on those new screens down there.”

      “Then make sure you’re always smiling.” I squeezed her hands tight. “Make sure—”

      “What’s this, now?” Elli flitted over, all laden with gowns. “Less chatting, more shopping. Chop-chop.”

      I rolled my eyes, irritated, and mouthed chop-chop at Ona. She snickered into her hand.

      “Here’s your dress,” she said. “Try it. For me.”

      “I will.” I turned to go look for more, but Elli caught my elbow.

      “Try the ones I’ve picked first,” she said, ushering me into a fitting room. “You’re hiding some serious curves under those trash bags of yours. You’ll need a tailored waist to show those off.”

      “I wasn’t trying to—”

      Elli shut the curtain on me. I stood feeling foolish, Ona’s dress draped over my arm. I tried that on first, but she’d picked the wrong size. It stuck at my hips, stitches popping, and I squirmed free, relieved.

      The next one was blue, like the sky in old pictures. It had a waterfall of skirts and a breathless laced bodice. I blushed at the way it put my flesh on display. It seemed absurd to my eye, like a pair of jellyfish in an ice cream cone. I jiggled when I moved, rippled when I breathed, and I covered myself with a scowl.

      “No. That’s not right.”

      I tried a pink dress and a white one, and a black one slit to the hip. The pink itched my underarms; the white fit like sausage skin. The black wasn’t awful, but it made me look pale. I let it drop to the floor and reached for the next one, a layered charcoal-gray thing with red buttons up the sleeves. It reminded me of our birds, sober and sleek, with gory hints of color. When I slipped it on it felt soft, like my sweaters from Comfort Wear.

      “Where’d that come from?” Elli poked her head in, brows knit together. “That’s not one of mine.”

      “Don’t you like it?” I did a slow turn, admiring myself from all angles. I liked the way the layers shifted, turning dark grays to blacks. “I think it’s pretty.”

      “It’s a bit plain, isn’t it? And awfully high-collared.” Elli tugged at my sleeves, straightening the buttons. “Didn’t you try the other ones?”

      “Yeah, but I want this one.”

      “Uh—hey, Myla?” Lock called through the curtain, his voice low and sheepish. “If you’re dressed, could you come over? I’m in a fight with my shirt.”

      “Go ahead,” said Elli. “I’ll check on your sister.”

      I ducked into Lock’s fitting room and found him messing with his sleeves, one rolled to his elbow, the other hanging loose.

      “I can’t find the buttons,” he said. “My cuffs are all—are they meant to flap like this?” He waved his arms by way of demonstration, knocking his coat off its peg.

      “No. Here, let me—” I found his cufflinks on the shelf and reached for his hand. Static snapped as we touched, stinging my thumb and his wrist. Lock’s cheeks went pink.

      “Sorry.”

      “Electricity, right? What can you do?” I took his hand carefully and turned it palm-up. Lock stood perfectly still, the hairs rising on his arm as I rolled down his sleeve. “Prium had these on. From what I could see, they go just through the slits, slide, twist, and—there. Now, you get the other one.”

      “I’m left-handed,” said Lock.

      “Seriously?” I shot him a narrow look, but he was staring at his feet. “Then, fine. I’ll do it.”

      “Thanks.”

      I fixed his cufflink in place and retrieved his coat from the floor. “Now, put this on.”

      Lock did as I told him, shrugging into his coat. It hung to his knees, resplendent in black and gold. Its collar grazed his ears, and he tugged it down, frowning.

      “I look ridiculous,” he said. “Like a vampire, or—”

      “You don’t.” I batted his hands away and smoothed his lapels. “See? Loosen your shirt a tad, just these top buttons, and you’ll actually look...”

      “What?”

      I cleared my throat, embarrassed. Lock looked almost dangerous, all sharp lines and angles, his broad shoulders straining against the fabric. He was sweating under the lights, a light sheen across his chest. The gold threads in his collar brought out amber flecks in his eyes.

      “Halfway human,” I said. “You’ll look halfway human.”

      Lock chuckled. “As opposed to...?”

      “Your usual shaggy-dog self.” I mussed up his hair, mostly to cut the tension. Lock took my hand and lowered it to my side.

      “Well, you look amazing. Like that dress was made for you.”

      My ears burned red. “Now I feel like a jerk.”

      “No need. I’m not—”

      “You look good too,” I said. “That’s what I meant to say. It’s all just so weird, clothes like this, you and me. You don’t really look like a dog.”

      “Nah, I get it.” Lock twiddled his cufflink, checking out the design. “I’m hopeless with all this—the clothes, the way they talk. When you go out to dinner, and there’s a million different forks, or that spoon with the teeth on it—what’s that all about? I’ve never seen anyone use it, but you sit down to dinner, and boom. Tooth-spoon.”

      “It’s for grapefruit,” I said. “They have those Outside. But the rest...” I sat down heavily, weary to the bone. “It’s us. We don’t belong. Nobody wants us here, and as for Lazrad—”

      “Myla—”

      “This isn’t a reward.” I felt my jaw tighten. “This is to keep us quiet, so we won’t run our mouths in the Dirt.”

      “Don’t go courting trouble.” Lock reached for me but didn’t touch, setting his hand next to me instead. “Without you to talk to, I—”

      “How’s everything looking in here?” Elli pulled back the curtain, smiling brightly. “Oh, Lock. You’re a picture.” She squeezed in between us, tugging expertly at his sleeves. “A stitch or two here, let out those shoulders, and...”

      Lock’s eyes met mine, dark with worry.

      “No promises,” I told him. “But I’ll be careful.”

      Lock looked like he had more to say, maybe a whole lot more, but I didn’t want to argue. Not when my mind was made up. I gave him a wave and made my escape.
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      I lay in bed late the morning after our shopping trip, playing Tangerine Rampage on my phone. Lock had demolished my high score, but if I could just up my speed, keep popping those oranges—

      An ad bubbled up, ruining my streak. I killed the app with a curse. Two days to go before my check-in with Reyland. Till then, I was stymied, just waiting and stewing, nothing to do. I heaved myself off the bed, rumpled in my pajamas. My hair was a mess, so I twisted it into a bun heading into the kitchen. Someone had filled the fruit bowl, so I grabbed an apple and polished it on my chest. I was about to bite into it when I thought of Jack. I hadn’t checked in on him since Sonia’s departure. He’d been quiet, depressed, maybe a little sick. I wondered if he’d been eating.

      I headed downstairs, apple in hand. Jack had been to Lazrad Corp. He’d had his own ball, and maybe he’d gone exploring. I could kill two birds with one stone, bolster his spirits and pump him for intel. He was definitely home. I could hear him in there, banging around in his closet.

      “Jack?” I knocked on his doorframe and poked my head in. “I was just—”

      The words died on my lips as I took in the scene. Those workmen were back, folding Jack’s clothes into boxes. One of them spotted me and smiled thinly.

      “Did you need something?”

      “No. I guess not. I thought you were...” I let that thought go unfinished. “Sorry. I’ll be going.”

      I backed out the way I’d come. I felt cold, cold and clammy, like stepping into a fog bank. That lump was back in my throat, sadness and fright, a choking sense of loss. Jack hadn’t been ready—he’d said so himself. I’m not going anywhere. Not for a good while yet. Three days ago, he’d said that. Three days, and that hardly seemed—

      A yelp burst from my throat. I’d backed into someone coming down the stairs. My sock slid on the step, and I was falling, arms pinwheeling as my legs went out from under me. My apple flew over the railing and smashed five floors down. Birds squawked, indignant, and I felt myself lifted, caught under my arms and set on my feet.

      “Easy, there.”

      “Lock.” I grabbed his hand, heart pounding. “Come with me.”

      “Where?”

      I glanced over my shoulder—no sign of the movers. But they wouldn’t be long now, and I wouldn’t get another chance. I bounded downstairs, tugging Lock in my wake. He was still in his PJs, bare feet slapping on the landing.

      “Wait, Myla—” He dug in his heels. I jumped down half a flight, nearly wrenching him off his feet. Lock grunted in pain.

      “Sorry, just—”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Quiet. Just trust me.” I dragged him across the atrium and out of the house. The birds’ scolding followed us down the steps, drowning Lock’s protests.

      “Myla!” He shook me off at the footpath and stood squinting in the sun. “I’m not going anywhere till you—”

      “Those movers are back. The ones who took Sonia’s stuff.” I grabbed him by the shirt and kept running, muscling him down the path. “That’s their truck. We’ve got to hurry.”

      “Hurry? Where?”

      “We’re stowing away.” I picked up my pace, practically sprinting. “Jack wasn’t ready to move on. He told me the day Sonia left. He said he wasn’t going, but—”

      “So you wanna... what? Find out where he moved to?”

      “He didn’t move.” I was howling, I realized, bellowing in Lock’s face. “He didn’t,” I repeated, more quietly. “Wherever he went, it wasn’t his choice, and I think—I think he might be dead.” I seized Lock by his lapels and shoved him behind the truck. “I’m going to find out what happened. Are you with me or not?”

      “I—”

      “No time. They’re coming.” I let go of Lock and jumped into the trailer. It was empty inside, but for an old pile of tarps. I hunkered down behind them, head to my knees. Moments later, the trailer shook, and Lock squeezed in next to me.

      “Just to keep you out of trouble.” He took my hand and squeezed it, then let go. We crouched there, breathing dust, for what felt like forever. Lock sneezed and I smacked him, and he stifled the next one. At last, the movers returned, and I felt Lock stop breathing.

      “Just the three, this time. I think that’s a record.” I heard a thump, then two more, and then someone spitting.

      “That guy a few years back, we fit all his stuff in one. It was weird, ‘cause he looked stylish, but his closet was—”

      The trailer doors slammed shut. A weak light buzzed to life, and I noticed Lock’s feet.

      “Your nails are pink,” I whispered.

      “Shut up.”

      “And sparkly.”

      “Shut up more.” He tried to cover them with his pajama bottoms. “I thought it wouldn’t show much, if I picked a light color.”

      I smothered a laugh in my sleeve as the truck began to roll. Lock choked back another sneeze.

      “If I get carsick, it’ll be all over you.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, try that. See what happens.”

      The truck rattled down the hill, knocking us together like gumdrops in a bag. Lock breathed through his nose, slow and measured. I heard the sounds of a train station, the hubbub of foot traffic. A gate rattled in its tracks, and the sunlight vanished from the cracks as the ground swallowed us up. I smelled thick exhaust, heard Lock gagging. At last, the truck came to a stop, and I peered over the tarps.

      “This is it.”

      Lock pulled me back down. “Don’t get caught.”

      “I won’t. I’m just—”

      The deadbolt thumped back and the doors swung open. One of the workmen cursed out loud.

      “The chute’s closed,” he said.

      “So open it.”

      “I don’t have my keycard.”

      “Fine. I’ll go.”

      I peeked out from my hiding place. One of the movers strode off, muttering under his breath. A moment later, the other followed, and I darted after him. We’d arrived in a dismal place, all concrete and exhaust fumes. An ugly old car sat parked in one corner, cloaked in dust, like it’d been there a while. A row of trash cans stood next to it, and a stack of used tires. I leaned out to see better. Lock grabbed for me, but I was faster, slithering down from the trailer and ducking behind a pillar. Lock followed and pressed up next to me, heart pounding at my back. One of the movers made a grunting sound.

      “D’you hear something? Like a scuttling, or some kind of...”

      “Paranoid jackass? Yeah. I heard you. C’mon. Let’s—”

      “I heard something.”

      “It’s rats. It’s always rats. When you gonna—” A loud clang rang out. I felt Lock stiffen. He shifted just slightly, shielding me from—

      “Okay, that’s it open. Grab his crap, and we’re out.”

      The movers slouched back our way. I heard the scrape of Jack’s boxes, then the shuffle of burdened steps. I elbowed past Lock, and he clapped his hand over my mouth. I fought him at first, not understanding. Then I saw, and I whimpered into his palm. Lock held me closer, rocking me, almost. I stood, unresisting, as all Jack’s worldly possessions clattered down a wide, black chute.

      “That’s everything. Hit it.”

      One of the movers slapped a button, and a roar rose from below. The chute glowed red, then orange, and I felt Lock’s chest hitch. He pulled me back behind the column, crushing me till my ribs strained.

      “Guess that’s all for a while now.” The movers started back toward us, boots heavy on the concrete. “Prob’ly a year for the boy, and the girl’s got a while yet.”

      “I’m not so sure. The big ones go down faster. That kid’s a giant, so I’d reckon ten months.”

      “Wanna make it interesting?”

      Lock made a desperate sound, a low, choking groan. His buttons dug into my back. I reached back and gripped his arm. He was trembling, or maybe I was, and I could hear him breathing hard.

      “Oh, hey? What’s this?” One of the movers bent down, and I heard a bell jingling.

      “What’d you find?”

      “A bracelet, some cheap thing. Must’ve been his.”

      “Give it here, then. My kid’ll like it.”

      I bit my lip hard. I wanted to scream at him, no! That’s not yours. That’s his, from his sister; you can’t. It’s not yours. Everything Jack had, everything he’d been, just fed to the fire like he never mattered at all. And his bracelet, from his sister, jingling on some Lofty’s wrist. It wasn’t right, wasn’t fair—

      I felt Lock’s thumb on my cheek, drying tears. I shut my eyes tight. I wouldn’t cry.

      “Shh, Myla. Shh.” His breath rushed in my ear. I heard a door slam, then another, then the roar of an engine. The truck beetled away and the gate rattled down. Lock let me go and stood bent at the waist, one hand pressed to his stomach. I touched his shoulder.

      “You okay?”

      “Just carsick.” He sniffed loudly and swallowed, straightening up with an effort.

      “Sorry I dragged you into this. I didn’t think it’d be—”

      “I needed to know.” Lock made a sound, half a sob, and cleared his throat roughly. “And we need to get out of here. Before we get caught.”

      I cast about, fighting panic. Two cameras flanked the gate, one on each side. Another hung over the fire exit and two more by the stairwell. A short tunnel led to a second gate, this one marked WAREHOUSE B. I spotted a guard booth beyond it, with a guard inside.

      “Right there.” Lock started toward a drainage grate, then stopped, head hung low. “The actual hole’s narrower than the grate. Too narrow. We won’t fit.” He turned to me, eyes hard. “Think, Myla. If they catch us—”

      “I know.” We were traitors now, spies, with pockets full of secrets.

      “If we could get that guard over here, we could bash him. Grab his blaster. Shoot out the cameras, and—”

      “There’ll be more outside. They’re everywhere. We’d be snapped ten times over before we even hit the street.”

      “Then...”

      “Shut up.” I pressed my palms to my temples. I needed to think. It couldn’t end like this, not here, not now. Not with Ona’s life caught in the balance. Her and every Decemite, current and future. “Just let me—give me a second.”

      Down in some sooty basement, the incinerator ticked and rattled, winding down from its exertions. Lock paced, bare feet slapping. I smelled smoke, tasted salt, and my heart beat run, run, run.
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      “We don’t have a choice,” said Lock. “You call the guard over. I’ll take him down.”

      “No. No. We can’t.”

      “We have to.” He took me by the shoulders, the seasoned commander corralling the terrified recruit. “Sky Station can’t be far from here. We’ll call Ona, have her meet us.”

      “She won’t come.”

      “She will if I—”

      “Wait.” I shook him off, desperate. “If we leave Echelon, it’s over. Any chance of answers, any hope of a cure—it’ll be gone, just like that. We need what Lazrad has, and we won’t find that Outside.”

      “And if we stay, we die today. At least my way, we’ll buy some time.”

      I swayed on my feet. My mind was flapping with panic, black wings scattering my thoughts. “I’ll call Ona,” I said. “If she won’t come, there’s no point. I’m not leaving without her.”

      Lock nodded tightly. I scrolled through my contacts. Jack’s had vanished already, like Sonia’s before it. Ona had her away message up—shopping. Bug off. I tapped her name anyway, then hung up mid-ring.

      “What are you doing?”

      I tapped A. REYLAND instead and stood holding my breath. He picked up on the third ring, all hushed and harried.

      “Switch off your hologram. Anyone can see you.”

      “My what?”

      “Third button from the top. Haven’t you ever—no, third button.”

      I did as he said, and the eye on my screen turned to an ear. Down the line, Reyland sighed.

      “Now, what can I do for you?”

      “We’re trapped, me and Lock. We got—”

      “Who is this?” Lock shouldered in beside me, knocking the phone from my hand. I fumbled it, nearly dropped it, and shoved Lock aside. Reyland made a frustrated sound.

      “I’m hanging up in ten seconds. Do you need my help or not?”

      “We’re stuck underground,” I said. “Not in the Dirt, in some basement. It says Warehouse B, and there’s—”

      Lock snatched my phone and aimed the camera at the incinerator. I heard a click, then a whoosh, and Lock’s angry growl. “Decemite disposal. Look familiar?”

      “Loading bay seven,” said Reyland. “We’re in the same building. Stay put, stay quiet, and I’ll be down to let you out.” The line went dead. I snaked my phone back from Lock and stuffed it in my pocket.

      “Who was that?”

      “He said ‘stay quiet.’”

      “I need to know I can trust him.” Lock grabbed a length of exhaust pipe and slapped it against his palm. It made a smacking sound.

      “Put that down. He’s a friend.”

      “And you know that how?”

      “Shut up.” I crouched down and dragged Lock with me. Someone was coming. Not Reyland, not so soon. The tunnel echoed with footsteps, maybe one set, maybe two. I felt my chest tighten. Lock was grinding his teeth loud enough I could hear them, clutching his pipe to his chest. I pinched his knee in warning as a lone guard emerged from the tunnel, adjusting his belt. His pants sagged at the crotch, forced down by his gut. He scratched himself, yawned widely, and ambled to the chute. He gave it a rattle—locked, it seemed—and peeled his phone off his wrist. I watched, barely breathing, as he thumbed out a text.

      “C’mon. C’mon.” He jabbed at his screen. “I see you typing. How hard’s yes or—”

      A buzzer went off, and he scrambled his phone out of sight. I couldn’t see where he was looking, but he drew himself to attention. His belt had slid down again, rather spoiling the effect.

      “Didn’t mean to startle you.” Reyland stepped into view, toolbox in hand. “You’ve got a camera out, fire exit, left. I’ll need you back at your post while I run diagnostics.”

      “You’re gonna fix it? Aren’t you—”

      “Of course not.” Reyland made a tchah sound. “I’m here to determine why maintenance failed to manage it.”

      “Right you are. Sorry, sir.” The guard shuffled off, muttering under his breath. Reyland glanced around quickly and set his toolbox on a crate. He pulled out a gadget about the size of a phone and plugged it into a panel next to the fire door. A moment later, both cameras died, noses angling down like guilty dogs.

      “All right,” he said.

      Lock and I exchanged glances.

      “Is he saying—”

      “Come on, then.” He crooked his finger at nothing in particular. Lock and I scurried to him, hugging the wall. Reyland’s lips twitched down as he took in our attire.

      “You broke in in your—you know what? Don’t explain.” He hustled us through the fire door, out to the street. “I’ve knocked out the cameras at the corner. But you can’t walk around like that, where anyone can see you.” He took off his coat and draped it over my shoulders. “Take the alley behind the fish market, and along the river to the park. Catch the train home from there, and keep your heads down.”

      “Wait. We saw—”

      “We’ll discuss it at our scheduled meeting.” Reyland ducked back inside and let the door slam behind him. Lock looked down, blushing, and smoothed out the creases in his pajama top.

      “We really didn’t think that through.”

      “Maybe not, but now we know.” I gathered Reyland’s coat around me and hurried across the street. My socks stuck to the tarmac, threatening to trip me up. I discarded them in the alley, and we jogged barefoot to the station. A few Lofties paused to sneer at us as we raced through the park, but we found a train car to ourselves and ducked out of sight. Lock sat down, then lay down, slopping over six seats.

      “I can’t believe—I can’t believe—” He flung his arm across his face. “Screw that. I’m not stupid. I saw what I saw.”

      “You okay?” I sat down next to him, claiming a sliver of seat for myself.

      “It’s a slaughterhouse, all of it. Those bastards get fat off us, then when there’s only bones left—” He made a whooshing sound, like the incinerator. “The whole Dirt—you were right. There’s no... you die down there, or you die up here. You work till you drop, or the Undercrud gets you, or there’s us, our reward...”

      I laid my hand on his ankle, massaging absently. “You’re surprised?”

      “I’m...” Lock made a face, teeth bared. “I don’t know what I am. Not surprised, not exactly. You kept telling me, showing me, and on some level, I guess I knew you were right. But seeing for sure, it’s like—I’d say I’m hurt. Like, I thought I was worth something, and I’m not.”

      “Not to Lazrad, maybe. But—”

      “I can’t do this, this self-pity.” Lock heaved himself upright. “That guy who saved us—who was he?”

      “Reyland. He’s with Lazrad, but he’s with Starkey as well. He said he could—”

      “Wait. Starkey, as in Outside Starkey?”

      “Yeah.” I glanced around, paranoid, though the carriage was free of cameras. “He said he’d help me get answers, and a cure. Help us, if you’re with me.”

      “Looks like my life depends on it.” Lock leaned his head on the window, looking out. “Those Lofties, you think they know? Not the movers, not the Dirtheels, but everyone drinking their coffees, out riding their horses, shopping at Golden Square? You think they know it’s all paid for with—”

      “Us?” I stood up as we pulled into the station. “Maybe they do. Maybe they don’t. Question is, would they care?”

      The doors hissed open and we got out. Ona was home, I saw, sunbathing out back.

      “We have to tell her,” said Lock.

      I didn’t respond. He was right, of course, but—

      “Maybe she’ll believe it, coming from me,” Lock offered.

      I shook my head. “Let me break it to her.” I braced myself, circling round back. Ona was like Gran’s teapot, the one I’d helped decorate. We’d painted roses. Ona had painted her whole world, every detail the way she wanted it. She’d painted her insistent belief over her own eyes and lacquered it down tight. You’d have to smash her to break through that, hurt her, leave her shattered.

      “Hey.” She snapped her phone to her wrist. “Where’ve you been?”

      “Lazrad Corp.” I perched on the end of her deckchair, feeling it bow under my weight. “We saw something, me and Lock.”

      “What, in the gift shop?”

      “In the loading bay, by the warehouse.”

      Her brow furrowed. “I don’t get it. You... why are you in your pajamas?” She jolted upright. “No. I don’t want to know. Whatever you’ve been up to, whatever weird kind of—”

      “They burned Jack’s stuff.”

      Ona surged to her feet. “I said I don’t want to—”

      “They threw everything in the incinerator, everything he had.”

      Ona ran, and I chased her, the words tumbling from my lips. “Everything but his bracelet, and they stole that for their kids. He’s dead, Ona. They were—”

      She darted inside and slammed the door in my face. I jammed my foot in, then my shoulder, and squeezed with all my might. Ona let go and fled. She shot across the atrium, past the birds and up the stairs.

      “They took bets on Lock,” I called. “If he’d live out the year, or he’d—”

      “Ten months,” he said. “They gave me ten months. The big ones go down fast.”

      Ona screamed out loud. She bolted into her room and I heard the door lock. “Go away. Both of you. It’s not true, and even if it is...”

      I pressed my head to her door, waiting. I could hear her on the other side, not moving, just breathing, quick, harsh gasps. Lock came up behind me and set his hand on my shoulder. Downstairs, the birds were restless, filling the silence with their chatter.

      “Ona?”

      She stopped breathing. Snuffled. Started breathing again.

      “Talk to me. Please.”

      “He must’ve done something,” she said. “Or not done something. He never tried. Never—”

      “You know that’s not true.” Lock’s grip tightened on my shoulder. “Jack was sick. You saw him, and Sonia before him. You saw—”

      “I saw them sitting around the house, never bothering with anything.”

      I let out a shuddering breath. “Why don’t you ask Elli? Ask her where they went.”

      “They moved on. She can’t tell me. Not till I move on too.” Ona seemed to gain confidence, her voice rising in triumph. “Why would they give us all this, if we’re just going to die? They could’ve blown our heads off the second we stepped off the elevator. That would’ve been quicker, and a lot less expensive.”

      “Just like that, huh? You wouldn’t have put up a fight?” I laughed without meaning to, a quick, messy snort. “It’s nothing to them—this house, this life. It’s not like we live here long. But as long as we do, we’ll go quietly, no fuss, all caught up in our new lives. Think about it. Just think—”

      “Oh, I’ve thought plenty.” It was Ona’s turn to laugh. “Do you hear yourself? You’ve got an answer for everything, but all you’re doing—all you’re really doing—you’re making trouble, like always, and you always get caught.”

      “Ona...” I closed my eyes, stymied. “Come on. Open the door.”

      “You don’t get it. You never will.” Her back thumped against the door, and I heard her slide down it. Her voice had gone sharp, almost spiteful. “You think they threw me a party when A-team brought me home?”

      “What?”

      “They took me to holding. To that room by the cells. They chained me like a criminal and left me for hours. Then Prium came, and he—”

      I heard Lock hiss behind me, a tense little sound. My nails dug crescents into my palms.

      “What did he do?”

      “He said he had you already. That D-team brought you back. He said I had value, but you were just Dirt.” Her voice rose, furious, cracking with rage. “He said you were next, after he got through with me, and he never said what that meant, but the way he kept filing his nails—he was gonna torture you. He was going to hurt you, and I saved you, and it’s like you don’t even care. You only think of—”

      “Ona!”

      “—yourself, and you—”

      “Stop it. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re selfish, is what you are.” She thumped her fist on the door. “I saved you. I saved all of us, but all you care about’s those Outsiders.”

      I caught myself on the doorframe, breathing hard. I felt gutted, scraped raw inside. “You didn’t save them,” I whispered, unsure Ona would hear me. “They’ve got families too, and you hung them out to dry.”

      “Like you did to my family, running out the way you did. Siding with those traitors, picking them over us.”

      The breath caught in my throat. “Your family?”

      “You heard me.”

      I sank to my knees. “You don’t mean that.”

      “I’ve never meant anything more.” Ona got up, and I heard her walk away. She turned the shower on full blast and slammed her bathroom door. I curled up where I knelt, burying my face in my arms. Lock sat down next to me and gathered me to his chest.

      “She didn’t mean that,” he said. “I promise she didn’t.”

      “Why won’t she believe me?” The words came out jagged, all broken into sobs. “I’m doing this for her. For her cure. I’d never hurt her on purpose, so why—”

      Lock rocked me in his arms, and at first, he didn’t say anything. He hummed low in his chest, sort of a pondering sound. “I didn’t want to believe, either,” he said at last. He worked his fingers through my hair, teasing out the tangles. “You’re asking her to face her own death. To accept she’ll never grow old, never live out her dreams. That’s a lot to put on anyone, much less a kid.”

      “You’re a kid. Well, a teenager.”

      “I’m almost twenty. And I’ve seen enough to know—” He hesitated, fingers stilling in my hair. “I’ve seen enough of the world to know it’s a cold place.”

      I shivered against him, hid my face in his shirt.

      “I’m with you,” he said. He was playing with my hair again, twirling it around his fingers. “That Reyland—didn’t he say something about a meeting?”

      I nodded. “In two days’ time.”

      “I’m coming to that meeting,” said Lock. “And I’ll be with you every step of the way. Ona doesn’t have to believe us for us to save her skin.”

      Lock’s voice was comforting, his tone as much as his words. I drew strength from his calm, and from his solid presence at my back. I had one more ally, and someday, Ona would forgive me. We’d rebuild what was broken, once we’d saved her, once she saw.

      “Thank you,” I said, voice steady at last. I sat back and wiped my eyes, and Lock helped me to my feet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, no. No, no, no.” Reyland descended on Lock, crowding him back toward the door. Lock let him, baffled, like a dog cornered by a kitten. His dopey confusion only seemed to incense Reyland further, and he planted his hands on his hips. “I don’t know who gave you the impression you were invited, but this is a private meeting.”

      “Really? ‘Cause the sign says public library.”

      “He’s with me,” I said.

      “With you, if you say so, but he’s not one of us.” Reyland raked his fingers through his hair. “A dyed-in-the-wool Decemite, sworn, Ascended—no. No. He can’t be trusted.”

      “I trust him.” I grabbed Lock’s hand and squeezed it. “He went up against his own for us, when Ben’s base was under siege. He got us that gretha. He—”

      “I’ll leave if you want me to,” said Lock. “But for me, this is personal. What I did out there, what she’s talking about—I did that so nobody would get hurt, Outsiders or Decemites. We shouldn’t have been fighting, so I put a stop to it. I—”

      “Shouldn’t have been fighting!” Reyland bristled. “What would you know about—”

      “I’m not done.” Lock’s lips went tight. “The half-measures, the compromises—those were my life. Damage control. Getting my folks to the Stars so my mom could breathe freer. Scaring off filchers so I wouldn’t have to shoot ‘em. But coming up here, seeing how it oughtta be...” He went to the window and stood gripping the ledge. “You’ve got pills for the Undercrud, clear it off in a month. Why can’t my mom get those? Why are we dying, when there’s so much to go around?”

      Reyland sighed deeply and pressed his fingers to his temples. He looked tired and pale without his anger to sustain him.

      “All right,” he said. “I don’t suppose it much matters, now you’ve seen my face. If you’d meant to betray us—”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “Let’s get to it, then.” Reyland checked his watch and scowled. “I’ve news from the Dirt. Lazrad’s holding a Selection, not the yearly test, but a second round. Older kids. Ones who failed the first time.”

      I shrugged, unsurprised. “She needs bodies to work her mines.”

      “I wasn’t finished.” Reyland shot me a peevish look, all sharp and pinch-lipped. “Word is, the numbers she’s recruiting, she could mine enough rigur to build an army of Decemites—and that’s precisely what we believe she’s doing.” He stared me down, then Lock, eyes bright and searching. “She wants the mountains for herself, and the riverlands, and the gorge. That’s where the rigur is, and where the Outsiders make their homes.”

      “She wants to eliminate the competition.” Lock’s voice caught, and he coughed.

      “Not just the competition,” said Reyland. “Anyone who might oppose her. And once she does—once she does, there’ll be no stopping her.”

      I felt the air go out of the room. I stood lightheaded, not breathing, blood pulsing behind my eyes. “How long? Before she can...?”

      “She’d need the rigur first,” said Reyland. “And then she’d need to train them. But given their strength, even untrained, and the numbers she has in mind, she might not train them too hard. She might just—”

      “Send enough she can lose half, and still—” Lock sat down heavily, cradling his head in his hands. “They’ll die. They’ll be—no amount of strength’ll save you with a smoke bomb in your face, all lost and choking, no idea how to protect yourself. They’ll get picked off like flies, just...”

      “I know.” Reyland patted his arm. “This is where you come in. You’re going to get into Lazrad’s office, break into her computer, and find where she’s storing those nanobots.”

      “No bots, no Decemites,” said Lock.

      “No Decemites, no army.” Reyland smiled, tight lipped. I shook my head, frowning.

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

      “Forgetting something?” Reyland looked puzzled. “Oh, you mean security? I’ve—”

      “I mean the Decemites already dying. Like him.” I gestured at Lock. “Like my sister. I thought we were going after the cure. That’s what you said. You promised—”

      “I promised nothing.” Reyland squared up to me. His words came out angry, though his eyes were wild with fear. “Your mission’s Lazrad’s stores. Anything else’ll have to wait.”

      “So that’s how it is.” I spun away, disgusted. “We’re still just Dirtbags. Cannon fodder for your crusade. As long as you get what you want—”

      “No.” I thought Reyland might hit me, so vehement was his denial. He thumped the table instead, startling a shout from Lock. “Sorry,” he said. “But that’s not it at all. This isn’t about my unhappiness, or those families across the river, living in wealth’s shadow without a scrap for themselves. It’s not about Sky, at all.” He sank down next to Lock, and I’d have sworn he deflated, like a tire with the air let out. His jacket seemed too big for him, wrinkled around the middle.

      “You think you’re a means to an end,” he said. “You, the Outsiders—you think I’m just using you to get what I want.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      Reyland got out a handkerchief and patted at his brow. He looked sick, I thought, drained of color. “I’m old now,” he said. “To you, I must seem...”

      “Seriously? You’re old?” I coughed out a burst of laughter. “That’s the best you can do?”

      He drew himself up. His chest seemed to expand, and his suit fit again. “Fine. I’ll tell you. You’re, what, sixteen?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “Then I was just a few years past your age when I met her.” He got to his feet, moving stiffly. “Elza, her name was. She was twenty. So was I. She was looking for a café, somewhere they’d serve toasted cheese. I’d never heard of such a thing, so I told her there weren’t any, and she just looked so crestfallen I said I’d make it for her.” A tiny smile caught at his lips, a private smile. Reyland turned away. “I must’ve gone through ten blocks of cheddar, trying to get it right. Every day after work, she’d come by and I’d make it, and she’d laugh at me—too dry. No, it’s not supposed to be chewy. Add some garlic salt, maybe. The day I mastered the recipe was the day she asked me to marry her.”

      My brows shot up. “You’re married?” I couldn’t quite picture that, Reyland with anyone. He had a stale air about him, like a man going through the motions. He made a dying-animal sound, a sort of strangled grunt.

      “We never married, no.” His shoulders twitched, and were still. “Elza was a Decemite. One day, she vanished, and I went looking. I knew she hadn’t left me. Knew she never would. I found what you found. The incinerator. The boxes.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Lock. “We didn’t know—”

      “I thought what everyone thinks, until I met Elza.” Reyland’s voice was thick, choked with shame. “I thought the Dirt was all criminals, scum. I didn’t care what went on down there, much less on the Outside. I was what you’re thinking, just some selfish Lofty. I don’t deserve your compassion, but Elza did, and so do your friends Outside. They’ll be dust in the wind, every one of them, if you can’t find those nanobots, and that’s not on me.”

      I caught Lock’s shoulder, seized with the image of Ben’s home blowing away, wind singing through abandoned caverns. Reyland had slumped over, leaning on the windowsill.

      “Please, Myla. For everyone’s sake.”

      “He’s right,” said Lock. “If Lazrad was gone, my mom could come up here. Your mom, too. Everyone's mom.” He slid his hand over mine. “I’d die for that.”

      “I won’t let you,” I said. Reyland shuddered.

      “I’m begging you, Myla. Once Lazrad’s got her army—”

      “I’ll find your bots. But no way I’m going in there and not searching for the cure.” I gripped Lock’s shoulder tight. “Take it or leave it. That’s the best I can do.”

      “I’ll take it,” said Reyland. He glanced at his phone and cursed under his breath. “Looks like time’s slipped away from me. I have to go, but you’ll be infiltrating Lazrad’s office the night of the ball. I’ll need to see you before that to brief you on the plan.”

      “Same place next week?”

      “No. Don’t come here again.” Reyland tugged at his collar, suddenly nervous. “Too public. Too dangerous. I’ll get you a message when it’s time.”

      “What kind of message?”

      “Can’t say. But you’ll know it.” He paused in the doorway, eyes narrowed. “Wait ten minutes before you head out.”

      The door slammed behind him, and Lock let out a chuckle. I scowled at him.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Just…everyone we care about, everyone Lazrad hates—all their lives are hanging on us breaking into the most secure room in Echelon.”

      I swatted the back of his head. “That’s not funny at all.”

      “That’s why I’m laughing. So I won’t explode.”

      I stared at him for a moment, just stood there and gawked. He looked stupid, big and messy, hair standing up where I'd smacked him. Then I was laughing, and we both were, and I thought we’d never stop.
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      Reyland’s summons never came.

      Three days passed, then a week. Our new clothes came back from the tailor’s, perfectly sized and ready for the ball. Elli sent a dance instructor, and an elocution specialist, and a hairdresser. We spun with curlers in our hair and we practiced our Lofty accents, and we marched through our days to a three-four beat: brush-two-three, rinse-two-three, spit-two-three, smile. Ona came home with pierced ears. She bought a wedding dress and wanted to wear it to the ball, and only agreed to return it when Elli offered a tiara in exchange.

      Lock came to find me on the eve of the ball. I woke before dawn to find him perched on my bed, tickling my feet with a duster.

      “Get out.” I kicked at him, half-assed, and buried my face in my pillow.

      “Come with me.” He flicked my right sole, then flicked the left one. “Come on. I can’t take this, all this one-two-three, rond-de-jambe—what’s a jambe, anyway? Some kind of—”

      “Jambe.” I kicked out again, booting him square in the chest. Lock toppled with a squawk, dragging my covers down with him. I sat up and waited, and a moment later, Lock’s head reappeared. His hair was a mess, all static and tangles. He rubbed at his chest where I’d kicked him.

      “What was that for?”

      “Fun.” I stood and stretched, working the tension out of my back. “But I’m up for your prison break. Just get out while I change.”

      Lock got out, and I changed, and we slipped out like fugitives. We raced to the station and caught the first train that came, not caring where it took us. Lock sprawled across the seats, arm thrown over his eyes. I watched out the window as we flew through the pre-dawn lull. Echelon lay below us, its parks like black slashes across a galaxy of lights. The waterfall shone silver, lit from behind. Its spray fogged the riverbanks and shrouded the quarantine district in white.

      “I hate that it’s beautiful,” said Lock.

      “What?”

      “Sky.” He let his arm fall from his eyes. “It’s like your best dream times ten, so perfect it hurts, but it’s real, and we pay for it. We pay with our lives, so they can have—where the hell’s Reyland?” Lock sat up abruptly, boots thumping the floor. “I can’t take it. We’ve got this one opportunity, this one perfect shot, and what are we doing? Dancing around like idiots with our stupid gold nails, doing that blocked-sinus accent—mey I hev this dence? It’s tomorrow. Where is he?”

      “I don’t know.” I stood as our train slowed. I’d been worried, myself. Reyland hadn’t said when we’d meet, but I’d assumed—

      “What if they caught him?” Lock surged to his feet. “What if Prium has him?”

      “Calm down. He doesn’t.” I smelled grass as the doors slid open, and wood smoke, and horse manure. I stepped out into darkness and the whisperings of leaves. “If they’d caught him, he’d have talked. They’d have come for us by now.”

      “Or they wouldn’t.” Lock sighed. “Prium does love his drama. What if he’s waiting for the ball, to expose us for traitors where everyone can see? A public execution—”

      “Too dangerous.” I picked my way through the gloom, finding a bench by the lake. “You heard Elli. Everyone’ll be there. They can’t chance us resisting, maybe hurting someone important.”

      “You think?” Lock sank down on the bench, face tilted to the sky. “Maybe they want us to shank a few. Make a scene, act like monsters, remind everyone what we are. Just dogs from the Dirt, full of rabies. We’d be a cautionary tale, what happens when you truck with animals.”

      “Maybe.” I squeezed in beside Lock, kicking his leg out of my way. “There’s still today.”

      “Yeah.” He leaned back even further, the dawn silvering his hair. “Let’s watch the sun come up, maybe get something to eat. We can swim in the lake, try that carousel.” His chest rumbled with laughter. “Let’s sit here and plan the perfect day, everything fun, everything awesome. Reyland’ll have to come ruin that.”

      “You think?”

      “That’s the rule.” Lock seemed to relax, draping an arm over my shoulders. “Perfect days aren’t allowed. It rains, or you stub your toe, or some mean girl kicks you out of bed—”

      I kicked him again, not too hard this time. The sun came up, red in an amber sky. We splashed in the lake, then we went and ate waffles. Lock had syrup with his, and I went with jam. The strawberry-seed crunch made me homesick for Gran’s version, all thick and carroty, flavored with ginger. I cleaned my plate anyway and stole a bite from Lock’s.

      Lock went green on the carousel, but he grinned through it gamely, pretending to spur on his horse. We walked by the river after, Lock breathing through his nausea, me checking my phone. I had three missed calls, all from Elli. Lock peered over my shoulder.

      “Nothing from Reyland?”

      “Not yet.”

      We found an art gallery next and got kicked out for touching. We ran away laughing—why grow moss over statues, if not for us to fondle?

      “I mean, it said touch right there. Right there on the sign.” Lock collapsed against a fire hydrant, catching his breath. “That wasn’t an invitation?”

      “I think it was the title.”

      “Their art is weird—pots of moss, talking toilets, and what was with that ladder?” Lock scratched his knee. “I want that moss for a shirt. No, for pants. Like a cloud cradling my—”

      “O-kay.” I cut him off, laughing, and we circled round to Golden Square. We found a toy shop and swarmed it, bouncing balls, riding bikes, throwing sticky worms at the walls. Little kids stared, open-mouthed, as we blew bubbles through wands. Lock bought five tubes of bubble mix and a bag of sour candy. I bought a bouncy ball, mostly for the sound it made. We ate too much sugar and our mouths went all fuzzy, and we had to buy toothbrushes and clean our teeth in the fountain.

      “It’s late,” said Lock. He glanced up at the skylight, now a dull brownish-gray. I checked my phone one more time: still no Reyland.

      “He’ll call. There’s still tomorrow.”

      “Elli’ll be all over us, tarting us up for the ball.”

      “Not in the morning—see?” I held up my phone, displaying her latest message. “She’s not coming till two.”

      “Yeah.” Lock looked down, frowning. He tucked his toothbrush in his pocket. “Today’s been—I don’t know whether to be happy or sad.”

      “Because Reyland didn’t call?”

      “Because that toy shop, that art gallery, messing around on the carousel... picture that, only we’re six. I’m not saying it wasn’t fun. Just...” He shook his head. “I used to come home from nursery and help Grandpa shine shoes. Or we’d haul water, run errands—anything for a token. I’d have killed for a day like today, toys like this, friends like you. Cramming it in now, it all feels too late. Like we missed half our lives, and there’s no turning back the clock.”

      I bounced my ball off the floor, just to hear it go pang. Lock was right—it rang hollow. Too late.

      “Reyland’ll call,” I said. My words rang even hollower, so I took Lock’s hand instead. He gripped it like a lifeline, and I let my head rest on his shoulder.

      Reyland had to call.
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        * * *

      

      Elli showed up early, at eleven instead of two. She came with a retinue, hairdressers and manicurists, seamstresses and jewelers. Ona and I were mobbed, perched on pedestals like mannequins for our final fittings.

      “This one’s gained a pound or five.” One of the seamstresses pinched my middle. “Oh, she’s just slouching. Back straight, darling.”

      I straightened up, offended. Ona was snickering into her fist. I needed to talk to her, somewhere private, just the two of us.

      “How long’ll this take?”

      “Not long. Just try not to breathe too much. I’d rather not prick you.”

      I stood and tried not to breathe, feeling stupid. One of the hairdressers had Lock and was menacing him with a set of trimmers. Lock was protesting, covering his head with his hands. Behind him, the manicurists were setting up, and did we really need our nails done again? Mine were fine, barely chipped, gleaming gold under the lights.

      “Third floor living room, once you’re done.” Elli poked her head in, clapping her hands. “One more dance lesson, then we’ll see to your nails.”

      I let out a frustrated breath. A pin stuck into my side.

      “I told you, don’t move.”

      “Ona.” I reached for her, snapping my fingers. “Ona.”

      “What?”

      I breathed in again, as shallowly as I could. “I need to talk to you. About tonight.”

      “If this is going to be one of your guilt trips—” She winced, jerked a pin from her dress. “Look, I’ve thought about what you said, but in the end, you don’t know. No one does. That’s just how life is, not knowing how it ends, what you get, or how long. But this is my night, and I’m going to be happy. You can’t ruin that. I won’t let you.”

      “All done, sweetheart.” The seamstress patted my leg. “Just head behind the curtain and slip that off carefully. Your clothes are on the chair.”

      I did as she said, leaving Ona to her fitting. I’d catch her later, by herself. Make her see—

      “Myla.” Lock pulled me into the bathroom, still draped in his smock. He’d been shorn like a sheep, ears jutting out where shaggy hair had once covered them.

      “Oh, your hair! What’d he do to you?”

      “Never mind that. About tonight—” He pulled me away from the door, back toward the bathtub. “Reyland must’ve crapped out. We need our own plan.”

      “What plan?” I dropped my voice to a whisper. “We don’t know where we’re going, and even if we did—”

      “We won’t get another chance.” Lock looked like he wanted to punch something, eyes narrowed to slits, fists knotted at his sides. “Even if it’s suicide, we have to try.”

      “Try what, though?”

      “Whatever gets us those nanobots. Take Lazrad hostage. Make her show us where—”

      “We’ll never get close enough. And even if we did, they’d just take Ona hostage to force our hand.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Someone’s coming.”

      “We can’t just do nothing,” said Lock. “There’ll be some opening, some moment. I need to know you’ll be—”

      “Oh, Myla? Lock?” Elli’s voice drifted through, a high, wheedling singsong. “You two in there?”

      “We’re just—” I fumbled for an excuse. “Lock looks like a monkey with his hair all cut off. He’s kind of freaking out.”

      Lock smacked me across my hip. I skittered back, snickering.

      “Well, come out of there. You’re not done, either one of you. Honestly...”

      “We’ll talk later,” I promised, and I left Lock behind. I spotted Ona by herself, playing with her hair in the mirror, and I went over to join her. Our eyes met, and hers went mutinous.

      “I’m begging you, Myla. Just let me have this night.”

      I picked up a hairbrush, the soft kind, and ran it through her hair. “Your dress looks amazing,” I said. “And that tiara—you still wearing that?”

      Ona’s scowl deepened. “I can’t play a little dress-up?”

      “Of course you can.” I worked through a tangle, slow and steady, not to hurt her. She’d been through enough lately, lost and shot and captured, caught in a war beyond her understanding. She’d run home at last, only to bid everything familiar goodbye. One night of fantasy, what could it hurt? “I came to say sorry. You were right.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” I smoothed her hair over her shoulders, smiling into the mirror. “This is your night. You deserve it. I hope it’s everything you dreamed of.”

      “It has to be.” Ona wiped at her eyes. “For Mom and Dad. This’ll be on those screens, right? The ones they’ve set up down there?”

      I wasn’t sure, but I nodded. It seemed a safe assumption.

      “They have to see me smiling,” she said. “You, too. Real smiles, so they’ll know—so they’ll always remember.”

      I just nodded again, struck mute by the lump in my throat. I hadn’t thought of our parents seeing, of what they might think.

      I checked my phone one more time: still no Reyland.
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      My first impression of the ball was that it was dazzling, filled with glittering Lofties gliding under a canopy of stars. Champagne sparkled like diamonds and diamonds sparkled like suns. Our feet cast off sparks where they touched the dance floor, little eddies of sunfire projected under glass.

      My second impression, once I’d adjusted to the glare, was how little we mattered to the proceedings. Oh, we had our grand entrance, our share of oohs and aahs. Some movie star kissed Ona’s hand, igniting a flurry of camera flashes. But the Lofties soon flocked to Lazrad, or they chattered amongst themselves. Lily of the Badlands was playing, all strings and crooning, and they’d attracted their own crowd, clustered adoringly around the stage. We drew a vague sort of curiosity, Lofties pushing between us for selfies, snapping and going without a word. I lost a button, and one of them snatched it up—“Oh, look. A souvenir.”

      “This is creepy,” Lock whispered. A woman of about fifty trailed her fingers across his chest, long nails catching on his lapels. “Did you see? She just touched me.”

      A man blundered into me and spilled champagne down my leg. He kept right on going, bopping and swaying to the beat.

      “Hey, watch where you’re going. Watch your—” I deflated, losing him in the crowd. “What’s the use? We’re just props to them. Just—”

      “An excuse to have a party?”

      “At least Ona’s made a friend.” I nodded across the room. Ona had found a girl about her age and seemed to be showing her how to waltz. “Looks like those lessons paid off, after all.”

      “We should show them how it’s done.” Lock offered me his arm.

      “Seriously?”

      “Do I look like I’m joking?” He pulled me so close my cheek grazed his chest. I felt the burr of his voice as he bent to murmur in my ear. “It’ll give us the lay of the land.”

      His hand settled on my hip. My body responded to his touch, shockwaves running down my back. I thought of Ben without meaning to, how he’d touched me the same way. How his hand had slid lower, across the base of my spine. I’d felt safe, then, and comforted. I’d melted into him, and where was he now? Did he think of me, still? What would he think if he saw me here?

      Lights whirled around us as Lock spun me out. I’d kissed Ben in a room full of stars, gypsum flowers blossoming all around.

      “I’ve got you.” Lock dipped me, and the blood rushed to my head. He lifted me and spun me, and I felt my breath go still. My feet skimmed the floor, trailing comets behind them, and sparks pulsed through my veins. Lock was smiling, eyes sparkling, so close I could’ve kissed him. So close I felt him breathing, our hearts racing in tandem. He pressed closer still, till his lips brushed my ear, and his whisper raised goosebumps down my neck.

      “If tonight’s our last night, if we can’t pull this off—” He spun me again and caught me in his arms. “—I wanted to tell you, I...”

      “Yeah?” I pulled back, just enough to catch his eye. Lock was blushing.

      “I’ve loved our time together. All of it. From the radio to the toy shop.” He dipped his head, eyes hooded. “You’re—you shook me awake when no one else could. I wouldn’t trade that for anything.”

      I held him close, clung to him. “You did that yourself,” I said. “I couldn't have made you see if your eyes weren’t—”

      “Prium Lazrad.” Lock’s grip tightened on my shoulder.

      “What?”

      “Behind you. Don’t look.” Lock spun us, and I saw him. He stood alone on the stairs, all done up in silver and lace. My scalp prickled where he’d once pulled my hair.

      “When I let you go, grab Ona.” Lock’s eyes had gone dark, pupils blown wide.

      “What?”

      “I’m gonna take him. Make him show me her stash. You get Ona outside.”

      “No.” I dug my nails into Lock’s shoulder. He was trembling, whip-tense, crushing my hand in his. “Even if he shows you, what are you going to do? Stamp on millions of nanobots? They keep them in those canisters, like when you get your shots. You’ll never get them out.”

      “I won’t need to.” He nodded at his phone. “I’ve wired it to melt. The heat’ll destroy ‘em, right through their shells.”

      “And then what? You’ll die.” I felt my chest tighten, my heart pounding in my ears. “They’ll shoot you like a dog.”

      “So, live for me.” Lock turned his head, and I knew I’d lost him. He let me go and I stumbled, scattering constellations at my feet. Ona spun past me, but I hesitated. If I grabbed her, if I ran—

      My phone chirped at my wrist. I glanced at it, gasped, and I lunged after Lock. I caught movement, too late, a swirl of red and gold, and some drunk blundered into me, driving me to my knees. I heard laughter, the shuffle of slippers. Someone stood on my hand. I clawed my way upright, catching elbows, shoulders, cloth. Lock was barreling toward the stairs, head down, shoulders bunched. I gulped a huge breath and screamed at him, over the music, over the crowd—

      “Lock!”

      He flailed to a halt. Caught himself on the banister. He lurched toward Prium, and for a moment, I thought I was too late. Then he turned, pale in the bright lights, eyes wide with surprise.

      “What?”

      I drew a thick, stuttering breath. We’d gone from the sideshow to the main attraction, every head turning our way. Even Lady Lazrad was glaring at me, eyes boring straight through me. I swayed, off-balance, gaping like a fish. Chatter rose, sharp and snide—are they going to fight? What’d he do, cop a feel?

      I shivered and swallowed, croaked the first thing that sprang to mind—“Really? With my sister?”

      Ona gasped. “I did not!”

      Lock’s jaw went slack. He glanced at Prium, then me, and he seemed to make up his mind. “She’s drunk,” he said. He jogged back toward me, elbowing through the crowd. “Sorry—sorry. It’s her first time having champagne. She’s confused.” He seized me by the wrist and practically dragged me off the dance floor, out through the fire door, into a quiet hall.

      “What are you—”

      “Where’s the bathroom?” I shook him off and peered past him, blinking in the gloom.

      “The bathroom? What—?”

      “Reyland.” I held up my phone. “He’s here.”

      “In the bathroom?”

      “No. In here.” An unmarked door swung open, revealing darkness beyond. “Come with me, quickly. Don’t say my name again.”

      We plunged after him into pitch blackness, bruising our shins on unseen furniture. Our feet scuffed on tile, and I smelled coffee. I caught up to Reyland, plucking at his sleeve.

      “Where were you? We waited—”

      “Outside with the comms crew. I just got back this morning.”

      The flooring changed to carpet, and an EXIT sign buzzed overhead. Reyland stopped underneath it, and I saw he was exhausted. His lips were cracked from the desert, his eyes dull and hollow. “I’ve looped the cameras up ahead,” he said. “Security won’t spot you, but stay quiet all the same. There’s people working. Don’t draw their attention.”

      “Where are we going?” Lock groped for my hand and squeezed it, pulling me to his side.

      “You’ll find three elevators at the end of the hall. Ignore the first two. The third goes to fifty, straight to Lazrad’s suite.” He glanced over his shoulder, eyes red under the EXIT sign. “Now, this is important. That elevator’s secured. It’ll do a retinal scan on fifty, but only if it’s occupied.”

      “So, what? We—”

      “Don’t interrupt.” Reyland hustled us on, breath ragged in my ear. “The sensors have a blind spot, directly underneath them and three feet off the ground.” He thrust a flashlight into my hand. “Have this on when the doors open. It’ll knock out the light strips for about a second, while they adjust to the glare. Use that second to jump in the blind spot.”

      “Three feet off the ground? How are we supposed to—”

      “There’s a railing. You’ll perch on it, brace yourselves on the walls. You can pull that off, right?”

      Lock nodded. “Yeah, but how about getting off? Won’t the sensors catch us, then?”

      “Use your flashlight again. Just shine it straight up. I’ve tested it. It works.” He grabbed my wrist and bumped our phones together. Mine chirped twice. “That key unlocks her computer—tap the red icon on your home screen.”

      I blinked. “So I just—”

      “Go. Before you’re missed.” Reyland gave me a shove, and I went. Lock came after me, light on his feet. We found ourselves in a bright corridor loud with the hum of technology. Muted voices droned behind doors further on. Keyboards rattled, low and constant. Lock’s breathing seemed loud, and I nudged him in the ribs. He broke into a jog, and I ran after him, heels catching on the carpet. We passed a door flung wide open, a man hunched over his desk. Our reflections streaked across his screen, but if he saw them, he gave no sign.

      “Elevator number three.” Lock came to a stop, panting. “Got your light?”

      I flicked it on. Its beam was bright, blinding. I trained it on the doors.

      “Okay. On three... two...” Lock hit the button. The doors hissed open. I leapt blind, hit the back wall, and my foot slid on the railing. I flung my weight back, teeth rattling in my head. I skidded, then Lock had me, nudging me back to my corner. I’d forgotten to press fifty, but Lock hadn’t, and a moment later, we were moving. My legs seized around twenty, and I felt my balance waver. I bared my teeth and held on, palms slick with sweat. My flashlight was burning me, hot glass to my thigh, and still I hung on. I spat quick breaths through my teeth, counting off the floors. Thirty, and I was shaking. Forty, I was one giant cramp. Lock was groaning behind me, or breathing, or—

      Fifty. The bell dinged. I jerked the flashlight up and fell, tumbling out of the elevator, knees burning on the carpet. Lock dropped down next to me, breath whistling through his nose.

      “I hate those things,” he wheezed. “Like coffins on ropes.”

      I heaved myself to my feet. “Did we make it?”

      “I don’t hear any alarms.” Lock stood up, too, dusting himself off. “There. Her computer.”

      I blundered toward it, jabbing sweatily at my phone. I felt drunk, off-balance, and I kicked off my shoes. It was a relief to stand flat, not tottering on my heels. I dug my toes into the carpet. “So I just tap this, and then...”

      Lazrad’s screensaver blinked off. I stood staring at her desktop, at its scattering of folders. I tapped one at random and found a dozen more inside it. They had strange names, codes and numbers, long words all running together.

      “I-munny...soo...?”

      “What?” Lock crowded in next to me, and I watched his face fall. “I thought you could read.”

      “I can, sort of. Can’t you?”

      “I don’t know. A little. Why do you think I don’t text?” He tapped another folder, and another. I could smell his sweat, sharp as vinegar, and the blandness of his soap. “I know Decemites—I know that word, but I can’t... What do we do?”

      “Just copy it all?” I hooked my phone to Lazrad’s dataport and dragged the whole desktop over. A progress bar popped up, ten hours remaining, then two, then half an hour.

      “That’s still too long.” Lock straightened, knees popping, and went for the bookcase. “How is it you can’t read? I thought you were smart.”

      “I told you, I can. It just takes time.” I found a key under Lazrad’s blotter and unlocked her top drawer. “What about you? Why can’t you read? How’d you pass your psych exam?”

      Lock muttered something, too low to hear. He’d found a binder marked DECEMITE something-or-other and was thumbing through it. I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “What’d you say?”

      “I said I cheated off Samson. Happy?”

      I snorted through my frustration. Lazrad’s desk was a bust, drawer after drawer filled with pens and old batteries. It didn’t look like she worked here, not really. Not on anything important.

      “This is ancient,” said Lock, dropping the binder at his feet. “All the dates are thirty years ago.” He tried the next one, and the next, and he let out a whistle. “Well, hello.”

      “What’d you find?”

      “I’m not sure. Come look.” He swept the shelf clear, and I padded across the carpet. On the wall, where the binders had been, I spied a glowing panel.

      “What is it? A scanner?”

      “I don’t know. A phone, maybe?” Lock cocked his head. “It’s got numbers, and that star thing.”

      “But no speaker.”

      “No, wait. Hold on.” Lock broke out grinning. “I’ve seen one of these. It’s an old-fashioned combination lock. You put in the right numbers, and...” He flung his arms wide. “It’s gotta open something important, for her to hide it like that.”

      “We don’t have the numbers.” I prodded at it anyway, and got a buzz for my efforts.

      “Check under her drawers,” said Lock. “That’s where folks keep their passwords, taped under their drawers.”

      I got down and checked, but Lazrad wasn’t that obvious. Lock felt under her blotter and behind her monitor.

      “We have to guess.” I jogged back to the panel and stood chewing my lip. “What year was she born?”

      “I don’t know—eighty-five?” Lock flipped her paperweight and cursed, finding nothing. I tapped in the year and got another buzz. “It could be anything,” said Lock. “Like, ten random numbers, or some word it spells out. And neither of us can spell, so—”

      “Shut up.” I leaned my head against the shelf, my thoughts all in tatters. I felt sick, tense and shivery, with the sweat cooling down my back. “Help me think. What would matter to her? What would she care about, enough she’d—enough she’d never forget it?”

      Lock made a hissing sound. “I don’t know. Prium?”

      I tapped it in, 7-7-4-8-6. Bzzt.

      “Figures. She only cares about herself.” Lock kicked at her desk, knocking her pen-holder to the floor. “I don’t know. Try her name, or just ‘me, me, me.’”

      “Power.” I gripped the shelf, trembling. “That’s what she wants, Echelon and the Outside, all under her thumb. What year’d she take over?”

      “Twenty-three twenty-five. But no way she’d—”

      Beep.

      “You gotta be kidding me.” Lock flung his hands in the air. The shelves slid aside, and he laughed aloud. “A secret elevator. Of course it is. And of course it’s an ancient one, all those pulleys and—”

      “Come on.”

      “What about—” He gestured at my phone, still loading the files, and now flashing low storage.

      “It’s no use. Forget it.” I heaved the gate open and got on. Lock grabbed my phone and came after me, the platform juddering under his weight.

      “There’s just the one lever,” he said. “We don’t know where it—”

      I grabbed the lever and pulled. The wall slid shut behind us, and we descended into darkness.
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      Down and down and down we plunged, into thick, cloying darkness. It was hot in the shaft and smelled strongly of motor oil. I felt dizzy with it, disoriented, a strange pressure building in my head. The hairs rose on my arms and down the back of my neck. My skin prickled all over, like bugs under my dress.

      “There’s something—”

      Lock shifted next to me. “What?”

      “Nothing. I don’t know.” I felt for the railing and clung to it, fighting panic. That pressure was building, like voices in my head. I could hear them now, murmuring, indistinct—gossip through a thin wall, fragments of thoughts. I swallowed and tasted copper. “Don’t you hear that?”

      “That thumping? We’re in the Dirt.”

      I licked my lips. Lock was right. I could hear the hydraulic hammer over the murmurings in my head, the high whine of generators and the scurrying of feet.

      “Not that. Don’t you hear, like a...” I pressed my hands to my ears, trying to hold back the pressure. Something prickled under my skin, at the base of my skull. I slapped at it, but it was in me, a strange phantom buzzing, like a beehive in my thoughts. “Something’s here with us. In my head.”

      “Myla?” Lock’s face swam into focus as the gate rattled open. “What are you talking about? Are you all right?”

      “I—I’m—” I stumbled off the elevator, squinting in the light. “My head’s full of static,” I said. “Feels like...” I swiveled in a daze as the buzzing coalesced, a compass in my brainpan, pulling me to the west. “Something’s here,” I repeated. “I don’t know how to describe it, but I can feel it, like a magnet. Pulling me. Calling. Don’t you feel it?”

      Lock tugged at his collar. “I’m a little warm, but other than that...” He peered past me, eyes narrowed. “What is this place?”

      “You’re asking me?” I shook my head to clear it. My vision fogged, then sharpened, and I saw white all around us, white walls and white floors, white lights overhead. Long counters stood along three walls, with glass shelves above them, laden with strange, gleaming instruments. A drain in the floor gurgled softly, and I shuddered at the sound.

      “Looks like some kind of lab,” I said. The bees buzzed in my head, as though in agreement.

      “Some kind—I’ll say.” Lock made a sick sound, a sort of throaty grunt. “Come look at this.”

      I followed him in a daze through a set of glass doors, down a hall lined with... “Water heaters?”

      “Look closer.”

      I slowly marched up to one of them. A lump had risen in my throat. I wasn’t sure what I expected to see through its thick porthole, but something in Lock’s expression told me I didn’t want to know. He looked angry, more than anything, primed for a fight.

      “What...?” I rose on tiptoe, heart pounding. I saw water first, deep green and swampy—then a shape in the water, then eyes, then a mouth. The mouth opened, black gummed, and formed a word. I flung myself backward, a scream caught in my throat. “It’s alive. It’s alive in there—”

      “Shh.” Lock caught me and steadied me, leading me from the tanks. I reeled dizzily, swallowing vomit.

      “Why would she have that? A mutant? What—?”

      “Maybe she’s experimenting on them. Maybe they’re her cure. Maybe—”

      “Her cure? No. They can’t be.” I recoiled from him, from the idea. If that were true—I didn’t want to think about it. Ona’s cure couldn’t be that. Couldn’t be misery and death. It made no sense, anyway. Mutants didn’t have nanobots, and they didn’t survive long once the mutation took hold.

      I pushed away from them, through a second set of doors, into a room full of screens. Lock brushed his fingers across the closest one, and it flared to life. It displayed towers in wireframe, sketching out a city, and the mountains beyond, a jagged line along the horizon.

      “Is that here?” Lock touched the screen one more time, zooming in on the skyline. I squinted through the static, focusing with difficulty.

      “No. That’s not Sky. No library, see? And where’s the river?”

      Lock tried another screen, called up another city. This time, he zoomed out, reducing it to a point on a map. Mountains rose to the south, and a river to the east. I followed the river down the mountains, through the grasslands, to the Spire. Lock’s brows drew together.

      “What are these? Outsider camps?”

      “With towers like that?” I shook my head. “They must be her plans. More Domes she wants to build.”

      “Way out there? Past the mountains?” Lock zoomed back in and tapped a green, flashing dot. The picture cut to a camera feed, grainy and gray. I saw a street shot from an odd angle, through what looked like a sewer grate. The sky was black overhead and pouring rain. Figures moved through it, heads down, some sheltering under umbrellas, some soaked to the skin. Towers rose behind them, indistinct in the wet.

      “It’s not raining here,” said Lock. I snorted laughter.

      “That’s ‘cause that’s not here. Look at those signs.” I pointed down the street at a huddle of storefronts. “Boulangerie—what language is that? Le Château?”

      “Other cities...” Lock moved to the next screen and tapped on a camera. This one, shot through a lace curtain, showed a dry street—a line of low houses, bright lanterns strung between them. Kids were playing outside, tossing a ball in the moonlight. Lock zoomed in on the sky, on the faint shimmer of purple. “A Dome. How’s that possible? We’re the only ones—only Echelon...”

      “Obviously, we’re not.” I tapped on an icon, a little cartoon projector. The picture flashed back to the map, red dots bristling around its perimeter. “Look. She’s mapped out their projectors, their walls, their... what are these?”

      “Power plants, I think.” Lock tapped the map again. “See how they’re all built on lakes? That’s for cooling. Then, all those lights clustered round them, that’s the districts they’re serving.”

      I slumped against the wall, fighting vertigo. Lock’s voice was cutting in and out, rising and falling with the thrumming in my head. I bit my lip hard and licked blood. “Why would Lazrad need—”

      “She’s mapping them out,” said Lock. “Strengths and weaknesses, resources, population. Those cameras, they were hidden. She must’ve sent spies, infiltrated—”

      I rubbed at my temples. That static was rising, crackling in my ears. I felt its pull in my marrow, urging me west. Lock trotted after me as I turned toward its source. I could hear him, voice rising, but his words were just noise. A distraction.

      I made my way down a long hall, darker than the rest. The oil stink grew stronger, like drowning in tar. I breathed through my mouth and tasted it instead. My organs were throbbing now, my blood singing in my ears. Something was waiting for me, something cold and immense—something irresistible, and I stumbled toward it.

      “Myla.” Lock grabbed for me. I evaded his grasp and broke into a sprint. The static rose to a shriek, molten lead down my spine. I crashed through some obstacle and either time stood still or I did, my body numb with shock.

      “Ho-ly...” Lock drifted past me, eyes round as saucers. I hardly noticed him. Through the roar in my head, I saw. I understood. I did a slow turn and took in racks of blasters stacked two floors high. Cannons squatted below them, barrels gaping black. I saw huge tanks of coolant, plasma canisters on wheels. Lock reached for some monstrosity, some double-barreled propellered thing, and jerked back as though stung.

      “Drones. Why so many? What’s she gonna—she could wipe out all the rebels, and still have—”

      “They’re not for the Outsiders.” I pressed my palm to a cannon and felt my body resonate with it. I felt steadier touching it, the static resolving—not into music, but a deep sense of calm. I jerked my hand back, disquieted. Lock touched my arm.

      “Who, then? Who are they for?”

      I closed my eyes, feeling sick. “Those cities. Those people. She wants it all for herself.”

      Lock cursed, turned away. “I thought the nanobots would be here. I thought for sure they’d be here.”

      “They are. They have to be. This place is huge.” I spotted another corridor, sloping deeper underground. It forked in two at the end, running north and south. “I’ll go that way,” I said, pointing north. “You go down.”

      Lock nodded tightly, and we split up. I passed a room full of books and a nook with a bed in it. An unmarked door caught my eye, locked but flimsy. I wrenched it open and found gretha tanks, rack upon rack of them, stacked along the walls. An odd contraption stood beyond them, a cross between a chair and a bed. It had two padded arms, flung out to the sides, with straps on each one, as though to hold someone in. A metal apparatus stood above it, hung with odd screens and instruments. I started toward it, dry-mouthed. I felt sick again, like with the mutants, flooded with a creeping sense of wrong. Something was here, something unnatural—

      “Myla! Run!”

      I did a thousand-volt jerk, hair standing on end.

      “Lock?”

      I sprinted back the way I’d come and down the south corridor. Doors flashed past, empty rooms, a study, a morgue. Up ahead, I heard nothing, just ominous silence. I shouted for Lock, and he bellowed back to me, “No! No! Go back!” I hurtled on anyway, through a set of swinging doors, and my foot squeaked on the tile as I skidded to a halt.

      “Elli? What—?”

      She pressed her blaster to Lock’s head. Her finger tightened on the trigger, and my guts turned to water.

      “Don’t.”

      “Why not?” Heels clicked behind me, and I whirled, hardly breathing. Lady Lazrad stood expressionless, stiff-backed in the doorway. “You don’t belong here,” she said.

      I felt my mouth gaping open. I shut it. Licked my lips. She was real this time, solid. Flesh and blood. I could take her, maybe, but if I tried—

      “I knew you couldn’t be trusted. One look and I knew it, before Prium said a word.”

      I blinked. “Before—?”

      “Your interrogations. I could see you’d turned. Both of you.” She plucked at her collar, at a heavy diamond brooch. “I thought I’d still find some use for you, but it seems—”

      “No.” I lurched toward Lock, and froze as Elli tensed. “Not him. He’s still loyal. I dragged him down here. I made him stand guard. He never—”

      “If that’s true, it’s a shame.” Elli stroked Lock’s arm, and I saw him grimace. “If you’d just gone along, kept yourselves out of trouble, you’d have had another ten months. You could have played all you wanted, then gone in your sleep. Just like Jack, just like Sonia.” Her eyes locked with mine. “Like your sister, soon enough.”

      I lunged for her. Lock drove his elbow into her belly, and she jackknifed in two. Her blaster went off, a bright burst of plasma. Pain bloomed in my shoulder, then needles at my wrist, sharp, biting—Lazrad’s nails. I wrenched free and bulled into her, relishing her shout of surprise. She hadn’t bargained for my strength. I saw the moment she felt it, caught that spark of recognition.

      “Nanobots.”

      Lazrad drew back. Lock grabbed me by the hand.

      “Run,” he said, and we did, helter-skelter for the elevator.
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      We tore full-speed through the armory, sweat down our backs, and in our ears, the hiss of blaster fire. I could smell my own blood and charring flesh, and I pushed myself harder, half-flying across the room. Lock fell behind, and I turned to scream at him. He tore a rack of blasters from the wall and brought it down behind us, a deafening avalanche thundering in my head.

      I stumbled, head pounding. Lock grabbed my hand again, half-dragging me past the maps, and the gruesome line of tanks. We piled into the elevator and I dropped to my knees. Lock tripped over me, catching the lever as he fell. I heard gears crunch, and we were rising, panting helplessly in the dark.

      “Ona,” I choked. “We need to—”

      A stuttering wail cut me off, a siren blaring to life. Red light throbbed from above. Lock was saying something, shouting it, but I couldn’t take it in.

      “What?”

      “Security.” He jerked his thumb up the shaft.

      “We’ll just have to fight through them.” I struggled to my feet, dizzy with adrenaline and the static in my head. “We have to get to Ona.”

      Lock stared at me, blank-faced, and then he lunged past me. He seized the lever in both hands and jerked back with all his might. The mechanism resisted, gears sparking in protest. Lock planted his boot on the wall and pulled back again. Metal shrieked on metal, and Lock’s coat split its seams. He roared over the siren and flung his weight into the task. The lever snapped off, and he careened into my arms. The cage jumped and juddered, and we ground to a halt.

      “What—what’d you do that for?” I shoved Lock away from me. He brushed me aside.

      “Move.”

      I stood open-mouthed as Lock vaulted up to the railing. He punched the emergency hatch, a quick, brutal jab. It clattered aside, and he clambered onto the roof.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Come on.” He reached for my hand. I slapped him away, head throbbing, buzzing. I couldn’t think, couldn’t focus past—

      “Ona—”

      Lock jumped back down and shook me by the shoulders. “We’ll loop back for her, I swear. But we can’t go the way we came. Not without getting caught.”

      I stood shivering from blood loss, head still full of bees. Nightmares filled my vision. I saw Prium snatch Ona from behind, her tiara clattering to the floor. I heard her scream, heard Mom scream, watching from the Dirt. I saw Ona snatch a blaster, and the ballroom blaze with—

      “Snap out of it.” I felt a slap, light and stinging, across my jaw. Lock jerked me toward him, jolting me off my feet. “I’m not leaving you, so come on.”

      I came, riding his momentum as he dragged me to the hatch. I jumped up on my own and climbed past him, shimmying up the cables. I could feel my head clearing, the cobwebs blowing loose. That static was fading the higher I climbed, like a radio signal losing strength. I heaved myself past it, up and up, nearly losing my grip as Lock grabbed my leg.

      “Let go.”

      “No, look.” He kicked out at a grate set into the wall. It rattled, screwed in tight, and he kicked it again. This time, his foot punched through and stuck there, and when he wrenched it free, the whole grate came with it. Lock shook it loose, and it thundered down the shaft. His phone tumbled after, smashing against the wall. Lock swung through into darkness, and I followed, the sirens fading behind us as we squirmed through a narrow duct.

      Lock’s voice drifted back to me, distorted with echoes.

      “What?”

      He twisted back, slammed his elbow, and grunted in pain. “D’you know where we are?”

      I closed my eyes and listened. I heard the thumbbbb of the hydraulic hammer, muffled with distance. Beneath us, a furnace roared, and up ahead—

      “That whistling. That’s steam. We’re near the refinery.”

      “Then Sky Station should be—”

      “We need to get Ona.”

      “I know.” Lock started moving again, wriggling like a worm. “That means getting to Sky, and the fastest way’s through the station.”

      “Then cover your ears.”

      “Huh?”

      I held my breath for a moment, listening for the night watch. I heard nothing but steam, that constant off-hours hiss. The duct boomed and vibrated as I brought my elbow down on the seam. I heard a rivet spang loose, and I did it again. The joint sagged and split, then buckled beneath me. I slid and tumbled, crashed through plaster and insulation. A halogen tube sparked, and I felt it burn my arm. Bright light blurred my vision, then my back hit the floor. I lay half-stunned, gasping for air. Lock hung for a moment, suspended above me, then he swung past me and dropped like a cat.

      “You okay?”

      “Th—thanks for not... Squishing me.” I stood, sneezing out drywall, and Lock steadied me on my feet.

      “Where from here?”

      “Follow me.” I hurried past the conveyor belt out to the hall. Cameras whirred, taking notice. I ducked my head and kept running, Lock hot on my heels. A new alarm struck up as we burst into the stairwell, the whoop-whoop of the watch signal splitting the night. Lock elbowed up next to me to bellow in my ear.

      “When we get to the top, jump straight on the tracks.”

      “On the what?”

      “The tracks. Past the staging area.”

      My head spun. “What, train tracks?”

      “It’s Sky Station. What’d you think—”

      Light blazed above us, bright and blinding. Guards flooded the landing with their riot shields up.

      “That’s them!”

      I dropped into a fighting stance, eyes narrowed, teeth bared. A black calm settled over me, slowing time to a crawl. I saw five moves ahead, sharp as memory, and in my mind I’d won already—shouldered that first guard aside, cast him over the railing. Bulled into that second one, knocking his shield from his grasp. I’d snatched his blaster off his hip, jammed it under his chin. Pulled him flush to my chest—one move and he’s dead—

      I lowered my head and surged forward, braced for impact. The first guard lowered his shield. I steamed into him and smelled rubber and the cold scent of window cleaner. My teeth rattled together, and I pushed. I felt resistance, heard bones crunch, and moved on to my next target. His shield came down, and I ducked, head like a bullet, rocketing into his—

      “Don’t.”

      My collar bit into my throat, cutting off my air. I felt myself snatched back off my feet and flying. I struggled, throwing elbows, and I was spinning and stumbling, tripping back down the stairs with my feet in a tangle.

      “Lock!” I turned and swung at him. He caught my arm and dragged me across the landing. I flew off my feet, skinned my knee. Lock pulled me up and kept running, and I grabbed him by his collar. We fought, spluttering and gasping, my palm in his face. Lock bit and spat and swept my feet out from under me. I clawed at his shirt, scattering buttons down the stairs. The guards were gaining, and I strained back toward them, slavering for the fight.

      “What the—what are you—” Lock scrabbled at me, got a hand in my hair. We half-fell down the stairs, thrashing, flailing.

      “Ona’s still up there. You swore—”

      “Look!” He spun me around, jerked my head back. “You wanna fight all of them?”

      I crumpled like he’d punched me, the wind rushing out of me at once. The stairwell was mobbed with guards, all the way to Sky Station. Every flight, every landing bristled with blasters, black muzzles trained on us, ready to fire.

      “Lock—”

      Feedback squealed in my ears, then a bullhorn blast. “Come quietly, and there’ll be no need for bloodshed. We’ve got you surrounded, so—”

      “This way.” Lock vaulted over the railing, and this time I followed and plunged down the stairwell, three floors to the bottom. We hit with a jolt, bones jarring, muscles tearing. We half-collapsed into the hallway, blaster bolts singeing our skin. I tore after Lock, beating sparks out of my skirt.

      “Where are we going?”

      He ran faster by way of answer, scattering patrolmen before him as he charged through the refinery. More poured in from all directions. We hit the bridge, and I gasped. We were surrounded on all sides, Sky’s forces behind us, the Dirt watch in front. Below us lay the reservoir, red with warning lights.

      “Lock?”

      Spit clicked in his throat. “How long can you hold your breath?”

      “What?”

      “Jump,” he said, and he did. The light caught him as he dove, red from above with the pink blaze of blaster fire. I sprang after him, less gracefully, over the railing and down, down, down, hitting the water feet-first. Searing bolts raked the surface, and I dove to avoid them, chasing the churn of Lock’s boots. He stroked for the bottom, hard and determined, kicking bubbles in my face. I torpedoed after him, pressure building in my head. My ears filled and popped. My eyes burned with cold. The water turned brownish, then green. I tingled with claustrophobia, the overwhelming urge to breathe. The weight of the water bore down on me, and I fought panic.

      Up ahead, Lock was struggling, trapped or drowning. I swam up beside him, and saw he’d found an outflow pipe jutting out from the rock. A metal grate blocked our exit, and Lock had hold of it. Rust clouded the water as he wrenched and pulled. I grabbed on alongside him and flung my body into the task. I kicked for leverage and found none, threw myself backward and burned for air. Lock’s lips peeled back, bubbles bursting between his teeth. He bent in half and pushed off, and the grate gave at one corner. I seized it, bent it back, and Lock squeezed through ahead of me, into the dark.

      I hesitated, eyes bulging. My limbs had turned to rubber, my lungs to bags of sulfur. My chest heaved, and I half-turned—then I heard a splash behind me. Another splash came, and another, and I paddled after Lock. My skin crawled and my vision dimmed, but still I kept going, lime scale scraping my back as I burst through a narrow flue. I spat a long stream of bubbles and followed them up forever, through the endless black water clutching me to its breast.

      I broke loose into sulfur, and I gulped it like fresh air. I sucked back breath after breath, water streaming down my chin. Lock was coughing and clawing at me, and I kicked him away. He caught me again and dragged me onward through blackness. I paddled and kicked till my toe stubbed something solid, and I realized I could stand.

      “Outside. We’re Outside.” I stood up and shook myself, plucking duckweed from my hair. “We need to go back for Ona.”

      Lock didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. I threw my head back and screamed. We couldn’t turn back—of course we couldn’t. Soon, they’d be after us, the Decemites this time, hunting us like—

      “We need to go.” Lock fumbled at my wrist and snapped my phone free. He thumbed on the flashlight, and I saw we were in a tunnel, somewhere deep underground. “There should be a ladder,” said Lock. “Up ahead, for the maintenance crews.”

      “We never even found those nanobots.” I trailed after him, palm to the wall. “Or your cure, or much of anything.”

      “We found those guns. And the maps.” Lock found the ladder and jammed my phone in his pocket. “We know we’re not alone now. If we can get to those other Domes, warn ‘em what’s coming—”

      “If they’ll even listen. If they understand us. I know I don’t read so well, but those signs weren’t English.”

      “Maybe Ben’ll know something, or Jetha, or Starkey.” Lock started up the ladder, boots clanging on the rungs. “We’ll get to them first, then we’ll take it from there.”

      I glanced back at the still water, aching to my marrow. Ona was trapped in there, and Reyland, Mom and Dad.

      “Don’t think about it.” Lock held out his hand. “Mission mode, remember? We gotta go.”

      My eyes pricked with tears, but I blinked them back. I crammed everything down inside of me, all my anger and hate, all my terror, my pain. I swallowed it all and climbed up toward the moon.
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      I jogged up next to Lock as the lights of Echelon dimmed behind us.

      “Give me my phone.”

      “What?”

      I slapped at his pocket. “You’ve got my phone.”

      “Oh.” He fished it out and forked it over, brows knit in a frown. “You should ditch that, though. They might be able to track it, or—”

      “That’s why I’m turning it off.” I pressed the power button, holding it for a five-count so it switched all the way off. “I can’t just get rid of it. Ona might try to call me, or Reyland, or—”

      “I get it.” Lock slowed to a brisk walk, scowling at my feet. “Where are your shoes?”

      “I don’t know. They came off somewhere. Turn around.”

      Lock did, and I shimmied out of my pantyhose, leaving them crumpled in the dirt. My dress was a mess, crusted with red rust and plastered to my skin. I ripped out the petticoats and tossed those as well.

      “Ona should be okay,” said Lock. “She wasn’t part of our plan, so they won’t hold it against her. And they’ll want her as a hostage, in case they need—”

      “Don’t.” I swallowed back acid, got my panic under control. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. I just don’t—let’s not go there. Once I start speculating, I won’t be able to stop.”

      “I get it.” Lock glanced over his shoulder. “Want my boots? You can have ‘em.”

      “What, those boats?” I snorted. “They’d just slow me down.”

      Lock shrugged, loose and dopey, and we struck out across the exper. We stuck to the rough, avoiding the tracks, but still the searchlights came for us, sending us diving for cover again and again. One buggy swung close enough to spray us with dirt. Another stopped nearly on top of us. We braced for a fight, certain we’d been spotted, only to choke on horrified laughter at the splash of urine in the sand.

      “If that comes down here—”

      I elbowed Lock hard. He nudged me back.

      “Pssss.”

      I buried my face in my sleeve, shaking with a mix of hysteria and mirth. Time stretched like taffy, and still it went on, Lock snuffling into my back as I gasped for breath. At last, I heard a deep sigh, and the sound of pants being zipped. Boots crunched on gravel, and the Decemites peeled out, highbeams jouncing through the night.

      “He got my leg,” groaned Lock. I rolled my eyes.

      “You’re just wet from the reservoir. Quit your whining.”

      “Easy for you to say. That reservoir wasn’t warm.”

      I ignored him and jogged on. I could see the gorge up ahead, a black slash across the exper. Just east of there, we’d find help, Lita and Derrick, maybe Ben. He’d know what to do, or Jetha would. I pushed myself faster, scrambling down the slope. Lock kept pace with me, then overtook me, nimble as a goat. He raced to the bottom and I slid down, and we streaked across the riverbed, splashing through the thin fall trickle.

      “Never thought I’d be back this way.” Lock reached down to help me up the far side. “I swear, a hundred baths later, I still get paranoid. Like I’ll lift up my arms and still smell like trash.”

      “Right now, you smell like duckweed.”

      “So do you.” He found a root hanging down and heaved himself up the cliff face, smirking down as I struggled to follow. “There used to be a bridge here, till Samson cut it down.”

      “Why’d he go and do that?”

      “To keep the Outsiders on their side.” Lock laughed without humor. “‘Course, they come across anyway. They just take the long road.”

      I lowered my head, panting, and scrabbled up a crumbling scree. Dirt streamed between my toes, and I kicked for purchase, pedaling at the cliffside till I belly-flopped over the top. Lock had found a steep path and was nearly out of sight. I set out in pursuit and caught him at the top.

      “I don’t see their dome,” he said. “Could be they’ve moved on.”

      “We have to check anyway. It’s hours to the base.”

      Lock nodded, but I could see the doubt in his eyes. I could feel it as well, churning in my guts. Maybe they had moved on, found themselves a better spot. Somewhere past the gorge, closer to the vents. Or they could’ve packed up for winter, headed wherever they went for the dry season. Upriver, Ben had said, wherever that was.

      “Myla.” Lock stopped dead, and I stopped with him.

      “What?”

      “Right there.” He pointed down the incline, past a black fall of rocks. At first, I saw nothing. Then the clouds parted, and I saw moonlight on glass, glittering daggers of it twinkling in the sand.

      “The projector.” I took a reluctant step forward. They hadn’t moved on, at least not by choice. The camp lay in ruins, trampled to dust. A half-buried tent flapped listlessly in the breeze. I found their generator gutted in a spill of copper wire. A pot stood, cold and empty, in a circle of ash. I’d dined from that pot the night I’d met Ben.

      Lock bent and plucked something from the dirt, something black and formless that seemed to drip between his fingers. He stared at it briefly, then dropped it in the sand. “What... what’d they do?”

      I came up behind him, and my heart plunged like a stone. Lock had found a mask, melted to drippings. A pile of them lay at his feet, all cracked and formless and stinking of lighter fluid.

      “Wait here,” said Lock. I trailed after him anyway, past the scattered firepit, out toward the latrines. A thick stench hung in the air, garbage and bleach, and something rotten underneath. My eyes stung and watered, and I shielded them with my sleeve. I didn’t see Lock when he dropped to one knee. I nearly tripped over him, and at first I thought I’d hurt him, as he loosed a broken sound.

      “Sorry. I didn’t—”

      “Don’t look.” He waved me back, but I’d seen it, the crumpled bundle at my feet. I reeled back, gutpunched, Ben’s name on my lips. I bit it back, swallowed it, as though speaking it would make it true.

      “Who—?”

      Lock touched the corpse between the shoulder blades and pulled back fingers flaked with brown.

      “He was running away,” he said. “They shot him in the back.”

      “Who is he?”

      Lock turned him over, and it was Derrick, eyes wide in death, fixed blankly on the moon. Lock thumbed them closed, but they cracked right back open, shrunken dry. I looked away, fighting sickness and a deep, clawing rage.

      “Should we bury him?” The words quavered out of me in a voice not my own.

      Lock made a rasping sound. “We have nothing to dig with, so...” His shoulders hitched once and were still. “We’ll take him home, at least. We can do that much.”

      I watched as Lock shucked his fine coat and shook out the sand. He laid Derrick out on it and crossed his arms over his chest. He combed the dirt from his hair and wiped his face with his sleeve. Then, he buttoned his coat over him, folding him into it like a shroud.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’d never have wished this on you.” He knelt there a moment, then he squeezed Derrick’s shoulder and gathered him to his chest. I hovered over him, at a loss.

      “Can you carry him on your own?”

      “I’ll be fine.” Lock struggled upright and set out for the Spire. I followed him at a distance, to give him space to breathe. We trudged through the night, a grim procession, into the graying dawn. Sand gave way to gravel, and then to yellow grass. The mountains towered over us, their peaks cloaked in snow. I scanned the floodplain for movement, searching for any sign of life, but only the grass stirred, rippling in the breeze. Lock stopped at the creek bed and waited for me to catch up.

      “No barrier here, either.” He nodded at the fissure leading into the caves. Sure enough, it stood empty, no flicker of purple to suggest a gretha shield.

      “They could be in the Haven,” I said. “Maybe the Decemites came back. Maybe they took cover.”

      “Maybe.” Lock settled Derrick more securely against his shoulder. I licked my lips and tasted sulfur. My legs had turned to lead.

      “Some of them made it,” said Lock. “From the camp, I mean. I saw footprints past where Derrick was. Big steps, running steps. Not a lot, but some.”

      “And the rest of them?”

      He pinched his lips together and said nothing. I fell in behind him as he picked his way across the creek bed. The silence pressed in on us, and I felt myself crushed by it, an unbearable weight anchoring me to the moment. No voice rose in challenge as we closed in on the base, no sound but the warm wind soughing through the grass. I called out anyway, at the top of my voice, so loud Lock stumbled, boots scuffing in the dirt. I called out the challenge the gate guard had once issued Ben, called out and waited, and the mountains called back—when do we rest, when do we rest, when do we rest…
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      The Haven stood open, yawning black and cold. Its great doors lay twisted, blown from their frame or melted from it. I smelled death beyond them, and I lowered my lantern to my side. I’d snagged it off the wall heading into the caverns, but the state of the base had me wishing I hadn’t—the empty rooms, the scattered trash. Something had happened here, something bad.

      “Let’s check the mines,” said Lock.

      “What for?”

      “Signs of Lazrad. Signs she’s mining. Don’t you want to know why?”

      I shouted, half-laugh, half outrage. Why? For rigur, for spite, what difference did it make? The Decemites had left nothing to salvage. The village was ash, the school blown to dust. Ben’s room of stars, they’d turned into a furnace, filled it with wreckage and set it ablaze. Ben’s stars were dead now, blacked out with soot. And Ben—

      “You’ve got the light,” said Lock. “Please. We’ll be quick.”

      I led the way to the elevator, and Lock laid Derrick on the platform. I hung my lantern on a peg, and we worked the pulley together, rattling down in fits and starts. The shaft was colder than I remembered, the chill turning our breath to vapor. My eyes stung with sweat, and I blinked it away. By the time we hit bottom, we were both soaked and shivering, grimacing to keep our teeth from chattering.

      “It was warm before,” I said. “Stuffy, even.”

      Lock scooped up Derrick and shuffled past me. “What’s that down there?”

      I raised my lantern and grunted in surprise. The shaft was black and burnt, half-collapsed down one fork, jammed with debris down the other. I saw one of the furnaces toppled on its side, its innards blown out, its door embedded in the wall. Lock’s boot crunched on something—a shattered pressure gauge. I did a slow turn, taking in battered mine carts on tracks hacked to bits, helmets cracked open, sniffers smashed against walls.

      “All this, just to wreck it? Just to spoil it for everyone, so no one can use it?”

      Lock shook his head slowly. I could see the whites of his eyes, lurid in the gloom.

      “We should go back,” I said. “No point hanging around.”

      “Not yet.” He picked his way onward, past the blasted furnace and down a crumbling shaft.

      “Where are you going?”

      Lock splashed through a puddle into a cramped alcove. A shelf hung off one wall, cracked down the middle. Underneath lay a bedroll, covered in dust. Lock knelt down next to it and laid Derrick on the mat.

      “This is the closest we’ll get to a proper burial,” he said. I shivered so violently my stomach lurched.

      “But it’s so cold.”

      “I don’t suppose he’ll mind. Besides, he has my coat.” Lock unbuttoned and rearranged it, threading Derrick’s arms into the sleeves. He smoothed the lapels over his chest and turned down the collar. I found a pillow in the corner, and Lock tucked it under Derrick’s head. His eyes were still open, clouded yellow in death. He didn’t look scared. He didn’t look anything, and maybe that was for the best.

      “We should say something, I guess.” I hugged myself to get warm but shivered again anyway. Lock got to his feet and wrapped an arm around me, nestling me to his side.

      “He was good to me,” he said. “We were enemies—they made us enemies—but he was always decent. He’d come keep me company—”

      I felt, more than heard, Lock’s breath catch. He swallowed audibly and kept going, dry throat scraping.

      “It’s not me who should be saying this. He had folks waiting—still does, maybe. He was a husband, a father. A friend. I knew him a few weeks, enough to know that, but I don’t have those stories, the ones you’re supposed to tell. Good-time stories, ‘remember when.’ I don’t—I don’t—”

      “It’s okay.” I fumbled for his hand and found his wrist instead. I grabbed on awkwardly and gave it a squeeze. “He, uh... He stole your buggy that first night, then got mad when you got sick in it.”

      Lock snorted wetly. “I didn’t even throw up.”

      “I think he still had fun, though. Lita never let him drive.”

      “I remember that,” said Lock. “He told me, in the pit. Said his kid was the same, always taking charge. He was learning to read, and he’d take over story time, grab the book and just go for it, like...” He leaned down and touched Derrick’s face. “We’ll find your folks, if they’re out there. Let them know where you are. Give ‘em some peace, maybe.”

      Derrick lay staring, resplendent in Lock’s coat. It was big on him, soft and heavy. His hands lay cold on his chest, lined brown with dirt. It didn’t seem fair, gold at his wrists and the desert under his nails—such a fine garment, come too late to warm him. Too late to comfort him after all his hard scrabble. I turned my face to Lock’s chest and tried to remember how to breathe.

      “I’m sorry,” said Lock, whether to me or to Derrick, I couldn’t be sure. He wrapped his arms around me and we stood in the cold, stood till our lantern guttered and our shadows danced on the walls.

      “We should go,” I said. “It’s scary down here in the dark.”

      Lock nodded, and we left Derrick to his rest. We trudged back to the elevator and sweated our way to the top. I didn’t think we’d speak again, not in this dead place, but Lock stopped me in the main hall, his hand on my arm.

      “I think they’re alive,” he said.

      “Who, Lita and—”

      “Most of them.” He gestured back the way we’d come. “Lazrad didn’t do that, back at the mine. At least, I don’t think she did. I think they did it themselves, to block her from the rigur.”

      I frowned. I had no room for hope, no room to see it shattered. “What makes you say that?”

      “Look around. There’s nothing here.” He nodded at the fissure, at the thin light from outside. “They took the projectors. Decemites wouldn’t do that. And over there, where the village was, I’m not seeing dead sheep. Someone took those, and no way it was anyone from Echelon.”

      I stood chewing that over. It made sense, on the face of it. What would Lazrad want with sheep, or a mine blown to rubble?

      “We should look for a radio,” I said. “If they’re out there, we need to find them, tell them what we found. They need to know there’s more Domes. Ones that might sell them gretha.”

      “Yeah.” Lock perked up slightly. “Where’s that one you used, with the fancy name?”

      “What, the Carillon?” I chuckled. “If you’re right, and they did get out, Jasper definitely took that with him. But his lab was full of old junk. Could be worth checking there.”

      We refueled our lantern from one we found on the wall and made our way to the lab. I breathed a sigh of relief, finding the Carillon gone. Jasper’s computer was also gone, and most of his books. He’d left his flasks and his bottles, and they lay shattered on the floor. Lock glanced at my bare feet and waved me back from the mess. I watched as he dug through the wreckage, upending boxes and shaking out drawers.

      “This was a radio once.” He held up a bundle of wires that were knotted up at one end and hooked to a plastic shell. “Now, if I could just find the rest of it...”

      I picked my way past the glass and crouched down beside him, raking through chips and batteries, old keypads, broken tools. “Why would anyone keep all this?”

      “Here’s why.” Lock plucked a melted something, trailing a speaker from one end. His grin seemed almost genuine, barely frayed at the seams. “This should do. Let’s get it outside, and we’ll see who’s listening.”

      I tried not to get my hopes up as we sat in the sun, Lock tinkering with his radio while I kept watch. Still, my pulse picked up at the first burst of static. Lock connected the dial, and I found myself holding my breath. A burst of music came through, and we grabbed hands and cheered.

      “Someone’s alive out there. They’re—”

      “We can’t talk on this channel. We still need to—”

      “It’s working. You got it working.” I grabbed him and hugged him, breathing his warm scent. Lock laughed and hugged back, rocking me in his arms.

      “Lemme just scan the dial. We can celebrate once we’ve found ‘em.”

      I nodded and stepped back, sniffling in spite of myself. Lock knelt in the dirt and ran up the frequency. The speaker sparked with static into the shortwave bands. I rubbed at my temples, reminded uncomfortably of Lazrad’s lab, that strange, buzzing hum. It had filled my whole head, like I was the radio. But what kind of broadcast—

      “—down the escarpment. We—”

      I yelped. “Was that—?”

      “From the radio.” Lock grabbed the receiver and hit TALK. “Hello? This is—this is, uh, we’re friendly. Can you hear us?”

      A faint voice piped up, then a harsh burst of static. Lock jiggled the dial, held the radio over his head. He barked into the speaker—hello? Hello?—but only white noise came back, hissing over the air.

      “It’s okay,” said Lock. “It’s a weak signal, is all. We just need to get close to the source, keep spiraling outward till we find where it’s coming from.”

      “That could take all day.” I grabbed the receiver, frustrated, and barked into the speaker. “It’s Myla. You know me. Call back if you’re—”

      Lock snatched the receiver back. “Don’t do that. Anyone could hear you.” He glared back toward Echelon. “Anyone at all.”

      “Then—” I dug in my pocket and pulled out my phone. “I’ll text Reyland. He can get them a message, maybe tell us where they are.”

      “No.” Lock lunged for my phone, but this time I was faster. I powered it on, thumbed it open, and it rang in my hand.

      “Don’t answer that!”

      My heart leaped. “It’s from Ona’s phone.”

      “You don’t know that’s her. Anyone could’ve—”

      I shouldered Lock back and hit accept. Ona’s hologram sputtered, too faint to make out. I shoved my face at the lens, wanting her to see me.

      “Ona? Ona? Are you there?”

      Her image blinked and took form, and all the breath fled my lungs in a rush.
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      “Lady Lazrad.” I lurched back, spitting, holding my phone away from me like it had grown fangs. “Where’s Ona? What—”

      “Hang up.” Lock struck at my phone, batted it out of my hand. I lunged for it and we scuffled, on our knees in the dirt. I got my palm under his chin and sent him sprawling. He kicked sand at Lazrad’s hologram, and I snatched up my phone, shielding it with my body.

      “I’m here. Don’t go.”

      “It’s a trick,” groaned Lock. “She’ll just keep you talking till she can trace us.”

      “I don’t care.” I shuffled away from him, phone clutched tight. “Lady Lazrad? We’re listening. Just tell us—”

      “I know what you are.” Her voice lanced straight through me, an icicle to my guts. “You’ve helped yourself, somehow, to the Decemites’ gift. But that gift comes with responsibilities, which you’ve failed to—”

      “Responsibilities!” Lock spat the word in a harsh peal of laughter. Lazrad ignored him, her faint smile unchanged. I knelt still and dumbstruck, gravel digging into my knees. Lazrad stared through me with her strange, fish-pale eyes.

      “Responsibilities, yes. And you’ve failed to discharge any of those duties. Still, I’m not interested in vengeance, or in making an example of you. A Decemite’s worth is beyond measure, which means—well, you’ll see.” She stretched out her arms, as though she meant to embrace me. “Come home, and all will be forgiven. Make yourself useful, and you’ll see I can—”

      “Ona.” I swallowed. “What have you done with my sister?”

      “Haven’t you been listening?” Lazrad’s smile didn’t falter, but her tone turned cold. Colder. “I’ve invested a great deal in your sister,” she said. “She has value to me. As long as that’s true, I’ve no call to harm her. Your companion, on the other hand—”

      “Where is she? Let me see her.”

      “Your companion,” she repeated, and her gaze drifted to Lock. “Well, he’s leftovers, isn’t he? Used up and done.” Her smile widened, grotesque, and I scowled through my bafflement.

      “Leftovers? What does that even—where’s Ona?”

      “She’s just baiting you,” said Lock. “Hang up, and let’s—”

      “A gentle retirement. That’s how Elli puts it. Rocked to sleep in a cradle of flowers. Quite poetic, don’t you think?” Lazrad’s eyes darted to Lock again. “That’s what you could have had, if you’d had the sense to stay put. It’s a shame to flip your kill switch, given your exemplary service. But a Decemite among the rebels... oh, no. Can’t have that.”

      “Kill switch? What’s she talking about?” I rounded on Lock.

      “She’s baiting you. I told you. There’s no kill switch—at least, none she can access from there.” He grabbed for my phone again, but I dodged him easily.

      “Aren’t you getting tired?” Lazrad cocked her head. “It’s only been a few hours, but you should be feeling it in your joints. Don’t you ache? Don’t your lungs burn? Don’t you want to be sick?”

      Lock snorted, but his eyes narrowed. I saw doubt there, and fear, then he blinked them away. “Come on. Hang up. We don’t have time for this.”

      “A few hours from now, your lungs will lose their ability to convert sulfur dioxide to oxygen. You might think that’s plenty of time to make your way to a vent, but a few hours after that, you’ll see early signs of organ failure. Your vision will go, then your hearing, your touch. A few days from now—”

      Lock snatched up a screwdriver and raked it across his palm. Blood welled up, thick and purplish, starved of oxygen. It streamed down his arm and didn’t stop, fat drops pattering at his feet as his skin failed to heal.

      “Come home, and all this can stop. I’ll reactivate your nanobots, and—”

      I hung up on her. Lock stared at me in naked horror.

      “That update,” he croaked. “When we first got to Sky, me and Ona. She must’ve—”

      “Never mind that. We’ve got to go back.”

      “Back?” Lock grabbed hold of me, hot blood smearing my shoulder. “We can’t. You can’t. Whatever happens—if I’m dying, if I pass out—swear you won’t drag me back. Swear you’ll stay out of Echelon, as far as you can get.”

      “You’ll die.”

      “And so will you, if you go back. She’ll kill your bots too, or just shoot you in the head. That’s all she wants, to take out the threat. In her eyes, we’re the enemy. You’ve got to see that.”

      I pushed Lock off. Backed away. It hurt deep inside, like she’d kill-switched me too, guts churning with acid, my head throbbing red. “I can’t watch you die.”

      “I won’t make you.” Lock took my hands again, and his were ice-cold. “I’ll go somewhere—”

      “No.” I closed my eyes and saw Derrick, the moon shining in his eyes. I saw Lock in his place, just the shell of him, his dead hand in mine and no one there at all. My knees buckled and he caught me, and I bunched my fist in his shirt. My head buzzed with anger, a fury so bright I felt my teeth hum with it. It rose louder and louder, filled my ears and my skull—and it wasn’t coming from me. It wasn’t anger at all, but something foreign, intrusive, a trespasser in my head. My ears rang and crackled, and I jumped back with a cry. Lock steadied me, shouting through a mouthful of static, but I could feel it, that compass-tug, jerking me to the west.

      “It’s back, that signal. That feeling from the lab.”

      “What?”

      I spun toward it, and I saw it, a glint from the creek bed. A figure rose, then another, scrambling up the bank—two Decemites hurtling toward us, blasters drawn.

      “Get back.” I struck out at Lock, urging him behind me. He strode forward instead, palms up in supplication.

      “Hey—hey. You’re Jay, right? And that’s Cara with you? It’s us, Lock and Myla.”

      The Decemites exchanged glances. “We’re just the advance team,” called Cara. “The rest of our squad’s on the way.”

      Lock laughed. “To do what? You gonna shoot us?”

      “If we have to. We know you’re traitors.” The Decemites spread out, moving to outflank us. I ground my teeth as they closed in, shook my head to clear the static. It blared louder instead, blunting all my senses. Lock’s heel bumped mine as we shifted into a defensive position, back to back.

      “Lazrad wants us alive,” I said. “How do you think that’ll play, you bringing back our bodies?”

      “Better than you bringing back ours.” Cara kept coming, but I saw how her shoulders tensed, how her grip tightened on her blaster. I nudged Lock in the elbow, lowered my voice to a murmur.

      “We should take them down now, before their backup shows up.”

      Lock didn’t answer. I realized he was shivering, trembling in the desert heat.

      “Lock?”

      An engine roared and backfired, past the ridge and getting closer. Cara charged and I reacted, elbowing Lock in the kidney. He went down without a sound. A bolt tore through my shoulder, where his heart had been a moment before. I bent almost double and bulled headfirst into Cara, knocking the breath from her body and the blaster from her hand. Jay fired again, missed, and I flung myself flat on my belly.

      “Lock! Get inside.” I scrambled toward him. He wasn’t moving, face down in the sand. My heart stuttered in my chest. “Lock.”

      Behind me, Cara stirred. I whirled on her, snarling. She went for her blaster, but I got there first. The static cleared as I dove for it, and I cried out in triumph. I snatched up my prize, and I smashed her across the jaw with it. The stock cracked, or her jaw did, and Jay roared out loud. I whirled on him, sharp now, in command of my senses. He was aiming again, eyes narrowed in concentration.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” I fired a half-circle at his feet. Jay shrieked, shrill and panicked, and I went for Lock.

      “Come on. Get up.”

      Jay fired again. I fired back and hit him, blood spraying from his knee. He crumpled in the sand.

      “Lock, please. We need to go.”

      Lock twitched. Lifted his head. He’d gone pale as milk, lips blue and mottled. I got my arm around him and dragged him toward the caves. He was wheezing, breath wet, rasping a warning into my chest.

      “Myla. Be... hind—”

      I shoved Lock through the fissure. Jay was up on his knees, groping for his blaster. I aimed straight for it, for the glow of its plasma tube. Jay squealed in agony as it came apart in his hands, shrapnel shredding his palms. He scrambled upright, only to stumble in his haste. He spun, almost gracefully, and his legs went out from under him, spilling him flat on his ass. I followed him, blaster raised.

      “No. Don’t—”

      “Three.” I flexed my finger on the trigger.

      Jay crabwalked backward, boots churning up sand.

      “Two.”

      He screamed. Covered his face. I shot out both his knees, then his feet for good measure. Jay was howling now, blubbing, clutching at his legs. I backed away, teeth bared.

      “Don’t follow me.”

      Jay whimpered. He drew his legs to his chest, and I saw he was young.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Just give it ten minutes. You’ll be okay, promise.”

      I left him sniveling in the sand and ducked through the fissure. Lock had dragged himself to cover and was slumped in an alcove with his head hanging between his knees. I dropped down beside him and reached for his hand. He flinched as I did, and I saw he was still bleeding.

      “Lock? Can you look at me?”

      “Mm.” He raised his head with an effort, eyes heavy and unfocused. “I—I’m okay,” he managed. “Just need a minute. Need to catch my breath.”

      “That’s right. Stay strong.” I put my hand on his shoulder and almost recoiled. He was clammy with sweat and cold to the touch, shivering so violently I thought he might fly apart.

      “I’m okay,” he repeated. “It looks worse than it is. Just shock, mostly. J—just—” He gagged and dry-retched, hunched over in pain.

      “Don’t try to talk.” I stood, sizing him up, gauging his weight. I could carry him, no problem, maybe down to the mine. Jam the elevator behind us—but the Decemites would only have to wait. There was no food down there, no water. Lock would get sicker. He’d need gretha, a doctor—

      “They’re coming,” said Lock. “You should go. Save yourself.”

      “Shut up. Don’t say that.” I edged closer to the fissure. That engine noise was louder now, bearing down on our hideout. Against two Decemites, I’d gotten lucky. A whole squad—

      Brakes squealed, and I heard shouts. Blaster fire flashed, somewhere outside. Lock found my hand and crushed it to his chest.

      “If you—if you get hurt... Because of me.” He gulped in a rattling breath. “Ona still needs you, so don’t you dare.”

      A loud crunch set my teeth on edge, the scrape of metal on stone. I pressed my lips to Lock’s forehead and flinched at how cold he was.

      “Hold on. Just hold on. I’ll be right back.”

      Lock’s head lolled to one side, spit streaking down his chin. I turned and bolted for the fissure, the fight rising in my blood.
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      I barreled through the fissure into a storm of noise and grit. The fight had started without me. Jay and Cara’s backup had arrived, but they had company. A truck roared by, tires screeching, its flatbed packed with Outsiders. A wave of grass and dirt crashed over me, and I dove behind a rock.

      I crouched there, eyes stinging, and the truck swung by again. It bore down on the Decemites like a game of chicken. I counted five of them now, all crouched behind their buggy. One of them held his ground, strafing the windshield till the last possible moment. He dove under the truck as it closed in on him, hands up to shield his head. The other four scattered and reformed to the rear. They loosed a volley of bolts, and a curl of rubber screamed past my ear. The truck spun wide, rear tire flapping.

      A voice rose, indistinct, as I belly-crawled from my hiding place. I circled behind it, through a curtain of dust, the yellow grass prickling my legs. I could hear them, the Decemites, fixing their bayonets to their blasters. They were moving into position, and I moved with them, elbows in the dirt.

      “The fugitives. You’re sure—”

      “They ran,” said Jay. “They’re gone.”

      “’Cause I don’t need any surprises. No—”

      A gunshot rang out, old-fashioned lead. One of the Decemites yelped in pain. I reached the creek bed and took cover, easing down the bank. I could see the Outsiders crouched behind their damaged truck. Two of them had blasters. The rest, I couldn’t tell. One of them jumped on the flatbed and flung something across the plain, something black and pear-shaped that shattered as it flew. Yellow fog caught on the breeze, and the Decemites coughed and spluttered. I tore a strip off my sleeve and tied it on like a mask. The gas got me anyway, through my eyes, down my nose, setting my whole face on fire. One of the Decemites dropped down, and he turned to the rest.

      “Breathe through it,” he said. “Don’t—”

      “My eyes.”

      I ground my teeth through the burning and scrambled back up the bank. Lead shot whizzed past me, covering me or aiming for me, I couldn’t tell. I streaked past the Decemites, headed straight for their buggy.

      “That’s her! Get her!”

      I turned and fired, loosing a flurry of blaster bolts over the Decemites’ heads. Jay and Cara ducked down. Their backup stormed after me, red-eyed, firing blind. I ran faster, eyes streaming, breath acid in my lungs. Something stung my ankle, and my next step felt wet. I didn’t look down. I kept my eyes on the buggy, on the keys in the ignition. On the stupid smiley keychain, still swinging on its hook.

      “Don’t shoot! She’s not—”

      I flung myself into the driver’s seat, twisted the key in the ignition. The engine roared and sputtered. I heard shouts, running footsteps, and I tramped on the pedal. Nothing happened—wrong one—and I jammed both feet home. Gears ground and shrieked, howling in my head. I let go of the brake, and my head bounced off the seat. I was flying, engine roaring, headed straight for the mountains. Black filled my vision, sheer stone rising to greet me. I screamed, grabbed the steering wheel, and spun with all my might. I threw my whole body into it, shoulder to the seat. Sand and clumps of grass flew, and I ground my eyes shut. I felt my wheels leave the ground on one side, heard metal grate on stone. Grit stung my leg as the driver’s door tore loose, and then I was clear, speeding back toward the creek bed.

      I screamed again, raw with triumph. The Decemites were running, and I sped after them. Two of them dove over the bank, and I let them go. I swerved for the others, and they scattered. Lead whistled through the air, and one of the Decemites dropped from view. I hit another, sent him flying, and the last one dove under me, firing up through the floorboards. He missed me, and I whooped, swinging around for another pass.

      “—engine. Get her engine!” One of the Decemites was kneeling, drawing a bead on my buggy. I aimed for him, accelerating, hair whipping about my face. In that moment, he was nobody, just an obstacle in my path. Just the enemy, and I’d get him. I’d flatten him, and—

      His head blew apart, plasma flashing, blackening his shirt. He burned for a moment, then my tires bounced over his body. I slammed on the brakes and my chest hurtled into the wheel, the breath fleeing my body in one agonized cough. I slid out of the buggy, and my head struck the ground. I lay there, mouth gaping, the sun scorching my eyes. I rolled away from it, blinking, and curled in on myself. It hurt—hurt all over—and what had I done?

      “Myla? That you?”

      I lifted my head, sluggish—I still couldn’t catch my breath. My ribs had turned to fire, a burning band around my chest.

      “Hey. You okay? I didn’t hit you, did I?”

      I rolled over with an effort. Flopped flat on my back. My eyes swam, and I rubbed them. I could still taste that gas, like mustard and death.

      “You three get after them,” came another voice. “See them safe back to Echelon.” My heart leaped and fluttered, and I forced myself up on one elbow.

      “Ben? Is that—?”

      “Myla.” He bent over me, mask askew, and tore the cloth off my face. “You’re okay. Try to breathe.”

      I sucked in one whistling breath, then another. I clutched at him, wanting to feel him, to feel he was real. He pulled me into his arms and I held on tight, gasping into his neck. “How did you find us?”

      “We heard Lock on the radio. Traced the signal back here.” Ben pulled back, peering past me. “Where is he? Did he—?”

      “He’s alive. In the caves.” I saw the Decemites were fleeing, four of them scattered across the plain. My hand went to my head, and I shuddered. I tried to call his face to mind, the one I’d run over, but I just saw his death, his body tumbling under my wheels. He’d had a name—

      “Ben. The truck—oh. Hey, Myla.” Lita flipped up her mask, winked at me, and pulled it back down. I cringed without meaning to, but she didn’t seem to notice. “They gutted us,” she said. “That one that got under us, he cut our fuel line. I can fix it, but it’ll be a while. You guys should take the buggy back to camp. I’ll come when I’m done.”

      Ben nodded. “That’s fine. Just don’t take too long.” He turned toward the caves, grinning behind his mask. “Hey, Lock. I was wondering when you’d show. You missed the whole—whoa. You okay?”

      “Lock?” I darted past Ben, stumbling to Lock’s side. He was standing, by some miracle, all loose-limbed and pale. I got an arm around his waist and felt him sway against me. Ben’s gaze darted between us, his brow knit in consternation.

      “What happened to him? He looks awful.”

      “Lazrad deactivated his nanobots,” I said. “We were spying for Reyland. We got caught. We thought we got away clean, but...”

      “He really looks terrible.” Ben started forward, just as Lock’s knees gave out. He dropped gracelessly to all fours, retching up bile. I held him, felt him trembling, felt the muscles spasming in his gut. He moaned, thin and broken, and I caught him as he crumpled.

      “Too—fast,” he choked. “’S all happening... too...” His eyes went hazy, and he slumped against my chest.

      “We need to help him.” I turned to Ben, pleading. “He needs gretha. A mask. He can’t breathe.”

      “Get him in the back,” said Lita. “I’ll grab a tank from the truck.”

      I lifted Lock with an effort. He was dead weight in my arms, long limbs dragging in the dirt. His shirt was soaked through, filmy with sweat. I laid him out across the back seat and cradled his head in my lap. His hand twitched when I took it, but he didn’t wake. Ben pulled his eyelid back and frowned.

      “How long has he been like this?”

      “Not long. It just hit him like a freight train, like—”

      “Get this on him.” Lita hopped up beside us and fixed a mask over Lock’s face. Gretha hissed as she connected the tank, and I felt Lock’s chest hitch. “He’s a good guy,” said Lita. “For a Decemite, I mean.” She went to jump down, but I caught her by the wrist.

      “Lita.”

      “Huh?”

      “About Derrick.” I couldn’t look at her. I stared at my own hands instead, where my nail polish had chipped away. “We found him at your old camp. He was—”

      “I know.” Lita took back her hand, but she stayed where she was. She stood breathing hard, head turned toward the Spire. “They came at night. We were sleeping. It was chaos—trailers burning, everyone running. Everyone screaming. I thought he was right behind me, but... But he never caught up. So I knew.” Her breath caught in her throat.

      “We brought him home,” I said. “Left him in the mines. We thought he’d be... safe down there.” It sounded stupid, said out loud, but Lita reached out and squeezed my hand.

      “Thanks,” she said. “I didn’t like to think of him out there, just forgotten. So, thanks.” She let me go, slapped the buggy, and Ben gunned the engine. More Outsiders piled in, faces I didn’t recognize, crowding into the front seat and stretching out in back. Some of them eyed us curiously, and some with disdain. One of them offered me a water bottle, and I took it and wet Lock’s lips. He didn’t react.

      “You in there?” I pulled his mask back down and stroked his hair, hating its coarse, spiky feel. He’d never worn it that way, shorn close to his head. It made him look younger, all awkward and smooth. “Just hold on. Hold on. If you can hear me, hold on.”

      The buggy lurched and jolted, and we were on our way. Lock’s body jerked with every bump, his mouth falling open under his mask. I held him tighter and prayed he couldn’t feel it—that wherever he was, he was beyond pain.
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      The drive stretched forever, Lock limp in my arms, Ben hunched over the wheel. We arrowed northwest, away from the mountains. The creek joined a riverbed, arid in the dry season, and Ben followed it down the valley. Lock moaned and shivered, but he didn’t open his eyes.

      “Not far now,” said Ben. “He’ll be better inside, out of the atmosphere.”

      “You think?” I twined my fingers with Lock’s, held on tight. Ben glanced back, frowning.

      “It makes sense, right? Out here, he’s fighting on two fronts, his own body and the air. In there, he can breathe free. Wash the poison off his skin.”

      Lock made a choking sound. I swallowed fear. I could see the base now, a cluster of houses in the neck of the river valley. They stood, low and moss-roofed, around a cobbled square. A wavery dome shimmered over them, thin as a heat haze.

      “That’s keeping the air clean?”

      “Mostly.” Ben’s grip tightened on the wheel. “We couldn’t get enough projectors. It’s still breathable, though. Especially if you stay indoors.” He swung the buggy toward the gates, where the track widened to a road. Pale lamps lit our way, powered by oil instead of gretha.

      Ben slowed, closing in, and a guard rose to greet him.

      “When do we rest?”

      “When the earth breathes. Let us through.”

      The gates swung open, and Ben drove through the square, past the cookfires and sheep pens, around behind the houses. He parked the buggy under an awning and jumped down to let me out.

      “You need help with him?”

      I swung Lock over my shoulders. “Just show me where to take him.”

      “Up there.” He jerked his thumb at the nearest house. Up close, it looked ancient, windows rippled with age. “Second room on the right, there’s a bed. You get him settled. I’ll go find help.”

      I did as Ben said, and I found the bed easily enough. It was narrow and hard, but Lock sighed in something like relief, turned his face to the pillow. I eased his mask off, and he opened his eyes.

      “Lock?”

      His lips moved, but no words came. He reached for me, past me, for something beyond me. His eyes bulged, unfocused, and fluttered shut.

      “What is it? What do you need?” I looked where he’d pointed and saw a shelf full of blankets, coarse woolen things, gray with age. I got one down and spread it over him. His skin still felt cold, so I got another and another. I bundled him in, covering him all the way to his chin.

      “Okay to come in?” Ben poked his head through the door. I waved him over, and an older woman clutching a doctor’s bag came with him. “This is Livia,” said Ben. “She’s our medic.”

      “Where’s Jasper?”

      “He went with Starkey.” Ben guided me to the window, making room for Livia. “We split up after you left. This way, if they find us, they can’t kill us all. Not all at once, at least.” He glanced at my feet, and his lips quirked up. “Where are your shoes? What are you wearing?”

      “We had to leave in a hurry.” I craned past him, needing to see. Livia was bent over Lock, drawing blood from his arm. His eyes were open and frightened, darting back and forth. Ben moved between us, blocking my view.

      “Still, without even shoes? I didn’t notice, at first, your feet are so black.”

      “My feet?” I looked down at myself, at the ruins of my finery. My dress hung in tatters, caked with dirt and blood and rust. I had mud-boots on, all the way to my knees. My left sleeve was gone, and my wrist—

      “My bracelet.”

      “Huh?” Ben’s brows went up. I clutched at my wrist.

      “My bracelet, with the smiley face.” I snatched at my other sleeve, already knowing what I’d find—or rather, what I wouldn’t. It was gone, Ona’s bracelet, lost in the desert or drowned in the reservoir. Or Lazrad had gotten it, when she’d grabbed for my wrist. Had I felt something then? A snap? The slide of leather?

      Lock cried out in pain. I shouldered past Ben and raced to his side.

      “What are you doing to him?”

      “Nothing now.” Livia held up an empty syringe. “I gave him a vitamin shot, but that’s all I can do. His nanobots aren’t working. Without them, he’ll die.”

      “There’s nothing you can do?” I leaned over the bed, tugging Lock’s covers to his chin. “You can’t give him gretha? Or—or, Jasper had his own nanobots. You can’t give him those till we get his online?”

      Livia sighed. “Gretha wouldn’t help him. Oxygen’s better, but he’s got plenty of that.” She peeled off her gloves and dropped them in the wastebasket. “As for Jasper’s nanobots, you’d have to ask him. But last I heard, they didn’t work.”

      I clenched my teeth, fighting nausea. “So, how long? How long till he’s—?”

      “A few days, maybe. No longer.”

      I managed a stiff nod, throat closed tight. Lock had passed out, or he was resting. His skin had a bruised look where his mask had dug in. His lips were cracked at the corners, raw and wet. Ben came up behind me, and I willed him not to touch me, not here, not now. He cleared his throat instead.

      “We’ll be outside,” he said. “Aunt Jetha will be back soon, so come find us when you’re ready.”

      I waited till the bedroom door clicked shut, and the outside door beyond it. Then, I stretched out beside Lock. I laid my head on his chest and listened to his heart. His pulse was weak, more a whoosh than a beat, and I felt for his hand under the covers.

      “You’re so cold,” I whispered. I felt Lock turn his head. His chin brushed my crown, his breath ruffling my hair.

      “Cold.” His hand twitched in mine. “Warmer now.”

      “Don’t try to talk.” I pressed as close as I could, sharing my warmth. Lock’s shivering eased, and I felt his breathing settle. His hand slackened in mine, and I knew he was asleep.

      “Remember when you held me like this?” I stroked his palm, feeling the calluses there. “Down in the vent, when I’d used up everything I had. You kept me safe. Let me sleep.”

      Lock made a sound, half-hum, half-snore. He shifted against me, nuzzling into my hair.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I should’ve known, dragging you into this— If I’d just told you no, gone to Reyland on my own...” I sniffed and blinked. “I just wanted you with me, wanted someone by my side. Feels like so long, I’ve been going it alone. I thought with you there—” I buried my face in his shoulder. I felt numb inside, like his chill had crept into me.

      “It’s my fault you’re like this.”

      Lock lay quiet, submerged in sleep. I let his silence and the thin rasp of his breathing accuse me. Tears stung my eyes, and I closed them. I lay and listened to Lock’s heartbeat till I dozed off myself. When I woke, the sky was red, the sun going down over the valley. Lock was still sleeping, curled into my side. I stood up and left him there, careful not to disturb him.

      “You should be home,” I said. “Somewhere safe, with your family. You never deserved this.”

      Lock murmured in his sleep. I turned and fled, my guilt threatening to smother me. I ran out into the sunset and into Ben’s arms. He caught me as I stumbled and steadied me on my feet.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” I stepped back, self-conscious, brushing at my skirts. “Were you waiting for me?”

      “No. Sort of. Yes.” He turned away from me, a strange expression on his face. “I’m glad you’re here. When you left, part of me thought I’d never see you again.”

      When I’d left. It felt like just yesterday I’d kissed Ben goodbye. Just yesterday, and in another lifetime. I knew I should say something, but nothing came to mind. I closed my eyes instead, and I saw Lock down the mine, laid out in Derrick’s place. A sick chill coursed through me. I’d never do that to Lock, never bury him in the dirt. I’d take him up the mountains, past the snow line, to the sun. I’d leave him there, where the pines could keep vigil.”

      “Nothing’s changed for me,” said Ben. “What I felt for you then, I still feel it now.” He didn’t say the rest—that he could see my feelings had changed—but I heard it in his tone, in that subtle resignation. Guilt closed my throat, and I couldn’t breathe. I still cared for him—of course I did—but everything had changed. What had once felt clear and simple now felt tangled beyond recognition.

      “Your friend—” Ben touched my arm. I snapped back to myself as abruptly as though he’d slapped me. I pulled away without meaning to, and Ben looked stricken.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I’m on edge, is all. Is Jetha back yet?”

      “About half an hour ago. But—”

      “I need to see her.” I drew myself up, shaking off the cobwebs. “Lock didn’t throw his life away for nothing. We found something, spying for Reyland. Something that could help you.”

      Ben exhaled sharply. His eyes had gone flat, maybe with disappointment, maybe just from the sun going down. “She’s unloading the trucks,” he said, already turning away. “They just came from a swap meet. Go inside and I’ll bring her to you.”

      “Ben?” I started after him, but he picked up his pace, hurrying across the square. I let him go. I’d hurt him, I knew, but now wasn’t the time. I swallowed my guilt and headed back inside, back to Lock’s bedside and his slow, labored breathing.

      “It wasn’t for nothing,” I told him. “I won’t let it be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Ben was quick, true to his word. I’d just dragged a chair to Lock’s bedside when I heard them in the hall, two sets of footsteps, Ben’s and Jetha’s. I stood to greet them and held my hand out to shake.

      “Myla.” Jetha gripped my hand and pumped it twice. “You’ve been working with Reyland?”

      I nodded. “Me and Lock.”

      Jetha bent over him and pressed her palm to his forehead. “Brave boy.” She frowned. “Starkey should be here. Jasper, too. But it wasn’t safe any longer, all of us in one place.”

      “I know. Ben told me.” I sat down, feeling tired. “We found—we found—” I hunched over, squinting, as my head filled with static—loud, surging static that overpowered my senses and drowned out my thoughts.

      “Myla?”

      “What is that?” I clawed at the base of my skull, at the buzzing shivering down my spine. “Don’t you hear—can’t you feel—”

      I heard Ben shout, felt Jetha’s hand on my shoulder. I realized I was listing and forced myself upright.

      “Outside. What is that?”

      “I don’t hear anything,” said Ben. I brushed him aside, drawn to the call. It tugged at me, whispered to me, calling me to its source. My feet moved without my say-so, down the hall, out the door, across the cobbled square. A new truck was arriving, its flatbed piled with crates. I circled around it and stood waiting.

      “Jetha?” The driver hopped down, a man I didn’t recognize. He glanced between me and Jetha, fingering the blaster at his side. I edged toward him, head thrumming, dimly aware of Ben barking over my shoulder.

      “What’s in those crates?”

      “Food from the swap meet. Blankets and toilet paper. A few guns from the meet. Should I—”

      “That.” I pointed at his blaster. “Where’d you get that?”

      “I swapped for it. What’s it to you?”

      Jetha reached for it. “Let’s see it.” I stood transfixed as she turned it over in her hands, examining it from all angles. I felt every shift, like water in my skull. Jetha disengaged the plasma tube and handed me the blaster. Immediately, my head cleared, like when I’d touched Lazrad’s cannon, a slow, quiet resonance rippling through my body.

      “This,” I said. “I felt when it got closer. Like a signal.” I thrust it back at Jetha, wanting it out of my hands.

      “These are new,” said the driver, eyeing me with suspicion. “All the Decemites have them, since a few weeks ago—punch through breastplates like cardboard.” He reclaimed his weapon and peered down the scope. “That, and they don’t miss. They’ve got these sights for moving targets. Like, it’s not just crosshairs. These ones anticipate, show you where to aim.”

      “I’ve seen these before.” I clenched my fists. “They had them at the caves, when they attacked me and Lock. And Lazrad had hundreds of them, and cannons, and drones.”

      “Cannons?” Jetha’s brows shot up. “What are you talking about?”

      “That’s what I’m telling you. She’s got this whole stockpile, enough to outfit an army.” I swallowed hard, tasting copper. “That’s what she’s doing. She’s making new Decemites, dozens, maybe hundreds of them. She has maps of other Domes, and she’s—”

      “Wait. Slow down.” Jetha held up her hands. “Other Domes? Are you sure? Where are they?”

      “We didn’t check all the maps. But there’s one past the mountains, far to the east. I could take you there, maybe, but...” I glanced at the blaster again, clenching my teeth against its pull. “What do you know about those things? Have you opened one up, figured out how it works?”

      “We’ve tried,” said Ben. “But Jasper went with Starkey. He was our tech whisperer. The rest of us, we tinker, but this isn’t like fixing a radio.”

      “We need to get to him.” I squinted past the gates. “These weapons, they’re about to be everywhere. We need to know how to deal with them. How to knock them offline.”

      Ben came up behind me, and I felt his hand on my shoulder. “You’re thinking of Lock, aren’t you? Of Jasper’s nanobots? You think he could save him.”

      I stiffened. “So what if I am? We need to warn Starkey, anyway. Warn all the other camps. They need to know about those weapons. Plus, with more Domes out there, that could be more sources of gretha. Folks you could trade with, without crawling to Lazrad. If we can save Lock while we’re at it—”

      “I wasn’t saying we shouldn’t.” Ben’s hand dropped away. “Starkey took the kids up the mountain, where the buggies can’t reach. It’ll be a slog, but I’ll help you. We’ll carry him together.”

      I sagged where I stood, limp with gratitude. Shame followed soon after. I’d been cold without meaning to, brushed him off in my panic. “Thank you,” I said. “How soon can we go?”

      “Tonight.” Jetha stepped up, grim-faced. “I just need to organize parties to alert the other camps. Myla, you’re with me. You’ll brief our runners on everything you saw. Ben, you find a stretcher, and get Lock in the truck. We’ll meet back here in an hour.”

      I wanted to go after Ben, tell him how sorry I was. How I’d thought of him every day, missed him to my marrow. But Jetha was beckoning, and I trotted after her. Lazrad was building an army, and Lock was dying. Everything else would have to wait.
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        * * *

      

      The truck dropped us off where the foothills gave way to cliffs. Jetha called us to attention, me and Ben with our stretcher, then our retinue to the rear. We’d brought four armed guards and a lookout, just enough to watch our backs. Lock hadn’t opened his eyes since we’d left camp. He lay swaddled in blankets, moonlight silvering his goggles. Jetha glanced at him and frowned.

      “Before we go, we need to be mindful,” she said. “Decemites have been sighted patrolling the foothills. We cannot draw their attention. The Nest’s full of families and children, so go by moonlight where you can, and keep your beams low where you can’t. Keep the chatter to a minimum till we pass the snow line. Do I make myself clear?”

      A murmur of assent went through our ranks. Ben lifted his end of Lock’s stretcher, I took mine, and we began our climb. The track was narrow and steep, barely visible in the dark. Rock shifted beneath us, rattling pebbles into the void. We shuffled step by step, testing the ground as we went. Ben had found boots for me, but I’d have felt more stable without them, toes rooting in the dirt.

      We passed a still mountain lake, just south of the snow line. Ben muttered something and startled me from my thoughts.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Never mind.” He took three steps and sighed, then he nodded across the lake. “See those piles of rocks sticking up from the water?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Those were a pier once. When the air was still sweet.” He stopped to let Jetha overtake us. “There was a cabin there, too, when we first found this place—what was left of one, anyway. We found this box under the floorboards, full of pictures, years old. You couldn’t see much, with the mold and the wet, but what you could see, just... Kids swimming. Kids fishing. You can’t do any of that now.”

      A lump rose in my throat. Ben sounded sad, his voice thick with longing. I dragged my feet to let the procession outpace us.

      “Tired?” Ben hitched up Lock’s stretcher. “We can rest if you need to. A few minutes won’t hurt.”

      “It’s not that.” I cocked my head, listening. The mountain stood silent, the others out of earshot. “I wanted to talk to you,” I said. “Before, what you said, about your feelings not changing—”

      “You don’t have to say it. It’s okay.”

      “It’s not what you’re thinking.” I looked down at Lock, at the moonlight reflecting off his goggles. “I thought of you every day. I nearly ran back to you, my second day home. I missed you so much it hurt, not just in my head, but my stomach, my chest. It felt like a weight on me. Like a physical pain.”

      Ben didn’t say anything, but I saw his shoulders tighten. My eyes felt hot, like I’d been staring into the sun.

      “Sky wasn’t anything like I pictured,” I said. “I went up there for you. For you and for everyone. Ona. Lock. My parents. I thought I could find answers, some way we could all be safe. But it’s a whole other world. I was alone. Ona wouldn’t listen, and to the Lofties, I was—we were—we were like pictures in a museum, fun to look at a while, but you go home and forget them, and—”

      “Lock was there for you. I get it.” Ben hugged the cliffside, rounding a curve. “Watch where you’re going. It gets icy up ahead.”

      “He’s a good man,” I said. “A good friend. And he wouldn’t be in this state if I hadn’t dragged him into my fight.”

      I heard Ben inhale, a long, ragged breath. “I guess I know what that’s like. If I could’ve been there for Derrick, saved Lita that pain...”

      “I can’t let him die.” I steadied myself against the slide of ice underfoot. Lock’s breathing had quickened, coming in irregular bursts. I wanted to comfort him. It hurt that I couldn’t, that same crushing pain I’d felt in Ben’s absence. Guilt welled in my throat, bitter as bile. I hadn’t lied to Ben, not exactly, but Lock was more than a friend. We hadn’t kissed or gone courting, never given name to our feelings, but I felt safe when he held me, and I wanted him to feel the same.

      “Where those trees are, up there, that’s the Nest.” Ben pointed up the slope, steadying Lock’s stretcher on his hip. I followed where he was pointing, but all I saw was snow and the black cliffs above. I kept walking anyway, one foot after the other. Lock was shivering through his blankets, and I urged Ben faster. Soon, the trees shadowed our path—thin, scraggly evergreens clinging to the cliffside. I caught a glimmer of purple between them, and then I saw Starkey, red-faced from the wind.

      “You three are the last?”

      “That’s right,” said Ben.

      “Good. Get inside, then. Jasper’s waiting in back.”

      We squeezed through a narrow pass, angling Lock’s stretcher to fit. A short flight of stairs led to a warm, firelit cave. A stream bubbled through it, separating a cluster of huts from the communal area. Most of the camp seemed to be sleeping, but an old woman waved to us from her spot by the fire. I smiled back at her, distracted, as Ben steered us past the huts.

      “Through here.” We headed down a tight corridor, through a curtain of beads to a cramped chamber beyond. Three beds stood along one wall, and a folding desk along another, groaning under the tools of Jasper’s trade. The Carillon stood on a shelf, spilling soft music through the night. Ben glanced at it, surprised.

      “You get a signal up here?”

      “No. That’s a tape.” Jasper bustled over, focused on Lock. “Get him on the far bed, the one by the ventilator. And get that mask off him.”

      We lowered Lock’s stretcher to the ground, and I lifted him onto the bed. His hand found mine as I peeled off his mask. He held on for a moment, cold fingers tangling with mine, then his body went lax.

      “We made it,” I told him. “You can sleep now. Save your strength. Jasper won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “He’s unconscious,” said Jasper. His lips twitched downward. “And you shouldn’t say things like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “You shouldn’t make promises I can’t keep.” He unbuttoned Lock’s shirt and put his stethoscope to his chest. I watched his face as he did it, but his expression didn’t change. “How long has he been like this?”

      “Just today. Since this afternoon. But it was last night she deactivated him.”

      Jasper nodded. “Any vomiting? Seizures?”

      “He was sick at the caves,” said Ben. “But no seizures, that I’ve seen.”

      I shifted from foot to foot, my patience wearing thin. “Can you help him? Reactivate his nanobots? Or what about yours, the ones you were—”

      “Slow down.” Jasper produced a cotton swab and soaked it with alcohol. He brushed it over Lock’s hand, and Ben turned away as the IV went in. Jasper taped it in place and let out a hissing breath. “I can support him with electrolytes, antibiotics to fight infection. But his organs are failing. He doesn’t have long.”

      “So that’s it?” My heart sank. “You’re just giving up?”

      “I didn’t say that.” Jasper fetched a wet cloth and began to bathe Lock’s face. “I learned a lot from your sister. I’ve developed a new line of nanobots, and these ones actually work. They won’t last ten years, or anywhere close, but if I could get them into him, we’d buy him some time.”

      “So what are you waiting for?” I grabbed for his cloth. “Quit wiping and get to it.”

      “It’s not as simple as that.” Jasper’s whole body drooped. “It’s a physically traumatic experience, installing new nanobots. The activation is... violent, for want of a better term. The shock to the system is brutal. A healthy body can withstand it, but one as damaged as his—he’d need support we can’t give.”

      “Like what?” I rocked forward where I stood, bubbling over with energy. “Whatever you need, just tell me, and I’ll find it.”

      Jasper let out a deep sigh. “Refined gretha, and lots of it. Medical grade, not fuel grade. I’d need a day’s worth, maybe more. It’s hard to say. Nobody’s tried this before.”

      I felt the wind go out of my sails. Gretha that pure took roomfuls of equipment—first the huge cyclone tanks to suck out the dust, then a trip through the distillers to separate the gretha from the atmosphere. Then, the electrical filters finished the job. I pressed my palms to my forehead. “I don’t suppose you’re hiding a refinery somewhere out here?”

      Jasper snorted. “That’d be the day.”

      “Jasper.” Starkey pushed through the curtain, Jetha in tow. He glanced at Lock, eyes narrowed. “He stable?”

      “For now.”

      “Good. Tell our guests what you’ve learned about those blasters.” He sat on the bed next to Lock’s, kneading absently at his scars. He’d lost weight, I saw, and his hair had thinned. He caught me staring and folded his arms across his chest.

      “Lazrad’s new blasters, yes. Quite innovative. Quite deadly.” Jasper went to his worktable. He opened a drawer and retrieved a snub glass canister. “Their power comes from nanobots, quick-acting processors that can predict a target’s movements with a high degree of accuracy. These are dead, but—”

      “Nanobots.” I eyed the canister in his hand. “I could sense them before, like a buzzing in my head. Do you think that’s their nanobots? Signaling to mine?”

      “It’s possible.” Jasper frowned. “They can communicate with each other—they’re set up for that. You can mount them for automatic discharge, hooked to a motion sensor. One sights the target and tells the others where to fire. They can calculate the timing and the angle, even in fog or low light.” His expression turned grim. “Your sister’s bots didn’t have that feature, that ability to communicate, but yours are an older model. Could be that’s a discontinued function, repurposed for—well, for murder. To kill us faster.” His voice rose, thin with fury, and I thought he might dash the canister at his feet.

      “You found Lazrad’s arsenal,” said Starkey. His gaze bored into me, pale and steady. “Describe what you saw. How large a force could she mount?”

      “I don’t know.” I closed my eyes, trying to picture what I’d seen. “She had racks and racks of blasters, a whole wall of them, two floors high. She had drones, cannons—I don’t know what else. A lot was in crates, and we didn’t have time to look inside.”

      Starkey’s lip curled. “All that has to go.”

      Jetha nodded. “We need to buy time. Time to find those other Domes, time to win them to our side.” She turned to me. “It’s a lot to put on you, but we’ll need your help again. You know where Lazrad keeps her weapons. You’ll get us inside, and we can destroy them.”

      I felt my chest tighten. I couldn’t leave Lock, not like this. He lay motionless, scarcely breathing, and for all his size, he looked small. His skin had taken on a yellow cast, and his fingertips were purple.

      “You can’t help him,” said Starkey. “But you can help us survive.”

      Jetha scowled at him, but when she spoke, my heart sank. “He’s right,” she said. “We’re running out of gretha and Lazrad’s shut down trade. Soon, we’ll go to the vents and find those guns waiting, hooked to their sensors, ready to mow us down. Finding a new Dome to trade with is our last, best hope. If those Domes fall to Lazrad, it’s lights out for us.”

      “Lights out...” I went to Lock and cupped his cheek in my palm. This time, he didn’t respond. He was cold to the touch, a deep sort of cold that seemed to come from within. “I won’t give up on you,” I told him. “I’ll be back, so keep breathing. Keep telling yourself one more breath.”

      I heard Starkey exhale behind me, and I turned to face him.

      “Once we’re inside, I can lead you to the armory. But breaking back into Echelon won’t be so easy.”

      “That’s where we come in,” said Starkey. “Come. Let your friend rest. The sooner we finish this, the sooner you’re back holding his hand.” He stood and headed for the curtain, Jetha at his side. I squeezed Lock’s hand one more time, so hard I felt his bones grind.

      “I won’t come back empty-handed,” I said. “You need refined gretha, I know where to get it. Just hold on till then.”
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      A coal-colored sky hung over Echelon as our truck ground to a halt. Starkey got out, then Jasper, then Ben. We were a small group, just the four of us, plus the guards who’d accompanied us up the mountain. Starkey surveyed us, tight-lipped.

      “Almost nightfall,” he said. “We’ll move when it’s dark.”

      Jasper turned with a shiver and watched the truck pull away. He tilted his head back and frowned. “Looks like rain.”

      “Not this time of year,” said Ben. “Not till spring.”

      I ignored them, fixing my eyes on the skyline. I could see Lazrad Corp, and the library behind it. I touched my phone and thought of Ona. I tried to picture what she’d be doing, but all that came to mind was the huge, empty Decemite house, and Ona by herself. I saw her in the window, looking out at the moon. Thinking of me maybe. Thinking I’d left her. Jasper touched my arm, and I nearly jumped.

      “What?”

      “I heard what you said, before. To Lock, I mean.” He licked his lips. “If you can get me that gretha, I’ll try to fix him up. If I make it out.”

      “You will.” I watched the city lights twinkle, dull under the Dome. “I’ll carry you if I have to. You and the tanks.”

      Jasper laughed, but it came out shaky. He was scared and trying to fight it, nibbling his lower lip. I looked him up and down.

      “Is this your first time doing something like this?”

      He laughed again, a thin, gusty sound. “It’s my first time in the exper. My first time seeing anything like...” He gestured at the city. “How do they build that high? I mean, I understand it in theory, but seeing it for myself, a Dome that large, towers like these—it’s quite overwhelming.”

      “Don’t let it distract you,” said Ben. “The towers are impressive, but it’s the people we’ve got to worry about.”

      “I—I think I might—” Jasper clawed his mask off his face and doubled behind a rock. I stood watching the lights, pretending not to hear him spew. Conversation died after that, and we settled in to wait for nightfall. Ben hunkered at my side, and I gravitated to his warmth, leaning close without meaning to. We crouched shoulder to shoulder as the last light faded from the sky. I could smell the explosives in my pack, a dull, oily smell that made my eyes sting.

      “Time,” said Starkey. “Single file, behind me.”

      I fell in behind Ben, and we struck out for the Dome. Jasper was murmuring behind me, pleading with no one in particular—let me see them again. Please. Let me live. Disturbed, I edged closer to Ben.

      “Hey.”

      He glanced back at me. “Hey, yourself.”

      I tried to smile and found I couldn’t. “You think Jasper’ll be okay?”

      “He’ll be fine,” said Ben. “He’s tougher than he looks.”

      “Yeah?” I couldn’t hide my doubt. “Why’d he even come? Wouldn’t Jetha have been better, or—”

      “Someone needed to hold the Nest.” Ben’s voice turned gruff. “It’s kids and old folks up there. If Starkey doesn’t come back, they’ll need someone in charge. As for Jasper, he’s here for his kid. That’s why he’ll be fine. He’s got someone to fight for.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. I fell back in line, and we closed in on Echelon. Once, we saw headlights, and we all hit the dirt. A buggy trundled by us, a team of Decemites on patrol. Their wheels threw up sand, and it settled on our backs. We marched on, grubby, with sandflies down our collars. I edged up on Ben again and tapped him on the shoulder.

      “How do you know it’s not a trap? Starkey’s contacts—who are they? How do you know they won’t—”

      “I know.” Ben hung back to walk with me, eyes sharp behind his mask. “You saw the caves, right? And the camp before that?”

      “Yeah.” I shuddered.

      “What you saw, that was mercy. We’ve got a Decemite on our side, this girl Nina. She made sure Lita escaped, and most of the others. Made Lita shoot her, so her team wouldn’t suspect she was with us.” Ben touched his own side, wincing as he did. “Anyway, she sent a warning with Lita, so we fled the caves in time. All of us back there, we’d be dead without Nina. And she’s getting us in tonight, so you can relax.”

      “Nina.” I cocked my head, groping after a memory. “That name sounds familiar.”

      “A friend of Lock’s, maybe? They must’ve met.”

      “No. That’s not it.” I closed my eyes and it came to me—Ona’s friend from Sky Station, the one with the blackened vest. “I met her,” I said. “She and Ona were close. But why would she—”

      “Quiet,” said Starkey. “And keep to the wall.”

      “Everyone has their reasons,” whispered Ben. “You, me, Reyland, Nina. We’ve all got someone we’re fighting for. Maybe she’s doing it for Ona.” He moved back into formation, and we jogged along the wall.

      “Projector H,” said Jasper. “Through the maintenance shaft.”

      I ignored him and kept running. Projector G loomed above us, its access hatch shut tight. It was thick, solid steel, secured by hinges fat as rolling pins. Even I couldn’t hope to wrench it loose. If Projector H was the same, if Nina hadn’t come through—

      I pushed the thought down as deep as it would go. We’d come this far. The hatch would be unlocked because it had to be unlocked. Because Nina had taken a bolt for us, and she wouldn’t fail us now. Because Lock was waiting, and he couldn’t hold on forever.

      “This is us,” said Ben.

      I held my breath, watching Starkey. He stepped up to the hatch and took the wheel in both hands. He pushed and grunted, shoulders bunching. For one sinking moment, I was sure nothing would happen—the wheel would stick; the lock would hold—then metal ground on metal, and the hatch creaked open. Starkey went first, lowering himself down the shaft. The rest of us followed, clumsy boots feeling for the ladder in the dark. We climbed down and down, into the clamor of the Dirt.

      Pale light greeted us at the bottom, coming up through the catwalk. Ben pushed back his mask, and I read bewilderment on his face as he took in the scene.

      “This is it? You guys live here?”

      I shook my head. “Not here, exactly. This is an industrial sector.”

      “Quiet.” Starkey jerked Ben back from the railing, his ruined lip drawn into a sneer. He pointed across the catwalk, where a sensor light glowed red. “That’s a camera, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded tightly. “And there’s another one by the stairs.”

      Starkey cursed under his breath. “Those weren’t in the schematics.”

      “They’re new,” I said. “They started installing them a few weeks ago. I thought you—”

      “Damn.” Starkey rounded on me. “You’re from here. You tell me. Is there some other way round?”

      “Maybe. Let me think.” I peered over the railing. I hadn’t been here before, so close to the projectors. I closed my eyes and listened, picking up foot-traffic below us, the swing shift headed home. Beyond that, I heard water, and the roar of the factory. “We’re south of the refinery,” I said. “We need to get down to the reservoir, then up over the bridge, all without being seen.

      “Down there?” Ben frowned. “There’s people down there. Dozens of them.”

      “I know.” I glanced past the catwalk, where a MAINTENANCE sign hung askew. “You guys wait here,” I said. “I won’t be long.”

      Starkey scowled, but he raised no objection. He stood aside to let me by, and I trudged toward the camera. Just some Dirtbag on the job. Head down, back bent. Six hours through my shift and ready to drop. I willed the camera to buy what I was selling, my weary stoop, my downtrodden shamble.

      Halfway, now.

      No siren sounded as I left the camera behind. It swung to track my progress, tiny gears whirring. I slapped the MAINTENANCE sign as I passed, like I’d seen the real teams do—a quick smack for luck, on their way to Sky Station. Just me, just some crew-goon. Nothing to see.

      I sloped off down a dim hall, wide-spaced fluorescents fizzing in the gloom. Somewhere here, there’d be a changeroom, a place with showers and lockers, just like by Sky Station. Someplace workers could go to slip into their overalls, to wash and mask up before they headed Outside. Somewhere—somewhere—

      There.

      I caught a whiff of chlorine and followed my nose, left round the corner, second door on the right. I grabbed a laundry sack off the wall and raided the lockers, snatching up filthy overalls and mucky Dirt boots. I grabbed masks and gloves and threw them in on top. My skin crawled unpleasantly as I donned my own disguise, sweat-stiff cloth in my armpits, loose threads at my wrists. I covered my hair with a mask and slung my bag over my shoulder. A sudden thought struck me, and I took the rest of the laundry bags and draped them over my arm.

      The camera eyed me nosily as I retraced my steps. I ignored it, head down, and shuffled out of range.

      “What’s all this?” Starkey gestured at my baggage.

      “Overalls. Boots. Put them on.” I dumped our disguises at his feet and held up my laundry bags. “Put your packs in these. Maintenance doesn’t carry packs. And leave your tanks by the ladder. You wouldn’t bring those downstairs.”

      Jasper looked doubtful. “Will this be enough? Even dressed to fit in, the people who live here will still know we’re strangers.”

      “Maybe. Probably not.” I looked down at the reservoir, at the crowds along the banks. “There’s a hundred thousand Dirtbags, maybe more. They’ll know they don’t know you, but that’s not saying much.” I lowered my mask over my face. “I’ll be the biggest risk. Everyone knows who I am.”

      “Walk behind me, then,” said Starkey. “Let my scars distract them. They won’t know you’re there.” He pulled on his overalls and zipped them up to his chin. Behind him, Ben did the same. Jasper fumbled with his boots, trembling so badly he couldn’t tie the laces. I did them up for him, and it was time to go.

      Starkey took the lead down the long staircase. I went behind him, head bowed. Ben followed, then Jasper, with our guards bringing up the rear.

      “Walk like you’re tired,” I whispered, as the street sounds rose to greet us. “Don’t hurry.”

      Starkey slowed down, and we filed across the square. A few heads turned our way, but I saw no hint of interest, no spark of recognition. Their eyes passed over us, through us, like we weren’t there at all. We angled north through the slums, joining the swing shift procession. Prium’s new screens hung everywhere, propped in shop windows and bolted to walls. Workers slowed as they passed them, some stopping to watch. Ben nudged me from behind.

      “What are those things?”

      “Distractions. False hope.” I turned away as Golden Square flashed by, all lit up and festive in the night.

      “That’s Sky, isn’t it?”

      “Belay the chatter.” Starkey angled toward the reservoir. I stopped in my tracks, all the warmth fleeing my body. Ben bumped into me and I stumbled, spinning on my heel.

      “Ona?”

      Her voice engulfed us from every direction at once. I looked up and saw her, her face on every screen. She beamed back at me, smiling into the camera, so serene she looked drugged. Elli stood by her, a microphone in one hand, the other on Ona’s shoulder.

      “This isn’t cause for panic,” said Ona. “We’ve identified a group of violent exiles living outside the Dome, but their resources are few, and ours are many—thanks in no small part to the tireless efforts of our Decemites. Thanks are owed, also, to our factory workers, to our maintenance crews, and to everyone in the refinery.”

      “Prium.” I spat his name like poison. Ben reached for my arm.

      “What?”

      “‘Thanks are owed’? Ona doesn’t talk like that. Her lips might be moving, but that’s Prium talking.”

      “Then don’t listen to him. Come on. We have to go.” He pulled me away, but Ona was everywhere, her face on every screen.

      “My sister—” Ona glanced at Elli, her smile fading. “They corrupted her. She’s with them now, sharing our secrets. Hounding us, attacking us, stealing our resources.” She squared her shoulders, eyes blazing. “Myla’s my sister. I don’t denounce her lightly. But she’s a traitor, a scourge. A threat to our way of life.”

      My mouth went dry. “No.”

      “And she’s not the only one. We have spies among us, enemies not only of our way of life, but of life itself.” Her voice rose, sharp with fury. “Citizens of the Dirt. I’m one of you. I served for you—to keep Echelon strong. Now, I’m calling on you to do the same. If you hear treason, if you hear dissent—”

      “Ignore her.” Ben hooked his arm through mine, half-dragging me to the stairs. “It’s like you said. Even I can see that’s not her.”

      “But that look in her eyes—”

      “I’d be pissed too, if someone took me prisoner and made me spout all that crap.” He pulled me along faster, up the stairs, across the catwalk. I went without protest, but my head spun with doubt. Maybe it was Prium, lurking somewhere off-screen with a blaster to her back. But that steel in her voice, that fire in her eyes—I hadn’t seen those before, and they chilled me to the bone. Had I hurt her so deeply, lost her for good?

      “For Echelon!” Her voice rose, triumphant. My blood turned to ice at the echo from below, workers raising their tired heads to answer her call.

      For Echelon.
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      “This way.” I headed into the sorting station, past the conveyor belt. “We’ll take the ventilation shafts from here.”

      Starkey signaled to Ben, and he hopped up on the counter. He took a drill from his pack and unscrewed the vent, and I boosted him into the shaft. Jasper went next, then Starkey and the rest. I brought up the rear, pulling the vent shut behind me and securing it with tape. We wormed our way on, pushing our packs ahead of us. The air got close and the shaft got narrow, and the beat of the Dirt pounded in our ears, its relentless rhythm spurring anxiety.

      I heard a thump up ahead, out of time with the rest, then a faint rattling, dwindling to nothing. I hissed a sigh of relief. I’d been afraid they’d weld the grate in place and cut us off. That rattling meant they hadn’t. It meant Ben had reached the elevator shaft and fixed his rope in place.

      “How many floors is it?”

      I blinked. “What?”

      The man in front of me squirmed, maybe trying to peer back at me. “Down the shaft, to this lab of hers. How many floors?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe three. Stop talking.”

      He did for a moment, then I heard him swallow. “Only, it’s a long way to fall.”

      “So hold on tight.” I wriggled on as the line moved. I could hear their boots on the wall, Ben’s and Starkey’s, maybe Jasper’s. My breath came loud in the tight space. That static feeling was back, barely a hum for now. I felt it in my teeth, mostly, something like a shiver. My mouth watered with it, metallic spit on my tongue.

      “What if the elevator comes down?”

      “Uh?” I bared my teeth in the dark. “I don’t know—get out of the way? If it happens, it happens. Don’t dwell.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      We inched forward again. I could hear my heart beating, the rush of blood in my ears. Electricity hummed from below. I tried to picture what was down there, mostly to keep my mind off the static. Not thinking about it helped. We’d be passing the refinery about now, the funnel-shaped cyclone tanks with their faded blue paint; the storeroom was beyond them, tanks piled to the rafters. The guy ahead of me kept muttering, fretting and grousing in the dark. His panic plucked at me, contagious, and I pressed my lips together.

      We moved up again, and I felt a draft through my hair. I closed my eyes, smelling motor oil, and my pack hit me in the face.

      “What the hell?”

      “I can’t.” A boot drove into my shoulder, and I slid down the vent. I braced myself, snarling, and dug in my heels.

      “Hey. Hey. What’s your name?”

      I heard fast, panicked breathing, then a low, pressured grunt. The vent boomed and shuddered, and the boot came again. It pistoned into my pack, and I jerked out of the way.

      “Hey. Idiot. What—”

      “Lemme out—lemme—”

      I grabbed his foot and held on tight. “What’re you trying to do, blow us sky-high? Keep kicking the dynamite, and that’s what’s going to happen.”

      I heard ragged breathing, then something like a sob.

      “Let me out. Please. I can’t do this.”

      I closed my eyes, fighting frustration. The static pricked at my tonsils, at the backs of my eyes. “Fine. We’ll go back. Just tell me your name.”

      “Sergey. It’s Sergey. Get out of my way.”

      I reached deep within myself, searching for calm. I found rage instead, a hot coil in my guts. My irritation caught light, and I elbowed my way forward. “Okay, you know what, Sergey? It’s too late to turn back. There’s just one way out of here, so that leaves you two choices. You can climb down that shaft, or I can push you down. What’s it gonna be?”

      “I can’t.”

      His voice caught and quavered, like a mosquito in my ear. I seethed and boiled over and gave his foot a good shove. Sergey yelped like a puppy, and I shoved him again.

      “No! No—”

      I dug my nails into his ankle. “Last chance.”

      “You won’t. You wouldn’t kill me.” Sergey squirmed again, mashing my pack into my face. This time, I shoved with all my might. His scream split my eardrums, and I ground my teeth.

      “You’re fine. Just go. You could be on the ground by now, safe and sound.”

      For a long moment, nothing happened. Sergey lay where he was, shivering in the dark. I could smell his rank sweat, and the dirt off his boots. I breathed through it and waited, and he kicked my pack again. But that seemed to be his final protest, because then he moved forward, wiggling out into the shaft. I heard him stop breathing as he swung himself down, then the rope rasped through his gloves. His boots hit the wall, and it was my turn at last.

      I hooked my pack over my shoulder and edged headfirst into the shaft. I found Ben’s rope by touch and hung my weight on it as I turned myself around. After that, it was easy—a quick twist, a long slide, and I was squinting under the fluorescents, Lazrad’s lab gleaming white. Starkey scowled at the sight of me.

      “What took you so long?”

      I glanced at Sergey. His face was bright red, his fists balled at his sides. He didn’t matter now. Only our mission did, and Lock waiting in the mountains. “Nothing. Let’s go.”

      I marched through the glass doors, past the mutants in their tanks. I didn’t look at them. My head buzzed and crackled as white noise filled my skull. I focused on the sensation, squeezing it smaller and smaller till I could think around it. It helped to picture it shrinking like a loud sheet of tinfoil being crumpled into a ball.

      “Whoa.” Ben stopped in the map room, jaw slack. “What is this place?”

      “It’s where the maps are. Where we saw those other Domes.” I kept walking, nerves jangling. Ben trotted after me.

      “Wait.”

      “What?”

      “We need those maps. Where are they?” He beckoned Jasper over. “She says this is the map room.”

      “Here.” I tapped on the nearest screen. A foreign skyline popped up, streets and skyscrapers in wireframe. “The bright spots are cameras, or you can pinch to zoom out.”

      “Pinch?” Jasper reached out hesitantly and pinched the corner of the screen.

      “Not like that.” I showed him what I meant, setting two fingers on the screen and dragging them together. The city dwindled to a dot, a faint smudge of purple overlooking an endless sea. A black forest marched to the east, dotted with yellow lakes. The mountains were nowhere in sight. “Well, I don’t know where that is, but there’s a different one on every screen. Or, there was last time. You could just—oh.”

      Jasper had moved to the next screen and was feeling up and down its sides.

      “These are just terminals,” he said. “They don’t have any dataports. I can’t download anything from here.”

      “So do it the old-fashioned way.” Ben felt in his pockets. “Who’s got a pencil?”

      Starkey pushed past us, scowling. “We don’t have time for this. Where’s that armory you promised us?”

      “Over that way. But we can do both.” I unsnapped my phone and thumbed off the network switch. Jasper watched, wide-eyed, as I flipped to the camera app. “This takes pictures,” I said. “Just aim where you want it and tap the red button.” I tossed it his way, and Jasper caught it.

      “This is a camera?” He aimed it at Starkey, and I heard the shutter click. “And that’s—it’s saved the picture now?” He turned the phone so we could see, but Starkey pulled a face.

      “Idiot. Don’t waste film on me.”

      “I don’t think it uses—”

      “The armory’s this way.” I headed into the static, teeth vibrating. The sensation was maddening, and I clenched my fists against it. Someone loosed a low whistle, and I resisted the urge to punch them.

      “Fill your packs with blasters,” said Starkey. “But don’t take so many we won’t fit through the vents."

      "Ben." I caught his wrist as he brushed past me. His lips pursed with concern.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I swallowed. “But I need to trust you with something big.”

      “You can trust me with anything.” He set down his pack, and I handed him mine.

      “Take this. Set the charges. But before you blow anything up, see that hall to your left?”

      Ben glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah. I see it.”

      “Down there, to the north, you’ll find a room full of gretha tanks. Find one with a red cross on the side—no, find two. Find three. As many as you can carry.”

      “That’s what Lock needs?”

      I nodded, quick and tense. “You’ll do it?”

      “Of course. But where’ll you be?”

      “Where do you think?” I grimaced through the static. “Ona doesn’t talk like that. Whatever they did to her, so she’d throw me to the wolves—”

      “Where would you even look for her?” Ben made a sweeping gesture. “I mean, I get where you’re coming from, but this place is huge. She could be up there, down here, anywhere at all.”

      “No, she couldn’t.” I tilted my head toward Sky. “Those towers from the broadcast, looming over her shoulder—those are by Lazrad Corp. She’s up there. I’d bet on it.”

      “So, the belly of the beast.” Ben’s face fell. “I can’t talk you out of this?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Go, then.” He offered a tired smile, flat with resignation. “I’ll get your gretha. Don’t get caught.”

      “Thank you.” My heart swelled with gratitude, so thick I couldn’t breathe. I wanted to hug him, but time was running short. The instant that blast went off, my window would slam shut. This was it, now or never, and I wouldn’t waste my chance.

      Ona. I’m coming.

      I left Ben in the armory and sprinted back the way I’d come, all the way to the elevator shaft. The rope hung where I’d left it, but I shimmied up the guide rail like a spider up a drainpipe, past the vent and up and up. My palms slid in black grease, and I clung on with my knees. I found purchase on the rail brackets and pushed myself higher. Sweat stung my eyes, thick and salty. My palms bled. I left the thump of the Dirt and the static in my head behind me. Sky sounds filtered in—the hum of the air purifiers, the wail of the trains. I climbed till I saw red, the sullen emergency lights filtering through the elevator cage.

      “Right. Here goes nothing.” The cage was just as I remembered it, a thick steel mesh floor bolted to a rusted frame. I punched at it, felt it loosen. The sound echoed down the shaft, a bold, monstrous thwang. I ground my teeth. If Lazrad was in her office, she’d have heard me for sure. She’d send the cage down on top of me, and I’d be done.

      So be it.

      I punched again—thwang—and rust rained down. One more thwang, and a rivet popped loose. A crack opened up, and I jammed my elbow in. The mesh groaned and shuddered and folded back on itself. I forced my head through, then my torso, screaming my throat raw as the sharp edges scored my back. If Lazrad came in now, I’d strangle her with my bare hands. I’d get to Ona, whatever it took.

      I dragged my legs through the crack and scrambled to my feet. I found the gate stuck, so I wrenched it from its frame. Lazrad’s door got the same treatment—the passcode had changed, so I sent it flying. Her office was empty, her coat hung over her chair. I wiped my hands on it, smearing blood and grease down her lapels. I took a spiteful delight in that, in ruining something of hers—in the thought of her finding it and knowing it was me.

      “And I’m taking Ona. Try to stop me. I dare you.”

      I pushed for the main elevator, smearing filth there too. The sensor blipped as I got on, but I ignored it. I’d be gone before the scan.

      I pressed forty-eight and jumped up on the railing, punching the emergency hatch. It popped off with a clatter, and I wriggled through. The car came to a halt, and green light spilled over my feet. A buzzer sounded, then a cool, robotic voice. No occupant detected, or occupant facing rear. Please face forward and wait for clearance.

      I clambered up half a floor and wrenched the doors open. That robot voice followed me, drifting up the shaft.

      No occupant detected. Please press the red call button, or—

      The doors closed behind me. I held my breath, but no siren blared. No guards swarmed the corridor; no emergency lights kicked on. The elevator whirred behind me and headed back up the shaft. I scanned for cameras and saw none, just a dim hall, gray-carpeted, white-walled. A faded bronze numberplate declared it 49F – HR – RECORDS – S. MEDIA. I heard the hush of conversation, muted through drywall. Keyboards clacked and desk fans hummed. Somewhere, a toilet flushed. I peeked round a doorframe and saw a cramped little office, a desk and a chair and a window beyond. Whoever worked here had a view of the library. I was at the wrong end of the hall, looking east instead of north. But Ona was up here, amid Sky’s concrete peaks. She’d stood framed in a window just like that, casting judgment from on high.

      Ona. Where are you?

      I closed my eyes and I saw her, straight-backed and hard-eyed, staring straight into the camera. Staring me down like she’d seen me. She was here, somewhere here—I could feel it. If I could just find the right room, looking out on those towers—

      “—get you anything?” A door bumped open, down the hall. A woman backed out, a stack of folders tucked under one arm. I froze in place, and her eyes passed straight over me.

      “I’ll just have a coffee,” came another voice. “No, what time is it? Make that tea.”

      “Wuss.” She adjusted her folders and bent to scratch her leg. I eased out of sight, into the empty office. Bright laughter followed me, and I knew I’d come to the wrong place. Ona couldn’t be here, on this floor, with these people. It was all too calm, too ordinary. No guards, no tension. No sign of a struggle. Wherever they had her—

      Behind me, the desk phone rang. I jumped back, stifling a shriek. The coffee lady trundled by, heels catching on the carpet. I closed my eyes and waited, heart pounding in my throat.

      The phone rang again, and rang and rang, the kind of sound that’d drive you nuts. A door opened and closed. I peered down the hall and the coffee lady was gone, her perfume hanging in the air. I gave her a minute to see if she’d come back, but maybe the pot was empty, or she’d stopped for a snack. She didn’t return, and the phone kept on ringing. I stuffed my hands in my pockets and struck out for the stairs.

      The phone cut out mid-ring. I breathed a sigh of relief—then a new one took up, two doors down. I hurried past, head down, but the brring skipped ahead.

      “Coincidence,” I muttered, and I walked on by. The ringing caught up to me, from a dark room this time. I stopped to stare, and the rogue phone kept going. It rang and kept ringing, and cold fingers walked down my spine.

      For me?
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      I dove for the phone in the dark. Something sharp got in my way, a prick to my palm and glass smashed at my feet. Pencils rolled and scattered, the tak of wood on tile. I kicked at the mess, groped out blindly, and the receiver tumbled off the hook. I caught the cord and reeled it in, scrambled it to my ear and stood tongue-tied, panting down the line.

      “The traditional phone greeting is ‘Hello?’”

      I made a sound, a breathless heh. I knew that voice, that Lofty drone. Not Prium, but—

      “What are you doing here? Get out.”

      I found my voice at last. “Reyland? How—”

      “I get an alert when a retinal scan fails. Or my department does. You’re lucky I’m on tonight. Lucky I’m the one who caught you.”

      “How are you watching me? There’s no cameras, no—”

      “Cameras?” He laughed, hollow with distance. “Not in the halls, but you’re in HR. There’s one in every office. All I had to do was—oh, what does it matter? I’ve shorted the stairwell cams. You’ve got five minutes to scram, and then—”

      My grip tightened on the receiver. “No.”

      “No?” Reyland’s voice rose. “If you don’t get out now—”

      “Not without Ona. Where are they keeping her?”

      “Ona? I don’t—”

      “Where is she?” I brought my fist down on the table. Something clattered to the floor, something light and plasticky. I kicked it aside. “I’m not leaving without her. You want me out, you tell me where to find her.”

      Reyland blew down the line, a crackling rush of static.

      “Well?”

      He clicked his tongue. “Right now, she’s on the roof. But you can’t—”

      “Watch me.” I slammed the phone down. This time, it stayed quiet. I cocked my head, searching, and found the camera light. The lens swung my way, and I shrugged at it.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I won’t rat if they catch me.”

      The camera did a headshake, a slow side-to-side scan. I turned my back on it and set out for the roof. But Reyland’s call had left me rattled, nerves fizzing under my skin. I jumped at the scrape of a chair, gasped at the gurgling of water. Somebody laughed, and I broke into a trot. A light sputtered overhead, and my trot became a sprint. I bolted straight for the fire door, and headlong up the stairs, past a pair of dead cameras, until I smelled fresh air.

      I burst onto the roof garden, and Ona was there, standing alone with her back to the moon. A willow hung over her, casting her face half in shadow. She took half a step forward, one hand to her chest.

      “You came back.”

      “Of course I did.” The door slammed behind me. Ona flinched.

      “Why now?” Her eyes went hard, like on the broadcast. “You left me at the ball.”

      “I did not.” I ventured closer. My throat felt thick, choked with questions. Ona wasn’t in chains, wasn’t guarded at all. I searched her for signs of harm—a torn cuff, a broken nail—but she was Peepr-perfect, not a hair out of place. “We tried to come back for you,” I said. “We’d never have left you, but the guards ran us off. We had to—”

      “Swim through the outflow. I know. I saw.” Her eyes glistened in the moonlight. “I didn’t know that was down there,” she said. “I saw you go under. I saw the bolts hit the water. I thought you were dead, and you let me believe that. You left me. You had this whole plan, and you couldn’t even warn me.”

      “That wasn’t our plan.” I swallowed past something sharp, something wounded and raw. “We were never going to leave you. But, Ona, that speech. Did you—”

      “You never even said goodbye.”

      “I came back for you twice. Doesn’t that count for something?”

      Ona blinked, and her eyes went dull. “Did you, though? If I went with you now, if I helped you escape, would that be the end of it?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      She made a sound, not quite laughter. “Your other shoe.”

      “My... what?” I glanced down, perplexed. Ona advanced on me, cold as the night.

      “It’s an old saying,” she said. “Waiting for the other shoe to drop. Lady Lazrad told me. It means shoes come in pairs, so if someone hands you just one, you know they’re holding back.” She dropped her hand on my shoulder and squeezed till my arm went numb. “Why are you really here?”

      “For you.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Then I’ll say it again till you do.” I shouldered into her space, so close I could’ve kissed her. I shook her instead, hooked my thumb under her chin and forced her to look at me. “I’m here for you,” I said.

      Ona’s eyes locked on mine, burning with resentment. “You’re here for me. Just for me. You came back just for me?”

      I clenched my teeth, feeling sick. I couldn’t tell her the truth. She’d only despise me for it—not for my crime, but for making her an afterthought.

      “I’ll always come back for you,” I said. “Tell me no, if you want. Send me packing. But I’ll keep coming back, as many times as it takes. I’ll always be—”

      “Say you’re here just for me.” Ona’s gaze bored straight through me. “You can’t say it, can you? Because—”

      I bared my teeth, furious, and spat the lie in her face. “I’m here for you. Nothing else.”

      “You’re lying.” She spun out, voice cracking, and caught herself on the railing. “You always lie. I used to think I was different—that you’d be honest with me. But you’re lying. You’re lying. Get out, and don’t come back.”

      I stood where I was, wracked with anger and guilt. I’d lied, it was true, but she’d betrayed me first. She’d turned the whole Dirt against me, and she’d done it willingly. That much was clear now, but I needed to hear it from her lips. I needed to see her say it—if she cast her eyes down, if she met mine with defiance. I licked my lips, dry-mouthed.

      “What you said, then, you meant it. I’m a traitor. Is that right?”

      “You saw that.” Ona didn’t move. She stared out over the city, the breeze toying with her hair. My eyes stung, and her image doubled.

      “Traitors die for their crimes. You want me dead too?”

      “I never said that.” Ona still didn’t move, but I saw her jaw tighten. Her breathing stuttered and slowed.

      “You know what I think?” I came up beside her and leaned on the railing, my shoulder to hers, her hair brushing my cheek. Ona said nothing, so I slid my hand over hers. “I think I hurt you. I know I did. I hurt you bad, running off the way I did, leaving you by yourself. You were scared—”

      “I was not.”

      “—and I own that. That’s on me. But if you wanted me dead—if you wanted me gone, even—all you’d have to do is scream. The guards would come running, and pfft. Goodbye, Myla.”

      “I could kill you myself. Throw you over the railing.” She jerked her hand loose and pressed it to my back. “One push. Just one. Should I try?”

      I shook her off and stepped back. “Don’t make empty threats.”

      “It’s not empty.” Her voice rose at last, turning strident. “I’m not a kid. I’m fifteen, and you’re seventeen, and you don’t know everything. You don’t know half what you think you do. You run around acting like some kind of savior, but really, you’re—”

      “Lock’s dying.”

      Ona covered a gasp. “That’s not true.”

      “It is. And it’s all Lazrad’s fault. She shut off his nanobots. In a day, maybe two—”

      “That’s not true.” She flew at me, pushed me, palms striking my chest. The breath coughed out of me and she pushed me again. “You’re lying. You’re still lying. You’ll say anything, do anything, whatever it takes, so long as you get your way.” She punched me this time, one hand on my shoulder, a fist to my gut. I stood there and took it, let her work out her rage. Her sharp sobs rattled in her throat. Her head dropped to my shoulder, and I held her close. I stroked her carefully, long tracks down her back.

      “I love you,” I said. “And I’ve lied to you. That’s true. But me here, tonight—”

      “Don’t.” I felt her tears on my neck, stinging with salt.

      “Just come with me.” I raised her up gently, urged her toward the stairs. “Whatever it takes, I’ll make it up to you. For the lies, for the ball, for... For your whole life.” I choked on the lump in my throat, swallowed it down. “I know it was hard on you, having to hide me. Knowing what would happen if Lazrad found out. You never signed up for that. You didn’t deserve it.”

      Ona looked up at me, and I felt my heart break. She looked young in that moment, and achingly hopeful. I wanted to scoop her up, make everything better.

      “What about Mom and Dad?” Her lower lip trembled. “And your gran. We can’t leave her. They’ll come for her too.”

      My chest swelled with gratitude, that she’d think of Gran. I took her by the hand and reached for the door. “We’ll grab them too. We’ll all go together. I promise—”

      A great, coughing roar rose from under the earth. The tower shook beneath us, and I swayed on my feet. Ona’s face twisted, her whole body, and I saw Lazrad in her eyes. She hit me again, sent me hurtling into the door.

      “More lies. I knew it.” She laughed, high and harsh. “Here for me, are you?” Ona pushed me again, and my head rang on metal. “I was wrong. You’re no traitor. You’re a terrorist, plain and simple.”

      I caught at her wrists, uselessly flailing. Ona’s fist plowed the door, hard enough to go through it.

      “Guards!”

      “No! Ona, please. It’s not what you—”

      She screamed, and my ears rang. I froze, blood curdling, and she kicked my feet out from under me, drove me to my knees. Her hand was bleeding, and she held it up to the light.

      “This is on you,” she said, and she smeared her thumb down my cheek. I felt the slick of her blood, and smelled battle and copper.

      “Ona.”

      She tapped on her phone, and a siren howled to life. “Get up,” she said. “Go on, run. Isn’t that what rats do?”

      “Ona—”

      “Or are you going to make me watch you die?”

      I reached for her. “Come with me.”

      “No.” She jerked the door open and booted me through. I staggered and fell, and by the time I was up, she’d locked the door behind her. I peered through the hole she’d made, but she was nowhere. She'd vanished. Somewhere, a shout rang out, and my time was up.

      I plunged down the stairs, nearly flying. The the landings were filling, guards and their blasters swarming up from below. A bolt hit the ceiling, raining concrete on my shoulders. Smoke stung my eyes, then the smell hit—burning and dust, ozone, fear. I doubled back through a gray door, into a gray hall, and a pale man shrieked and dropped his coffee on the floor. It splattered, and I went for him, caught him by his belt, and swung him flush to my chest.

      “I need to get to the Dirt. How would I do that without getting shot?”

      “You—you’re that—” He struggled against me. Hot piss pattered on my boot. I dug in my nails and gave him a shake.

      “I won’t hurt you,” I said. “You don’t need to be scared. Just tell me—”

      “The sub-basement, B2. There’s a train into quarantine. You can get down from there.”

      “Perfect. Come on.” I hustled him down the hall, toward the elevators. White faces ducked into doorways, rats in their holes. I ignored them, ran faster, my captive blundering ahead of me.

      “Let me go. You don’t need me. I can’t—”

      “I take all of you, or I’ll take your retinas. What’ll it be?”

      He squeaked and stopped struggling. A door slammed open behind us. I didn’t turn around. Threats were one thing, scaring the piss out of some Lofty. Turning him into a human shield—I wouldn’t do that. I raced down the hall and my prisoner ran with me, eagerly now, straining in my grasp. A bolt tore through the air, then another, and a voice cried in panic.

      “No. No, don’t shoot! She’s got Jamie.”

      “Jamie, huh?” I manhandled him onto the elevator, pressed for B2. Nothing happened. “Make it go.”

      “I can’t. I’m not—”

      “Make it go.” Another bolt streaked past us, and I smelled melted plastic. A woman streaked toward us, heavyset, maybe Mom’s age. She charged us like a bull, her momentum bearing her into the wall. She bounced off, breathless, and stabbed a finger at my face.

      “You’re disgusting,” she spat. “I don’t care if you hang—I hope you do. I’m doing this for Jamie.” She pressed her hand to the reader, and the doors slid shut. The elevator jerked, and my stomach did a slow roll.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t want this, either.”

      “But you did it. You did it.” She shuffled away from me, as far as she could get. “The kind of worms they grow down there—the Dirt’s the right word. Anyone who says different—”

      “Stop it,” said Jamie. He pulled away, and I let him. I watched the floors flash by, thirty-one, thirty. Twenty-five. Fifteen. We hit the basement and the doors opened. Jamie hadn’t lied. The station lay empty, apart from two guards. Jamie moved to get off, but I pushed him back.

      “No. Go upstairs. I don’t need you for this.”

      “Doesn’t need us—the arrogance! Did you ever hear—”

      The doors cut her off. I strode out onto the platform. The guards were already scuttling for cover, diving behind the ticket counter. One of them loosed a bolt, firing into the ceiling.

      “Hands up,” said the other. “This is the end of the line.”

      I looked past him down the tunnel. I could hear the next train, the shriek of its passage. Its lights flared bright white, and I felt my eyes water.

      “They don’t stop in emergencies. They run till the sirens quit.”

      I put my hands up and waited. The guards stood up slowly, blasters held up like talismans, warding me off. The train-shriek was louder now, vibrating in my teeth. Light splashed the platform, bleached the guards’ vests to gray. They circled behind me, their boots out of step, sh-clomp, sh-clomp as the train thundered by. I glimpsed terrified faces pressed to the windows, red emergency lights glaring in their eyes.

      “Get down on your knees with your hands behind your head.”

      I crouched down halfway, gathering my strength.

      “All the way down. I won’t tell you again.”

      I crouched deeper, breathed in, and the caboose flashed by.

      “No! She’s—”

      I leaped for it, caught the ladder. The wind caught my hair, blew my lips into a snarl. We plunged into the tunnel, concrete streaking by us, and I cried out in anger, in hurt and defeat. My scream was a name, torn rough from my lungs, and I hoped she heard it. Hoped it tore her in two.

      Ona.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      The train sped from the tunnel, and I saw Lazrad Corp behind me. The library flashed by, and then came the river, misting spray in my face as we sailed over the bridge. The quarantine district closed in on us—narrow streets, yellow lamplight. I spotted a child in a window, and I thought he saw me. His mouth went round, and he was gone. A signal chimed up ahead. I gathered myself as my exit drew near.

      I had time to exhale, and the station blinked by. I let go and fell, hit the tracks and kept rolling. I felt my wrist snap, and my ribs, and my ankle—felt it not as pain, exactly, but as impact, a series of shocks. I lay and breathed through it till my bones began to knit.

      I’d rolled into the tunnel, and that was where I stayed. The station would be guarded and bristling with cameras. Here, it was dark, but I didn’t need to see. I found the catwalk by touch and heaved myself over the railing. My ankle protested, but I paid it no mind. I headed deeper into the tunnel, trailing my fingers along the wall till concrete turned to steel. This was it, what I needed—a thick metal door, like the ones down below. A way to the guts of the place, to the Dirt.

      I rammed the door with my shoulder, as hard as I could. It flew open easily, and I crashed through headfirst. I tripped over my own feet and skinned my knees raw. The door slammed behind me, and I saw why they hadn’t locked it. It was smooth on my side, no keyhole, no handle. I wouldn’t be getting back the way I’d come.

      I angled downward instead, past a long line of generators, down a rickety ladder. I could hear the Dirt below me, the faint clang of the factory. I marched in time with it, past a door marked COOLING ROOM, and another marked OUTFLOW. The next one was blank, and I pushed through into a stairwell plunging down to the Dirt.

      I came out in the scrap district, just west of Gran’s place. The crowds had thinned out, but I pulled my mask over my face as I set out for the reservoir. Ben would be out by now, or well on his way. I’d have to swim for it and meet him Outside.

      Someone called out behind me, a quick, nervous hey. I ducked my head, paranoid. She’s not talking to me.

      “Hey—when do we rest?”

      I stumbled to a halt. Surely, I’d heard wrong. But if I hadn’t—I had to try. “When the earth breathes?”

      “I knew that was you.” A small form emerged from a doorway, head down to avoid the cameras.

      “Nina?”

      “Come with me, and stay quiet.” She darted down a blind alley, piled high with trash. A manhole lay open, and she slid down the ladder. “Pull the grate after you so no one falls in.”

      I did as she said, easing myself down the manhole and pulling the cover over my head. Nina fired up her flashlight, and I saw we were in the drainage tunnels.

      “How’d you know where to find me?”

      “Reyland got an alert when you snuck out of the tunnel.” She splashed across the channel and struck out to the east. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”

      “My friends—are they okay?”

      “I don’t know. If they’re smart, they set a long enough fuse they got out before the blast.”

      I swallowed my fear and chased after her. Nina seemed to know where she was going, never once pausing as she wove through the drainage system. She had a pin on her sleeve, I saw, a polished bronze heart that twinkled as she moved. Ona’d had one like it, that she’d worn the same way.

      “That pin—is that from Ona?”

      Nina patted her sleeve. “We exchanged them before she Ascended.”

      “So you were—”

      “Courting.” She ran faster. “We said we’d wait, but I’d understand if she’s moved on. Just don’t tell me, okay? I need to pretend, at least—”

      “Wait.” I slowed down, and so did Nina. She cocked a brow.

      “I can’t get her out, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “No. Not that.” I took a deep breath. “You were close. That means you knew her secrets, even ones she kept from me.”

      Nina’s eyes hardened. I shook my head sharply.

      “I’m not asking you to rat on her. Just, that speech she gave—”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know.” She thumbed at her pin. “Parts of it sounded real. For Echelon, that’s her.” Her lip twitched. “I mean, I get it. I do. We all think we’re the good guys, going in. But seeing what she’s seen, living on the Outside—” She spun and kicked the wall, and thumped it with her fist. Brick dust rained down, and she made a choking sound. “I can’t hate her, never that. But if I could slap her, slap some sense into her—”

      “I tried.”

      “Keep trying.” Nina scrubbed at her face. “That stuff about you, no way that was her. I mean, yeah, she’d get mad at you—like, the way you’d mother-hen her. She hated that. But she loved you. She loves you. I’d stake my life on that.”

      “If you happen to see her, if your paths cross somehow—”

      “I can’t tell her I saw you. I’d give myself away.”

      “Tell her you love her.” I took Nina’s hands in mine. “She’s all alone up there, and she thinks I betrayed her. She needs to know she has someone who’d never leave her behind.”

      “I’ll tell her,” said Nina, and her eyes swam with tears. She brushed them away, a quick, businesslike gesture. "We need to go. Those sirens aren’t stopping.”

      “One more thing.” I jogged after her. “My gran, Angeline Abrial. She knows what I am. If Lazrad finds out she kept my secret all these years—”

      “We’ll hide her.” Nina stopped at a junction and pointed to the right. “This is where we split up. You’re headed that way, and up the first ladder. You’ll come out by an elevator that’ll take you to Sky Station. Use this to fool the sensor.” She thrust something rubbery into my hand.

      “What is it?”

      “A handprint off some Lofty. You put it on over yours, and the reader thinks you’re him.”

      I fumbled and nearly dropped the thing. “This is someone’s skin?”

      “No, of course not. It’s glue. We painted it on, peeled it off—just go.”

      I wanted to ask how she’d talked a Lofty into that, but she was right. Time was wasting. I jammed the print in my pocket and took off, double-time up the ladder, and I pushed through the grate. The elevator was waiting, an old model, like Lazrad’s. It wobbled as I got on, and I steadied myself on the rail. The scanner gleamed red in the emergency lights, and I pressed my fake palm to it. It hummed, beeped approval, and I pressed the button for the surface.

      Shouts filled the shaft as I rose through the Dirt, the sounds of a scuffle gaining in volume. I smelled smoke, then I saw it, curling in through the vents. My head buzzed with static, warning of battle. Surely, Ben hadn’t come this way, past the cameras on the stairs. If he had—if he had—

      The doors slid open, and I nearly tripped over Jasper, curled up on his side with a red-crossed gretha tank in his arms. He yelped and jerked back, and I dropped down beside him.

      “Jasper? What happened?”

      “The blast went off early. We couldn’t get back the way we came.” He coughed, wiped his mouth, and tried to sit up. Beyond him, down a short hall, I saw Sky Station on fire, smoke and flames belching from the tunnel.

      “Are you hurt?”

      Jasper nodded miserably, and he pointed at his leg. “I’m scared to look. It feels broken.”

      “Okay.” I squinted past him, into the flames. “Stay low, and keep your mask on. I’m going to check out the scene.”

      Jasper lay back down, pulling his gretha tank to his chest. “I got this for Lock,” he said. “Hauled it all the way up here. Don’t forget to come back for it.”

      “I’ll be back for you.”

      I left Jasper where he was and barreled down the hall, through the big double doors and out to the platform. A wave of heat hit me hard, and I felt my lips crack. I pushed my mask back to keep it from melting to my face. Smoke overwhelmed my senses—black, cloying smoke that tasted of engine grease. I stood for a moment, disoriented, then the smoke lit up pink like lightning through clouds. A blaster bolt blazed past me, and I hit the deck. Voices drifted my way, Starkey’s, then Ben’s.

      “Hold your fire. Save your ammo.”

      “They’re trying to get through.”

      I scuttled toward them, sucking smoke through my teeth. Something exploded behind me, raining glass down my legs.

      “Ben?”

      “Myla? That you?” His shape rose to greet me, black against black. Orange and red flames danced in his goggles. I spotted more shapes beyond him, anonymous in the smoke.

      “What happened?”

      “They chased us up here. Starkey said it was fine—we’d get out through the tunnel. Then, the train came, and—”

      “Train? What train?”

      “That’s what’s burning.”

      My stomach turned over. “You set a whole train on fire? What about—”

      “They sent it in burning. To trap us inside.”

      Metal clanged on concrete. Sergey cried out, dismayed.

      “Get down here. They’re battering us. They’ve got some kind of—”

      That clang came again, and the scuffling of boots. Ben flung himself down, and I saw they’d blocked the stairwell, built a barricade from scrap. A blaster bolt sailed over it and took out the emergency lights. I dropped to a crouch and edged up next to Ben.

      “Where’s Starkey?”

      “Trying to force the outside door.”

      I coughed out a smoky hah. “I’d better go help him.” I got to my feet, then a thought crossed my mind. “One of you should grab Jasper. Once I get that door open, we’ll have to move fast.”

      “I’ll get him.” Ben slipped off his mask and held his sleeve over his face. The smoke swallowed him up, and I ran for the door. I found Starkey slumped against it, gasping for breath.

      “Hey. Where’s your tank?”

      He raised his head with an effort. “Couldn’t... find enough for all of us. Sharing with Ben.”

      “Okay. Keep your head down. He’s just gone to get Jasper.”

      Starkey slid down, coughing, and I went for the door. I pressed my fake palm to the reader, but this time, it buzzed. I smoothed it out and tried again, and got the same result. Ben came up behind me, Jasper leaning on his shoulder.

      “Can you force it?”

      I shook my head. “Not this door. It’s got those plates, meshed together. Even I can’t bend those.”

      “Then—”

      “In there.” I jerked my head at the guard booth. “Give Starkey some air. I’ll buzz us out.”

      Ben took one last gulp of gretha, then pressed his mask to Starkey’s face. I kicked the booth open and squinted inside. Somewhere in here was a button, or a lever, or a switch, something I could flip and let us out.

      Metal clanged behind me, and someone screamed in pain. I heard a crunch, then blaster fire, and something whizzed by my head. I blinked the smoke from my eyes and ducked down. The booth was full of old junk, coffee cups and magazines, a bag of squished pretzels. I swept it all to one side, and I found what I was looking for, a bank of buttons and switches, labeled with tape. I ran my finger across them, reading aloud—lights. Shift change. Shutdown—none of them what I wanted.

      “Myla?”

      “Just a minute.” I bit my lip, straining to focus. PA. Track close. Air.

      “Myla!” Ben lunged in front of me as the barricade broke, but I’d found the right button, a black one marked Door. I mashed it down with my thumb, and the exit spun open. Bright light streamed in, which was wrong, because—

      “We’ve got you surrounded.” A voice boomed from outside, bullhorn-loud. “Lay down your weapons, and you’ll be taken alive.”

      Starkey dragged himself upright, a frail silhouette. Sergey backed toward him, penned in from behind. The guards closed ranks behind him, riot shields high. I saw Jasper crumple, still clutching Lock’s tank. Ben grabbed my arm, but I shook him off. I marched out of the guard booth, into the floodlight’s glare. I could see them now, through the smoke, half Lazrad’s army between us and the Outside.

      “It’s me you want,” I said. “Let my friends go, and I won’t put up a fight.”

      Someone laughed, low and nasty, and I felt my skin crawl.

      “Oh, by all means. Put up a fight. I’ve a battalion behind me. How about you?” Prium Lazrad strode forth, heels clicking on the concrete. His eyes danced, full of glee, too bright behind his mask. I stood where I was, taking in his high boots, his long coat fluttering behind him. I glimpsed a blaster underneath, still holstered at his hip. My fingers twitched at my sides.

      “I have names,” I bluffed. “High-placed traitors. Let my friends go, and I’ll give them all up.”

      “You’ll give them up anyway.” Prium plucked at his glove. “I know what you’re thinking. You can take a lot of pain. But I needn’t hurt you to get you to talk.”

      I fought down my rage and forced myself to stand still. Prium kept coming, boots clacking, eyes bright. His soldiers lined the tunnel, blasters primed to fire.

      “Those are your new guns, right?” I raised my voice. “The ones that track your target, shoot where they’re headed?”

      “Why, yes. They’re quite—” Prium stopped in his tracks. I saw the whites of his eyes, the flash of dawning horror. “No! Hold your—”

      His hand flew to his blaster, too late. I launched myself forward, headfirst into his belly. A stray bolt pierced my shoulder, then grazed his hip. I bore him to the ground, and he hit with a scream, flat-backed on his gretha tank. I wrenched his blaster from his hip and squeezed off a warning shot.

      “Next one goes in his head.” I hauled myself to my feet, and Prium along with me. He staggered and swayed, and I smelled searing flesh as I pressed the blaster to his temple. He squealed, and I laughed. “Hurts, doesn’t it?”

      “You won’t get away with this.” Prium forced the words through clenched teeth. He was trembling all over, his rage palpable through his skin. “Lady Lazrad will find you, make examples of you all.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. But you won’t live to see it.” I gave his arm a twist. “Order your men back. We walk out of here, all of us, or you die.”

      Prium went tense, shoulders bunching. I pulled him against me and jammed my blaster under his chin.

      “Last chance. Call ‘em off.”

      I felt Prium swallow. My blaster bobbed with the movement, digging into his throat.

      “Clear the gate,” he said, and I heard his squad part behind me. I felt the breeze on my neck, and I backed toward it. Ben and Starkey came after me, supporting Jasper between them. Sergey came next, with the gretha for Lock. I peered past him, into the smoke.

      “Where’s the other three?”

      “Didn’t make it.” Starkey passed his mask to Jasper, who passed it to Ben. Ben took a grateful breath.

      “Once we get out of here, I’ll share with this guy instead.” Starkey nodded at Prium. “Doesn’t seem fair, him getting his own air.”

      Prium made a disgusted sound. I goosed him on faster, past a gauntlet of soldiers, three deep on either side. He panicked at the threshold, thrashed and flailed in my grasp.

      “I’ve got my finger on the trigger,” I warned him. “Squirm too much, I might slip.”

      Prium went still, then, and the tattered remnants of our crew limped into the night. The gate rolled shut behind us, and Prium laughed aloud.

      “Well, you’ve got me. What now? You have no idea, do you? You—”

      Starkey bashed him a good one, right across the jaw. Prium crumpled in the dirt, gray hair tumbling from its clasp. Starkey shrugged sheepishly.

      “I wasn’t going to listen to that all the way home.”

      “Can’t argue with that.” I scooped Prium up and slung him over my shoulders. He didn’t weigh much. “How far to the rendezvous point?”

      “Too far for him.” Ben nodded at Jasper. “I’ll radio. They’ll come get us.”

      I closed my eyes, just for a moment. Prium was sort of snoring, huffing into his mask. Starkey was coughing, waiting his turn to breathe. Ben was on the radio, tapping out some wordless signal. Jasper hopped up beside me and caught himself on my elbow.

      “We’ll make it,” he said. “I mean, in time to save Lock.”

      “You think so?”

      “I’ve always been an optimist.” He looked back at Echelon, at the smoke over Sky Station. “A world like this, you have to be. You have to believe your children will breathe free, and their children after them. If you don’t—if you don’t, what’s the point? Why live at all, if this is all that’s left?”

      “So that’s why you came tonight.” I shifted Prium on my shoulders. Our rescue was coming—I heard the purr of an engine somewhere nearby.

      “Sounds like our ride,” said Ben, and I felt something like hope.
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      “We did pretty well,” said Ben, “all things considered.” He sat sprawled out beside me in the back of the truck, watching the exper flash by. “Five bags of blasters, and a hell of a bang.”

      “We really need all these guns?” I rubbed at my temples, half-sick from the static.

      “That bad?”

      “Not really.” I closed my eyes and leaned back. “I think I’m getting used to it. I can push it down now, fence it off from my thoughts. But it’s still annoying, like an itch in my head.”

      Ben didn’t say anything, and I let myself drift, looking for something good, some bright spark of memory to ease my heartache. I thought of Lock in the toy shop, but it hurt to remember that, so I pushed the thought away. I thought of Gran’s place instead, her cards and her potions, those little pots of jam. I thought of her hugs, always tight, always warm. That hurt even worse, and I opened my eyes.

      “You okay?” Ben leaned in closer, and I let him, craving warmth.

      “I never thanked you,” I said. “For getting that gretha.”

      “I hope it’s enough.” His knee nudged up on mine. “We had three tanks, to start with, but—”

      “But what?”

      “If I tell you, you’ll blame yourself. But it wasn’t your fault. A lot went wrong, not just—”

      “What?”

      Ben sighed, a weary sound. “One of the tanks took a hit. It blew up.”

      I waited for tears to come, the heavy well of sadness, but all I felt was cold. “That’s how they died, those other three.”

      “Rob, Tam, and Victor.” Ben’s hand twitched next to mine. “What happened with Ona?”

      I stared up at the black sky. “I screwed that up too.” A shiver went through me, and I hugged myself. “The way she looked at me, the things she said—I hurt her. I’ve been hurting her. Maybe I pushed too hard, or I wasn’t there when she needed me, but it all felt too late.”

      “You tried. That’s what matters. You did what you believed in.”

      “I tried?” I choked back a bitter laugh. “You haven’t heard the worst part. She wanted to come with me. She almost did. She wanted to forgive me, but I ruined it. I lied to her—I lost her. I thought...” I touched my cheek, where she’d marked me with her blood. Ben reached out, hesitant, and laid his hand over mine.

      “It’s never too late,” he said. “Not while you’re both still alive.”

      I tried to say something, but the words stuck in my throat. I wanted to throw myself into his arms, wrap myself up in him and not think for a while. I wanted his hands in my hair, his pulse against my cheek. I wanted to lie against him and feel him breathe—to feel, more than hear, his murmured reassurances.

      I pulled back instead, and his hand fell away. I took it in both of mine, squeezed it, and let it drop. “Thank you,” I said.

      Ben just looked at me. His eyes were black behind his mask, his expression unreadable. We rode on in silence, the Spire dwindling at our backs. I tried not to think of anything at all, of Ben at my side or Lock up the mountain, Ona in her glittering cage. Prium regained consciousness and sat sullen under Starkey’s watchful eye. At last, I saw the riverbed, a black scrawl across the desert.

      “Here’s the river,” said Ben. “And our welcoming party.” A truck sat on the bank, barely visible in the dark. Sergey pulled up next to it, and Ben jumped down. Jetha strode forth to meet us and made a beeline for the back seat. She reached in the window and flipped up Prium’s mask.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. It’s really him.”

      “He’s not coming with us,” said Starkey.

      Jetha nodded. “We’ll take him. We’ll take your guns too, back to Stillwater.”

      I glanced at Ben. “Stillwater?”

      “The village by the river.” He shrugged. “You’ll see in spring. The water runs slow, pools in the valley. So, Stillwater.”

      Jetha eyed us critically. “I brought a stretcher. Will you four be okay, getting back to the Nest?”

      “We’re good,” said Jasper. “My leg’s sprained, not broken. Once we get up there, I’ll be fine to work on Lock.”

      “How was he when you left?” I turned pleading eyes on Jetha. “Did he wake up at all? Was he talking?”

      “He was still with us two hours ago.” Jetha’s expression turned grim. “As for the rest, I’d advise you don’t dawdle.”

      Ben laid out the stretcher, and I helped Jasper lie down. Starkey set a brisk pace for the mountains, not quite a jog. I put my head down and shut out everything but the path under my feet, the crunch of dirt, the spill of pebbles, frost-slicks hidden under grass. The dawn set the snow on fire, and I mouthed a silent prayer—hold on. Just hold on.

      One more goodbye would break me.
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        * * *

      

      I ran ahead through the Nest and burst into Lock’s sickroom. He wasn’t alone. An old man stood over him, closing his eyes with a cloth. I must have cried out, because the old man jumped back, startled, and dropped his cloth on the floor.

      “It’s not what it looks like,” he said. “See? He’s still breathing. I’m just cleaning him up.”

      “Cleaning—” I hunched over dizzily. “He’s alive? You’re sure?”

      “It’s been some time since I’ve practiced medicine, but I still know living from dead. Come hold his hand. He’s been waiting.”

      I rushed to Lock’s side, drawing strength from the old doctor’s calm. His hand twitched toward me, and I took it. It felt strange in my grasp, cold and spongy. His eyelids had swelled shut, lashes sticky with pus.

      “What’s happening to him?”

      “Let me take a look.” Jasper limped in, supported by Ben. He made his way to Lock’s bedside and pulled back the covers. I stifled a whimper—Lock’s limbs were swollen, his skin mottled and gray. He was bleeding from old wounds, through scar tissue gone soft. A rotten smell rose from him, like meat that’d gone off.

      “Jasper?”

      He reached for his stethoscope and listened to Lock’s heart. Pressed his thumb to an old scar, bringing clear fluid to the surface.

      “He’s deteriorating,” he said. “The skin tends to go last, so we don’t have much time. Jerrod, secure his legs.”

      The old doctor moved in, strapping Lock down at the ankles. Jasper got his wrists and buckled a strap over his chest. He shook his head doubtfully and turned to me.

      “Do you think you can hold him if he breaks his restraints?”

      “Breaks them?” I looked down at Lock. He lay weak as a kitten, flesh all but melting from his bones. “He couldn’t snap a bootlace, much less leather straps.”

      “Right now, no, he couldn’t. But if my bots do their job, well—” He scratched his chin, pensive. “Nobody’s tried this before. I can’t predict his response. Best-case scenario, he’ll sleep through the whole thing.”

      “And worst-case scenario?”

      “I don’t know.” Jasper fetched a strange device, like a long metal cage, and fitted it to Lock’s leg. It dug into his flesh, spilling blood on the sheets.

      “What’s that for?”

      “It’ll take a few hours to complete the infusion. This holds the needles in place, so he can’t rip them out.” He tapped a series of metal canisters welded to the cage. I counted five in all.

      “He has to take all of those?”

      “Every last one. But after the initial shock, his body should acclimate. If he survives that, he might just pull through.”

      “Oh, Lock.” I held his hand gently, careful not to squeeze him. “I’m here. Just hold on. Just—there’s a nice stream up here. You can take a bath when we’re done. You can slip right on in there, rinse the sand off your back.”

      I babbled on, frantic, but if my words reached Lock’s ears, he gave no sign. Jasper moved around us, topping up Lock’s IV. He cleaned out his wounds and bound them with gauze, fixed a mask over his face and hooked up his gretha. Lock’s breathing settled as Jasper dialed up the flow.

      “All ready?”

      I licked my lips, tasting salt. “Are you sure this is safe?”

      “It’s anything but.” Jasper cleared his throat. “Like I said, no one’s tried this. I can’t promise he’ll live. I can’t swear, if he does, he’ll be the Lock you remember. But this is our only option. It’s this, or let him go.”

      My chest felt tight. I looked for Ben, but he’d vanished. I didn’t blame him. He’d seen enough death for one night, and this wasn’t his fight.

      “Do it,” I said.

      Jasper tapped the first canister. I heard a faint whine, like a computer starting up. A green light blinked on, and then... nothing. Lock lay unmoving, his hand limp in mine. His breath gurgled in his lungs. He was grinding his teeth, a soft, constant scrape—grinding and grinding, a vein pulsing in his jaw. I glanced at Jasper.

      “Are you sure it went—”

      Lock arched off the bed with a terrible, dying howl. Blood burst from his throat and splattered the inside of his mask. He seized and thrashed like he was drowning, and his right arm burst its cuff. He swung wild and knocked Jasper off his feet.

      “Hold him,” roared Jerrod, and my paralysis broke. I threw myself on the bed, pinning Lock under my weight. It wasn’t enough. Lock kicked out hard, and his left leg broke free. His whole body went stiff, like a sculpture in marble, every cord in his neck straining against his skin. His lips peeled back from his teeth and his eyes opened wide. His chest restraint snapped, the buckle gouging my chin. Lock’s back bent the wrong way, like a jackknife in reverse. I felt his ribs crack, heard his breathing turn to choking.

      “Stop him!” I flung myself on his chest, but it was like he’d turned to stone. His back popped and crackled, and I heard something tear. “He’ll break his spine. Make him—”

      Jasper hauled himself upright. He’d gone pale with shock, but his voice rang with authority. “Don’t try to move him. You’ll just hurt him worse.”

      “But—”

      Lock made a retching sound. Jerrod lurched to his side. He tore the mask from Lock’s face, but his head wouldn’t turn. Vomit poured down his cheeks and soaked into the pillow. Jerrod cursed aloud.

      “Suction. Get me suction!”

      “By the ventilator.”

      Jerrod grabbed an evil-looking instrument, a gleaming metal nozzle hooked up to a hose. He jammed it in Lock’s mouth, and a terrible sound filled my ears, all wet and messy, like breathing through soup. I stroked Lock’s hair, trying to comfort him, but his cries gurgled through his vomit, raw with pain.

      “Airway’s clear,” said Jerrod. He got Lock’s mask back on him, and I felt his breathing ease. I wrapped my arms around him and willed him to keep going.

      “You’re okay,” I told him, whispering the promise into his neck. “I know it hurts now, but you’ve got to hold on. Just do that, keep breathing, and I swear, it’ll get better.”

      Lock moaned, a bloody sound wrenched from deep within. His eyes were wet, the tears streaming red instead of clear. His fist thumped on the bed, and a tremor ran through him. His face twitched, then his foot, and he fell back on the mattress. He coughed, licked his lips, and finally, finally his eyes seemed to focus.

      “Lock?”

      He made a faint sound, lips moving under his mask.

      “Jasper. He’s looking at me.”

      “Why, yes. Yes, he is.” Jasper shone a light in his eyes and watched the pupils contract. “Now, let’s see—” He unwound one of Lock’s bandages, and I whooped out loud. Where there’d once been dead flesh, stinking with pus, clean new skin was forming. Lock was losing his gray pallor, his breathing returning to normal.

      “So he’ll be okay?”

      Jasper frowned. “He’s not out of the woods yet. But this is promising. An excellent start.”

      Lock’s eyes drifted shut, and my heart caught in my throat. “What happened? What was that?”

      “He went to sleep, I think.” Jasper tested Lock’s pulse and let out a shaky chuckle. “Yep. He’s just sleeping. You can stay with him if you’d like, but we should get him cleaned up.”

      “Yeah. Yeah—he hates to be dirty.” I thumbed puke off his cheek. “He won’t remember this, will he?”

      “Probably not.”

      I leaned down and kissed him, where his mask had slid down his forehead. “Sleep well,” I told him. “I’ll be here when you wake up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      We drove back to Stillwater on a clear fall afternoon. The air was cool and bracing, the sun pale overhead. Some wistful song was playing, one I’d heard around camp.

      “I’ve missed this,” said Lock. “Driving, I mean. The wind in my face, some sweet tunes on the radio. Next to a good bath, this is where it’s at.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I stretched out in my seat, stretched till my back cracked. “Got a list, do you? Like, Lock’s all-time top five?”

      “I do, actually. But you’re making fun of me, so I’m not gonna tell you.”

      I blew him a raspberry, but he just laughed me off.

      “I like this too,” I said. “I almost wish we could keep going, just head straight past Stillwater, all the way to the coast.”

      Lock made a snorting sound. “That’s hundreds of miles.”

      “Now, who’s making fun?” I flicked him halfheartedly. “Wouldn’t you want to see the ocean?”

      “Maybe I would, maybe I wouldn’t.” Lock turned toward Stillwater, heading down the valley. “If it’s like Sky, then no. I mean, not full of towers, but... remember our Ascension?”

      I shuddered. “How could I forget? Watching the Dirt fall away, trying to pick out my parents in the crowd—”

      “The best part for me was the night before.” Lock smiled, sad and wan. “We had this big dinner, me and my whole family. They were all so excited, and I got caught up in it. I got this feeling, this certainty—I just knew it’d be great. That was it for me, that moment, my dream coming true. My dumb, crappy dream.” He huffed laughter through his nose.

      “I get that,” I said. “I was that way with the sun, built it up in my head into this magnificent thing. And the worst part—it is. But my fantasy was so wrong, the first time I saw it, I was like... really? That’s it?”

      “So we won’t dream of the ocean.” Lock flashed me a grin. “We won’t read about it, or look at pictures. We’ll drive out there one day, when all this is over, and we’ll just be surprised.” He pulled up to the gates and leaned out past the windshield. “Hey. When the earth breathes?”

      “You’re supposed to wait for the challenge.” The guard shot us a black look, but he let us through. We parked our truck with the others, and I reached for my seat belt.

      “I should go see Jetha. She said to come straight away.”

      “I’m coming too.” Lock made to get out, but I held him back.

      “You don’t have to,” I said. “I’ve put you through plenty, dragged you in deep enough. If you’d died because of me—”

      “Because of you? You saved me.” Lock turned to me, incredulous. “Look, I should’ve said this sooner, but I’ve been meaning to thank you. This should have been my fight all along—not just mine, but all of ours, every worker, every Decemite. Everyone burning their lives away so Lazrad can have her empire.”

      “Lock—”

      He laughed so loud I jumped, and he broke out in a grin. “Don’t you see? I was living like a coward till you showed me the light. It was right there in front of me, everything I didn’t want to see, but I wouldn’t look. You made me look.” His gray eyes blazed bright. “Without you, I’d still be dying, but I’d be dying blind. I’d be dying for nothing, and what good is that?”

      “How are you feeling?” I pressed my palm to his forehead, but Lock shook me off.

      “I’m fine. Better than fine. Jasper knows what he’s doing.”

      I had to admit he looked good, clear-eyed and ruddy-cheeked. He jumped out of the truck without trouble and helped me down after. His hand was warm in mine, his skin smooth and healthy. But Jasper had warned us he might not have long. His bots were untested, at least in humans. They might last for years or crap out in a month. If they failed again, somewhere in the desert—

      “Stop worrying. I can feel you worrying.” Lock aimed a poke at my ribs. I dodged and poked him back.

      “We should go,” I said. “Everyone’ll be waiting.”

      We headed across the courtyard, toward the big house. Everyone had come down for this, leaders from far and wide, all descending on Stillwater to discuss our next move.

      “You think they’ll take us along when they check out those new Domes?”

      I shrugged. “If they want us, great. If they don’t, we’ll go anyway. What are they going to do? Tell us no?”

      Lock chuckled. “Same old Myla.”

      “I have to see for myself,” I said. “I have to know if it’s better out there, or if they’re all living their own nightmares. If every Sky has its Dirt, or if there’s some other way.”

      Lock’s hand brushed mine as we made our way inside. “There will be,” he said. “I have to believe that.”

      “Ah, Lock. Myla.” Jetha waved us in. “We’re just waiting for Starkey, and we’ll get started.” She herded us into an overflowing hall. Chairs had been pulled in, nine rows in all, guests packed elbow to elbow like sardines in a tin. More had gathered behind them and crowded along the walls. I knew a few faces from Ben’s old camp, but most of them were strangers, hard-faced men and women who’d been fighting all their lives.

      “These are Myla and Lock,” said Jetha. “The ones who found the maps.”

      A murmur went up, not entirely enthusiastic. I heard doubt, disapproval, a cautious curiosity. Lock pulled a face.

      “Don’t all applaud at once.”

      That got a laugh, and the tension seemed to ease.

      “We should’ve done this outside,” said someone. “In the square, where there’s air.”

      “Well, if Starkey’s not coming—”

      “He’ll be here,” said Jetha. “He was coming on foot. He didn’t want to risk driving, leaving tracks for the Decemites.” She went to the window and rolled up the blinds. “Here he is now. What’d I tell you?”

      Lock leaned in close to me. “I feel bad for that guy.”

      “Who, Starkey?”

      “Yeah.” He shrugged. “He’s kind of a jerk sometimes, but he’s got no one left. He’s up there with those families, all those grandparents and grandkids, and he’s by himself.”

      I felt a twinge in my chest. “You’re thinking of your family.”

      “Always. I—”

      Starkey burst in, shedding dust as he came. His mask was still on, his hair standing on end. “Got a message from our informant,” he said. He was panting through his mask, huffing gretha like smoke. “Those weapons we trashed were the tip of the iceberg. Lazrad’s got plenty more, and it’s not just blasters. She’s got drones and tanks, and even long-range missiles. She’s building her army, and there’s not a thing we can do to stop her.”

      Lock shouted beside me, a great, thwarted bellow. Jetha raised her hands for silence, but the hall erupted in chaos, voices rising in indignation. Fists punched the air, punctuating fury and loss. I stood numb and empty—all this for nothing? All Reyland’s effort, and Lock’s pain, and my heartbreak? Rob, Tam, and Victor, blown to bits fleeing the Dirt? All of it, all of it, and nothing had changed?

      Lock grabbed my elbow and pulled me out into the hall. “We still have the maps,” he said. “Those Domes could have armies, weapons of their own. They could take us all in.”

      “They couldn’t. Don’t you see?” I reeled, suddenly dizzy, and caught myself on the wall. “Lazrad had cameras there. That means she has spies. She knows what they’ve got, and she’s preparing accordingly. She’ll take them down one by one, and that’ll be that.”

      “You don’t know that.” Lock held me steady. “We were spies too, remember? We didn’t find everything. For all we know—

      “I need to get out of here.” I darted past him, unthinking, and I ran and ran. I pounded across the courtyard and straight out the gate, through the tall grass by the riverbed with the wind in my face. I ran till my lungs burned, then I flopped down on my back. The sun hung above me, high in the sky. Just this morning, I’d greeted it with joy. Just hours ago, there’d been hope, and now there was none. A laugh rattled out of me, discordant in the quiet. Tanks—she had tanks. Decemites, I could handle, but thirty tons of rolling iron...

      I closed my eyes and saw red, sunlight filtering through my eyelids. Giving up wasn’t an option, but what was? Where, from here?
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        * * *

      

      It was late when Ben found me, the western sky burning with sunset. He sat down next to me and stretched out in the grass.

      “Heard the big summit went kablooey.”

      “That’s one way of putting it.” I looked away, ashamed. “I feel bad, running off the way I did.”

      “Don’t.” Ben reached for my knee, but checked himself, plucking a blade of grass instead.

      “Was Jetha mad?”

      “She was worried,” said Ben. “Everyone was. They know what you’ve been through. What you’ve given up.” He twirled the grass around his finger, untwirled it, and twirled it again. “Lock wanted to come after you, but my aunt kind of waylaid him. I thought you might need to talk, but… Should I not have come?”

      “No. I’m glad you did.” That guilt bit me again, the same guilt I’d felt seeing him again, our first trip to Stillwater. “I’ve missed you,” I said. “I know I said that already, but—”

      “I missed you too.” Ben dropped his blade of grass. “But Myla, I’ve got to ask. I know now’s not the time, but if you hold back for the right time, you wait and you wait, and before you know it, time’s up.” He sighed. “You and Lock. Are you courting?”

      “No.” I bit my lip. “Or—no. We’re not courting or dating or, what do you call it? Making time. But we’re not just friends.”

      Ben nodded. He didn’t look angry, or sad, or even surprised. “I get it,” he said. “The friends you make in hard times... Well, feelings run high.”

      “I’m not sure what I feel.”

      “That’s okay.” He reached for my hand and twined his fingers with mine. “I’m not going to push you. I don’t need answers right now. I just needed to know if you’d—if you two were settled. If I’d be making a fool of myself, if I said I still cared.”

      I huffed laughter. “I’m the big fool today. You’re just... you’re honest. I’ve always liked that about you.”

      Ben plucked another stalk of grass and tucked it behind his ear. It bobbed there foolishly, like something a Lofty might wear. He breathed deep under his mask, and his grip tightened on mine. “Can I be honest one more time?”

      I squared my shoulders. “Bring it.”

      “You can’t give up now.” He twisted to face me with the sunset in his eyes. “Lazrad’s got us outgunned, but look at me. Look at us—look at how we live. She’s had us outgunned forever, but we’ve always found a way. We’ve always survived, because—”

      “Because it’s not about guns.” I let go of his hand and stood up. “I know. I just needed—I just needed time to feel it. To take the loss and move on.” The sun hung like molten glass, dripping orange down the horizon. I squinted into it, half-blinded. “I needed to remember what I’m fighting for. Why I can’t give up.”

      Ben came up behind me, close enough I could feel him there. “You’re no fool, far from it.” His pinky nudged mine. “You’re one of us now. I knew you’d see.”

      “I want to see.” I closed my eyes. “I want to fight, but how? How do we stand against tanks? Against a hundred Decemites, or a thousand?”

      “Same way we take ten of them, or five in a buggy.” Ben’s voice went rough. “We swarm them in the foothills, where they can’t see us coming. We pick them off on the mountain paths, one at a time. We blow up their tanks, flood the dirt so they sink.”

      “Because they won’t expect it.” My nails bit into my palms. “Because Lazrad has a weakness, same one Prium had, that let me take him down.” I felt myself snarling, my lip peeling back. “She looks at us and sees rats, but the thing with rats is, they win. In the long run, they win. There’s always rats in the walls, no matter how many traps you put out. They’re smart, and we’re smart, and as long as Lazrad can’t see that—”

      “She’ll underestimate us.”

      “Every time.”

      Ben grinned behind his mask, wide and ferocious. “I always knew you were a fighter.”

      “I’ll fight to the end.” I grabbed his hands and held on, and he spun me around. We whirled through the tall grass with the sun in our eyes. Our laughter rose like a war cry, bright with terrible joy.

      To the end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat by the riverbank, trying to picture it in spring. Would the water be blue, like in pictures, or yellow like the sky? Black like the reservoir, down in the Dirt? I hoped I’d be around to see it. To kick off my boots and dip my feet in it, maybe go for a swim. I pulled out my phone and snapped a shot of the dry bed, something to remember when the water was high.

      “That thing still has batteries?” Lock plopped down next to me, peering over my shoulder. “Hope you turned off the network.”

      “Jasper made me a charger,” I said. “And, yeah, the network’s off. I doubt it’d work anyway, this far from Echelon.”

      Lock scratched at his leg and tucked his pant leg in his boot. The sandflies loved him, feasted on him nonstop. Their bites healed right away, Jasper’s bots doing their job, but he claimed he could feel them still, itching under his skin. I watched him fuss and fidget, but I was really just watching, keeping vigil for tremors, for bruises that didn’t heal. He caught me at it and frowned.

      “You can’t think like that,” he said. “None of us gets forever, but today’s a good day.”

      I nodded to humor him, but he didn’t get it. He didn’t remember. He hadn’t seen himself on that camp bed, gasping and straining as his body fought for life.

      “I’ve been going out nights,” I said, mostly to change the subject. “To the old camp, by the mountains.”

      “I know.”

      “You do?”

      “’Course I do.” He swatted a fly and flicked it off his leg. “I’ve been following you. In case you go after Ona.”

      “I’ve been texting her,” I said. “That’s why I go back there, so if they trace my signal, it won’t lead them here.” I showed him my message center, with its screen full of bubbles. Lock scanned them, lips moving.

      “She never writes back?”

      “No. But she’s getting them. You can tell from the ticks.”

      Lock nodded slowly. He had his thinking face on, brows drawn together. “I haven’t given up on her either. But you’ve got to be careful. Lazrad could be reading those, or Elli, or anyone.”

      “I’m not sharing any sensitive information. All I’m doing is telling her that I love her. Lazrad knows that already.” I jammed my phone in my pocket and dashed my sleeve over my eyes. “Maybe Nina’ll get through to her. Make her see the truth.”

      “Maybe.”

      We sat in silence a while as the moon replaced the sun. Lock put his arm around me, and I leaned into his warmth. It felt good just to be with him, no need for words. His slow breathing soothed me, set my body at ease.

      “I’m heading out soon,” I said. “Once the big house goes dark.” I found Lock’s hand and slid mine underneath. “We could just walk together, save you having to stalk me.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Lock got to his feet and helped me to mine, and we stood watching the village wind down for the night. I saw Ben and Jetha put out the last fire. The day watch knocked off and the night watch took over. A girl about my age tended to the sheep. Lock shifted beside me, and I heard him sigh.

      “You know those new Decemites? Lazrad’s army?”

      I shuddered. “Yeah.”

      “I heard something about them. Something Nina told Jetha. I don’t know if it’s true, but if it is...” He made a snorting sound. “They came up with a name for themselves.”

      “Besides Decemites?”

      “Yeah.” Lock blew out a long breath. “It’s one of those things, you’ll laugh or you’ll cry—Skyseekers. They’re calling themselves Skyseekers.”

      I went with laughter, a great echoing bark. “Skyseekers. It’s like getting excited for your own funeral. Picking out your coffin, the clothes you want to wear.”

      “Unless we can give ‘em Sky. Let them have it for real.” Lock turned toward the mountains as the big house went dark. “I’ve heard talk in camp about Echelon in ruins, us dancing on its grave. But that’s not what I want. I want Echelon for everyone, and for everyone to live. For everyone to get to choose, Dirt or Sky, Dome or Outside.” He chuckled. “Me, I’m a homeseeker—call me dumb, call me brainwashed, but that house in the Stars, all my family together—I’d be happy with that. But if Sky’s their big dream—”

      I threw my arms around him and hugged him, so tight he wheezed.

      “What—what was that for?”

      “I don’t know. Nothing. Just, I want that too.” I laughed again, weak with relief. “All this talk of war, all this us-and-them—”

      “It doesn’t have to be that way.” His expression darkened. “We can’t let it be.”

      “We won’t.” I slipped my hand into his, and we set out for the mountains. I’d seen enough now to know we’d set ourselves a daunting task, trying to shield our families from behind enemy lines. But with Lock on my side, I felt my resolve harden. We’d been Dirtbags and Decemites, Lofties and Outsiders, Skyseekers, homeseekers, and everything in between. We’d fight for them all as we’d walked with them all, and we’d forge our own path.

      Lock squeezed my hand, as though sensing my thoughts. “We’re still driving to the ocean, though.”

      “What?”

      “Wherever we end up, whatever ends up happening, when all this is over, we’re driving to the coast.”

      I grinned. “Radio blasting.”

      The moon rose above us, and I tried not to feel afraid. I had Lock’s dreams and Ben’s passion, Reyland’s smarts, Nina’s courage. I had my own fierce resolve—but Lazrad had hers, and she had Ona, and her Skyseekers.

      Everything hung in the balance, and the earth held its breath.
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      Myla will need to dig deep to save the ones she loves…

      All her life, Myla was told Echelon was the only place humans could survive. A journey outside the domed city proved that was a lie. Now all the other lies told by Lady Lazrad, the leader of Echelon, are unravelling, leading Myla down a path to open rebellion.

      At her side are Ben and Lock, one a rebel boy, the other a nanobot infused Decemite who fled Echelon with her. They’ve both helped her grow as a person and into her power, but her heart is confused over what she wants from either of them.

      And she’s just as confused over the right path to take in the rising tensions. Lady Lazrad’s agenda is deadly…but the rebels are proving to be just as ruthless. Both sides want to turn her into a weapon, and as her powers grow, Myla begins to fear the massive destruction she could cause. She must reach deep within herself to find the strength to protect those dearest to her.

      A full-out war would destroy them all, but every day seems to lead them closer to the tipping point. With death hanging over her, Myla will have to muster all her power, all her faith, and all of her love to end the conflict once and for all.

      No matter the cost.
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        EXCERPT

      

      

      The wind knifed through my shirt, sharp with frost. Sand stung my cheeks. I ran fast, but Lock ran faster, long strides closing the gap. He caught me at the riverbank and spun me around, jammed his blaster under my chin.

      “Got you.”

      “No, you don’t.” I drove an elbow into his guts and whirled free. Lock grabbed my arm and twisted it behind my back. His breath came hot in my ear as I stretched to ease the strain. He growled deep in his chest, a feral sound.

      “Say I win,” he demanded.

      “You lose.” I brought my heel down on his boot. Lock flinched and jerked back, and we danced through the sandstorm, kicking and snarling in our murderous embrace. My goggles went flying, and I squinted against the sand. Lock lost his blaster and snatched a handful of my hair. He was holding back—I could feel it, and I punished him for it, battering into him with everything I’d got.

      “Ow. That’s my kidney.” He caught me in a bear hug, crushing me to his chest.

      “Then fight. If you don’t like it, then—” I got my hand over his face, thumb in his mouth, fingers groping for his eyes. Lock cursed and spluttered, and the dirt crumbled under our feet, rough clods and pebbles raining down the bank. I hooked my leg between his and we collapsed in a tangle, rolling and skidding into the dry riverbed.

      Lock wound up on top, knee jammed between my thighs. He dropped down to pin me, smothering me with his weight. I could feel his heart pounding, the rush of his blood. He was hot all over, breath puffing white.

      “Get—get off.”

      “Not till you say I win.” He dug his hips into mine, and I bucked up against him. A flush rose in his cheeks, and my breath came faster. I grabbed a handful of his tunic and twisted till it choked him. He flailed, rolled away, and I rolled with him. I unhooked my own blaster and crammed it in his mouth.

      “Say I win.”

      Lock made a wet sound, sort of a cough.

      “Go on. Say it.”

      “C-ca—”

      “I don’t think he can say much with your muzzle down his throat.”

      I jerked back, surprised to find Ben peering down at us. “That right?”

      Lock freed himself with a grimace and spat in the sand. “Mm. Gun grease. Quit feeding me your blaster.”

      “Quit letting me win.”

      “I—”

      “Look, I hate to interrupt your, uh... whatever you call that, but I’m ready when you are.” Ben cleared his throat, and I felt my color rise.

      “We’re training,” I said. “Lock’s teaching me to fight like a Decemite.”

      “If you say so.” Ben made a sour face, and I could’ve strangled him. He nodded back toward Stillwater. “I’ll be by the trucks when you’re done.”

      I watched him go, fuming. Lock shifted between my legs, and I scrambled to my feet.

      “I wasn’t letting you win,” he said.

      “Right.” I snorted. “I’m more agile than you. Smarter, too. But since when could I pin you like that, and you wouldn’t—” The words died on my lips as Lock heaved himself upright. He was breathing hard, sweat beading on his brow. He swiped it away with a grunt, leaving his goggles askew.

      “You’re tired,” I said. “Winded.”

      “Little bit.” He unscrewed his canteen and gulped water, letting it dribble down his chin. I watched, fighting dread, as he caught his breath. “Jasper’s bots have their limits. I can’t push it like I’m used to, but it’s fine. I’m good.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “’Cause you’d worry, that’s why.” Lock bent to retrieve his blaster and jammed it back in its holster. “You’d hold back, go easy, and you wouldn’t learn what you need. But you’re not going to break me. I’m still me.”

      “So I really did beat you all those times?”

      “No need to rub it in.” Lock scrambled up the bank and bent to offer me his hand. “Seriously, if you’re worried about me holding my own in a real fight, don’t be. This is good for me too, training against you. I’m learning my limits, adjusting my strategies. When the time comes, I’ll be ready.”

      “You’d better be.” I took his hand and let him pull me up. He did it easily and slid his arm around my waist.

      “Off with Ben now?”

      I glanced up at him. “Jealous?”

      “Of you or of him?” Lock chuckled, gruff and throaty. “Nah. I’ve never been the jealous type. But I like this, out here with you. Feels like, sometimes...”

      “What?”

      “Like that last day in Sky, when we ran round town together. Like what life might’ve been if there was no Dirt or Sky, no war, no Lazrad. You know—fun.” He let me go with a sigh. “I think I’ll stay here a while, out where it’s quiet.”

      “Okay.” I lingered a moment, though I knew Ben was waiting. I didn’t like the slump of Lock’s shoulders, or the heaviness of his tone. “See you for dinner, though? I’ll be back by then.”

      “I might be late for that. Starkey needs a supply run—I’m headed up to the Nest.”

      “After, then. I’ll save you some leftovers.”

      “Sure.” Lock plopped down in the sand, long legs hanging down the bank. I trotted downriver, back to Stillwater. Ben was where he’d said he’d be, leaning on his truck with his mask perched on his head. He pulled it down as I approached and hopped into the driver’s seat.

      “I’ve upped the challenge today,” he said. “Don’t forget to buckle up.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I tugged my seat belt across my chest. “What’d you do?”

      “Wait and see.”

      Ben hit the gas and we were off, out the gates and upriver, past the last of the lampposts. We left the valley behind us, and Stillwater seemed to vanish, swallowed up by the terrain. Only the faint glimmer of purple betrayed the presence of its dome. Ben slowed as the road petered out, but he didn’t stop.

      “Feel anything yet?”

      I closed my eyes and focused outward, into the gathering night. I could hear the wind howling, the spray of grit on the windshield. Our tires churned the dirt, crunching, jolting. Gravel flew up and rattled against the undercarriage. I reached out beyond that with the sense I couldn’t name, the one beyond sight or touch or sound. I stretched my awareness to its limit—searching for static, that senseless, wordless signal that warned of the presence of advanced nanobots. Of Lazrad’s new weapons, with their deadly homing bolts. I could feel Ben’s blaster, buzzing at his hip. I could feel Stillwater’s stockpile, back the way we’d come. Beyond that—

      “Myla?”

      Something caught at my senses, off to the west. I felt it, just faintly, like an itch at the base of my skull.

      “That way,” I said.

      Ben spun the wheel, and we swung west. I squinted into the sunset.

      “It feels far.” I closed my eyes again and frowned. The signal felt weak, like a radio tuned between stations. “What did you do?”

      Ben smirked. “Give up?”

      “Hardly.” My head pulsed and vibrated as the signal waxed and waned. Ben’s training regimen wasn’t half as fun as Lock’s, but I could feel my senses sharpening. Three weeks ago, I’d struggled to find a blaster hidden just outside camp. Yesterday, I’d dug up three of them, tracking their call up the mountain, into a mossy cave. Soon, I’d be living radar, a built-in alarm, should the Decemites come to Stillwater. Soon, but—

      A horn honked, jolting me from my musings. Ben sketched a salute as a truck crossed our path. I frowned.

      “Who was that?”

      “Jay and Irina, out of Blackwell. You’ll meet them later.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Will I? Or will I end up shut out again, out in the cold while you plan your war?”

      Ben stiffened where he sat. “It’s not like that. It’s just—”

      “Security, I know. The less we know, the less Lazrad can squeeze out of us if she decides to take prisoners. But I’m not just some soldier. Other than Lock, I’m the closest you’ve got to a Decemite. When Lazrad makes her move—”

      “That’s not it.” Ben swerved past a boulder, tipping me off-balance. I swayed into his shoulder, and our heads bumped together.

      “Sorry,” he said. “But, listen, we know you. We trust you. If it was just up to me—just my aunt, even, or Starkey—you’d be front and center, at the heart of it all. But folks like Jay and Irina, or the eastern leaders, all they see is a Decemite. They won’t talk in front of you, not about anything that matters.”

      “Like what?” I gripped the dashboard as the static filled my head. “More to the north—no, northwest. Where that outcrop is.”

      Ben steered northwest, slowing into the turn. “Listen, I get it. Echelon was your home. Your family’s back there. But our pact still stands. I’ll tell you if anything comes up, anything you’d need to worry about.” He reached out and patted my knee. “Right now, the talks are just about gretha—who’s got it, who needs it, how we’ll get our hands on some more. Boring, right?”

      “Depends. If you’re raiding the vents again, yeah, that’s boring. If you’re going for the Dirt’s stores, I’d want to know about that.” I bared my teeth. “I just hate all this secrecy. I don’t get why they won’t use me. I spent my whole life in Echelon, both Dirt and Sky. If it’s a fight they want—”

      “I know.” Ben let out a harsh breath. “I’m on your side, okay? I’m talking you up. It’s taking time to sink in, but now everyone’s here—”

      I doubled over the dashboard, spine crackling with static. Copper pooled in my mouth—I’d bitten my tongue. I swallowed and spluttered, pounded my fist on the seat.

      “Stop. Stop here.”

      Ben slammed on the brakes and I jumped out of the truck. All my senses were jangling, all my nerves firing at once. I spun in place, wobbling, like the needle on a compass. I could feel it now, under the earth, like a part of me gone missing, calling me to itself. I lurched toward it, legs weak.

      “Here.” I dropped to my knees, scrabbling at the sand. Ben helped me dig. I could hear his teeth chattering, but I felt hot, the blood boiling in my veins. Close—I was close, and I scrabbled harder. My nails scraped something plasticky, the slick glide of vinyl. I pulled out a lead blanket and tossed it aside, plunged my hands underneath and sighed with relief. The static cut out as I closed my hands on the blasters. Ben got his arms around me before I could crumple.

      “You okay?” He pushed my hair out of my face. I followed his palm, burying my face in its coolness.

      “It’s intense,” I managed. “Opening myself up like that. Letting it all in. I think, with that blanket there—”

      “It all hit you at once?”

      I nodded. Ben was stroking me, running his fingers through my hair. It felt good, felt comforting, but with the static out of my head, other sensations were crowding in. The wind had picked up, flinging grit in my face. My shirt was plastered to my back, damp with cold sweat. My toes were numb, my fingers tingling.

      “It’s freezing out here.”

      “You’re just noticing now?” Ben’s laugh came out thin, the wind whisking it away. He draped his jacket over my shoulders. “Let’s get you back in the truck.”

      Ben grabbed the blanket, and I gathered the blasters. We piled back inside, and Ben cranked the heat. I spread my hands over the vents with a sigh. It felt good to get warm, to be out of the storm. I shook the sand from my hair and felt it trickle down my neck. Something bit me, and I slapped it off.

      “Sandfly?” Ben grimaced.

      “Ugh. They’re the worst. These sandstorms, I swear—”

      “Sandstorms?” Ben laughed. “This is barely a breeze. Once winter hits—”

      I smacked my neck again, scratched furiously. The bite had already healed, but that itch, that itch—

      “That was amazing, though.” Ben patted the blasters. “I thought I’d stump you for sure.”

      “A week ago, you would have.” An odd paranoia gripped me, and I closed my eyes tight. I quested out again, casting my senses across the desert. Stillwater’s stockpile hummed, its signal faint with distance. I groped out beyond it, past the foothills, to the mountains. Nothing called back to me, no crackle of static. I exhaled through my teeth. “We should head back,” I said. “They’ll start dinner without us.”

      “They wouldn’t dare.” Ben swung back toward Stillwater, but I gripped his arm.

      “Promise you’ll tell me, if the talks shift to Echelon.”

      Ben made a hissing sound, maybe laughter, maybe annoyance. “I promised that already. What’s wrong? Don’t you trust me?”

      I watched the sand batter the windshield and swirl off into the night. “If you had to choose—”

      “Don’t.”

      “No, but after you promised me, if your aunt made you swear—”

      “I said, don’t.” Ben slapped the steering wheel. “Either you trust me, or you don’t. I gave you my word. Now, are we good?”

      My breath caught in my throat. Ben had gone tense, the tendons standing out on his neck. He’d always been honest with me, more than I’d been with him. He’d always been honest—but he hadn’t answered my question.

      I slid my hand over anyway, till my pinky brushed his thigh.

      “We’re good,” I said. “I trust you.”
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      The secret is locked in her mind—and they’ll do anything to get it.

      Gererations 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.
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      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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