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      No one can survive outside the Dome…

      Only the Dome provides a safe haven. Inside, life is split between the rich Sky and the poor Dirt, where 1 in 10 Dirt children are selected to be injected with nanobots to withstand an Earth ravaged by toxic air and violent mutants. They are the Decemites, trained to gather resources from Outside. Their nanobots grant them a chance for a better life—though few will survive long enough to enjoy it.

      Dirt Dweller Myla wasn’t chosen to be a Decemite, but she still carries the nanobots in her blood—a secret she guards closely. When Myla’s young sister is turned into a Decemite and disappears after her first mission to the Outside, Myla will have to brave the toxic world to find her.

      The golden boy of the Decemites, Lock, becomes Myla’s unlikely companion but as they grow close, Ben, a rebel shows Myla that life Outside is so different than she could have imagined. To find her sister she’ll need to infiltrate Ben’s Outsiders, and if Lock finds out about her secret, only death awaits.
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      Life in the Dirt was a lot of things, but exciting wasn’t one of them.

      It was risky work, sure—a pack of tired kids handling volatile gas. Some of us were bound to end up stains on the ceiling. But the newbies did the grunt work, running errands, sweeping floors. By the time they hit twelve and started handling the tanks, they had two years under their belts. They knew the score. We’d go months without a bang, sometimes years. Me, I was classed high-risk, as I cracked the tanks—but my main job, my real job, was playing with stickers. That’s what I was doing the day my meter died. The day I blew my cover.

      It worked like this—the Decemites dropped the gretha canisters on the rollers, way up at Sky Station. They rattled down nine floors, going through one round of decontamination per floor, and wound up in processing smelling of bleach. For the longest time, I thought that was how Sky air smelled, all cold and shiver-sharp. I’d breathe it in and picture “sunbeams” and crack another canister, just enough to dip my test strip. My meter would flash its verdict. Thirty, fifty, ninety percent pure. I’d slap on the matching sticker—white for fuel grade, green for minor processing required, red for major. That was it, my job in its entirety—except that day, my meter died.

      I stopped my conveyor, yelled “Battery,” and waited for a runner to bring one over. That was procedure, just like if I ran out of stickers or my glove sprang a leak. I took my station at eight and stayed there till lunch, unless I wanted a demerit. Or unless my supervisor called me over, which that day, he did.

      “That’s the last one,” said Miron. He tossed me a battery and watched me swap it out. “You need to go grab another rack.”

      “Sure.” I turned to go, glad for the change of pace, but Miron wasn’t done with me. He let me get halfway to the door before he called me back.

      “Wait. Myla. Throw this out for me?” He had something in his hand, curled into his fist. We were starting to draw attention. I braced myself for the worst—an old toenail, a dead mouse—but what he dropped in my palm was a twist of wax paper wrapped around something warm. Freshly-chewed gum. I forced myself to smile.

      “Anything else, sir?”

      “No. Hurry back.”

      It’s funny how walking out with some Lofty’s chewed gum felt like victory. It’s survival, I think; we all need a win sometimes, to feel like there’s hope. Starting the race from behind—or below, as we did— not losing was our prize. That day, I didn’t lose. I didn’t flinch, cringe, or grimace, and I’ll say it. It felt good. It felt good... then I remembered I had to tramp all the way to the warehouse and all the way back. Like I said, Dirt life was boring. Working belowground was like drifting through life in a semi-hypnotic state, one repetitive task bleeding into the next like a beat with no song: test strip, meter beep, walk home, step-step. Chop veg, stir pot, chew-chew, sleep. Test strip, meter beep...

      That day, I snapped out of it.

      I was crossing the B9 catwalk, high above the factory floor, the clang of my boots on the steel mesh barely audible over the gong of empty canisters being loaded into the superheated, sterilizing autoclaves. Fans whooshed overhead and the heat rose to meet me, suffocating in its intensity. I didn’t break stride. I stayed locked in my beat till a scream wrenched me out of it—an awful, raw scream that made my ears hurt.

      I ran to the railing. All was chaos below, running shapes scattering in all directions. A blast door slammed. An alarm blared to life. That scream came again and I picked out a lone shape left behind, some kid sprawled on the floor. He forced himself to his knees, lurched forward, and collapsed again. His image swam and buckled, distorted by the heat. I realized I was panting, and in that moment, it clicked: The main autoclave had burst its lock. It stood open and roaring, white heat scorching from its chamber. I could feel it where I stood, through the soles of my boots.

      “Hey!” I called out, but the alarm swallowed my shout. I stomped on the catwalk and the kid flopped on his back. I couldn’t tell if he saw me, but I tried again all the same. “You gotta move. C’mon, get out of there!”

      His sleeve caught fire, just whoosh, and up it went. I didn’t hesitate. I flew over the railing, and in that instant before I dropped, two thoughts flashed through my head: First, I still had Miron’s gum. Second, if anyone saw me—

      I hit the ground running, the shock of the twenty-foot drop barely registering. I attacked the flames, choking on the stench of burning wool. The guy’s name tag took light and burned away. The letters glowed white as they went—Greg, his name was, then re, then nothing. Sparks danced in his eyes as he passed out. I wasn’t aware of pain, or of the strain on my muscles as I lifted Greg like a ragdoll and flung him over my shoulder. I barely noticed my fingernail peeling back as I wrenched a locked door off its hinges. All I felt was the spit drying on my tongue and electricity in my veins, a sense of life so intoxicating it was like a second birth, opening my eyes on a sharp new world.

      I left Greg in a coffee-smelling break room, tucking someone’s coat under his head, and turned back the way I’d come. I smashed the emergency box as I raced by, glass tinkling to the floor as I yanked the fire blanket free. It crackled as I pulled it over my head, streamed out behind me as I ran. The heat was like a living presence in the room, a physical force fighting me off. I fought back through a red world of fire. My shoelaces ignited, then my cuffs. Girders glowed above me, bowing in the heat. The autoclave was a white, shuddering hulk at the center of the blaze. Its door hung open, twelve hundred pounds of solid steel glowing in the heat.

      I took hold of the door and the pain finally registered. My palms seared to the metal, sizzling like bacon. I put my shoulder to the task and felt the skin bubble. I smelled roasting pork, and when I screamed, I could taste it. My own voice filled my head, then the shriek of grinding metal as the door began to move. Hot wind gusted past me, snapping my blanket like a flag. My eyelashes singed to nothing. Blisters rose across my cheeks. Flames danced and died on my jacket, and I choked on a chemical fog—the cheap fireproof spray burning off.

      I hunched up my shoulders and summoned all the strength I had. I felt that electricity again, coursing through me and out of me like a current. The muscles bunched in my thighs. I growled and surged forward. The door clanged shut, and the temperature began to drop. I lowered to my knees, each breath coming easier than the last as my nanobots repaired my scorched lungs.

      My nanobots. I tasted copper and spat. They weren’t mine, not really. I hadn’t earned them, and if I was caught with them, I’d be sunk. I glanced at the catwalk, but it was empty. Thirty seconds I needed, sixty tops, and my injuries would heal over, at least to the point I could walk. At least to the point they’d go unnoticed.

      My skin crawled as my burns knit over, sending shivers down my spine. I licked my lips, feeling the blisters burst and heal. A shout rose in the distance, and I knew my time was up. The fire was still raging, a forklift blazing away. The air was unbreathable, full of smoke and soot. I couldn’t be found here completely unharmed. No lie would save me from that.

      I heaved myself upright and took off running. I had time. Miron wouldn’t miss me if I ran. I could cut through the mess hall, grab the batteries, and be back by—

      I stopped dead at the emergency stairs, recoiling from my reflection in the door. My face was black with soot and ash. My jacket was ruined, zip melted, cuffs and collar burned away. I couldn’t be seen like this. Miron wouldn’t guess what I’d done—the idea of leaping into a fire to save a life would be as foreign to him as an outhouse—but he could still make my life plenty miserable. Dock me a week’s pay. Bust me down to runner. I’d be on ten tokens a week, a child’s wage, and then...

      I fought down my panic, nails digging into my palms. Now wasn’t the time to lose my head. All I needed was—I just needed to cover up. I darted back to the break room and found Greg still out cold, his head softly pillowed on that crumpled-up coat. With a whispered apology, I liberated the garment and lowered his head to the tile.

      It was quite a sensation, shrugging into that coat. The fabric was old and sheep-soft, veteran of a thousand washes, and still it scratched my new skin, irritating my wrists and down the back of my neck. I dug my hands into the pockets and gasped at the cellophane crinkle of a cigarette packet. It felt almost alive, the way it slid against my freshly-healed palm. Even the smell was overwhelming, someone else’s shampoo, the tang of their sweat. I breathed it in deeply as I buttoned myself down, wondering who they were, if they had another coat. If I could return this one, without—

      “How did you do that?”

      “What?” I stopped what I was doing, the breath catching in my throat.

      “You. How did you do that?” Greg had raised himself on one elbow and was regarding me with something like awe.

      “I didn’t do anything. Whatever you think you saw—”

      “You were on fire.” He coughed, wiped his mouth, and leaned forward. “I saw you. You were burning. You were...beautiful. But I thought—”

      I glanced over my shoulder. It was a straight shot to the factory floor, across the hall and out the door. He’d seen it all—my fiery battle, my miraculous recovery. “You were hallucinating,” I said. I knelt and put my hand to his forehead. “You’re feverish. It’s normal, after a shock. You can see things that aren’t there, confuse dreams with reality.”

      Greg shook his head, eyes dull with pain and confusion. “I’ve never had a dream that real. Your hair was, like, streaming out, all on fire...”

      I laughed. Maybe he had been half-dreaming. “Well, if that were true, I’d be bald.”

      “You’re not bald,” said Greg. “You have nice hair. Like the sun.”

      “As if you’ve seen the sun.” I pulled down my sleeves and straightened up. “Look, I’ve got to get back. I’m on shift, and my supervisor’ll kill me if I don’t get back. I just heard the sirens and came to check on everyone, but you’re fine, so I—”

      “Don’t go.” Greg reached for me, then yelped as his burned arm brushed his side. He fell back, breathing hard. Somewhere above us, a door slammed open. I knelt and tried to catch his eye.

      “Greg.”

      He moaned, barely conscious. I slapped him, not hard, just enough to force his eyes open. He needed to hear this.

      “Greg.”

      “What?”

      “What you said before, about me being on fire.” I leaned in, lowering my voice as boots thundered down the stairs. “You can’t repeat that to anyone, okay? Anyone asks what I was doing—”

      “You heard the sirens.” Greg coughed again and winced. “You came down, then you...then you...”

      “That’s good. You’ve got it. Don’t try to talk.” I smoothed the hair back from his face. It felt soft and slightly greasy. Something was stuck in it, something mint-green and melted. A profound sense of unreality swept over me as I realized it was gum. Greg smiled, oblivious.

      “What’s your—”

      The emergency door flew open and the containment team rushed in. The firefighters raced past us, their hose slapping on the tile. I heard hissing and smelled bromine as they turned on the spray. One of the medics spotted Greg and called for a stretcher. The other knelt by him and I slipped past, backing toward the stairs. My high was wearing off, that bright rush I’d felt as I sprang into action, and all I could think about was making my escape.

      “Myla? Why are you here? You’re out of bounds.”

      I turned to find Miron in the doorway, lips pursed in disapproval. It occurred to me I could tear that frown off his face. Make him sorry. The thought didn’t feel like my own. I squashed it down, sickened, and lowered my head.

      “I just heard the sirens. I thought...”

      “What? You thought what?” Miron made a tutting sound. “You thought you’d bop down here, no training, no protective gear, and…what did you do?”

      I gave the only answer I could. “Nothing.”

      “Exactly.” His expression turned triumphant. “You did nothing but get in the way, and I don’t suppose you picked up those batteries.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Well, hop to it, then. And wash your face.” He nudged me toward the stairs, and instead of resentment, I felt relief. He didn’t know. He hadn’t seen. No one had, maybe. They’d all run when the autoclave blew, holed up behind the blast doors. Only Greg could betray me, and I didn’t think he would. I’d saved him, after all. From certain death. No way he’d snitch after that.

      I paused at the top of the stairs to collect myself. My high had worn off, and I’d broken out in a cold sweat. A flash of gold caught my eye as I wiped it away: The coat I had stolen was identical to my own, except someone had sewn a smiley face to the cuff.

      I found myself smiling back.
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      It hit me on the catwalk, how close I’d come to blowing it all.

      I don’t know what triggered the realization—the containment team swarming below, the forklift operator glancing my way, eyes passing over me without recognition—but the reality of it nearly knocked me off my feet. Anyone could’ve seen me fly over that railing: a watchman on patrol, another kid going for batteries. Even the containment team, had they come this way. They’d have seen me on fire, shoulder to the metal as I moved a door I should never have been able to budge—and they’d have seen me walk away. Watched my burns fade to nothing. They’d have known what I was. What I couldn’t be.

      I clung to the rail and let it wash over me, a staggering mix of pride and terror, elation and guilt. I’d flown and burned and snatched life from the jaws of death. I’d risked everything I had—my job, my life, my family.

      My family.

      I ducked my head and ran. No one gave chase but my own paranoia. I blundered through the rest of my shift, my Dirt-beat gone haywire—test strip, meter beep, head down. Miron’s looking. I heard boots in the hall and didn’t breathe till they’d passed by. The PA squawked to life and I choked on my own spit, dreading a summons that never arrived. My shift ended and I changed out of my work clothes, and nobody came. I was free.

      Walking home along the Banks, it could’ve been any day, the gurgling of water in the reservoir, my boots going krch-krch in the sand. Mom would be home by now, sleeping off her shift. Dad would’ve just left for his. My sister would be sweating her way through Decemite training, earning us all a better life. Had I been caught—

      I stopped, looking out over the water. The reservoir lay black as tar, stretching into darkness. Had I been caught, there was no mystery to the consequences. My parents had sheltered me, knowing what I was. They’d have died for it. Ona, too valuable to sacrifice, would have served out her Decemite term, only to be “lost” on her final foray. You broke the rules, you paid the price.

      “Hey! Look out!” A frantic shout scattered my thoughts. I whirled to find a bike careening straight for me, a white-knuckled tyke at the handlebars. He looked all of ten years old. I could’ve caught him easy enough, lifted him free without a thought, but only a Decemite should have those kinds of reflexes. Me, I jumped back, boots splashing in the water. The kid wobbled, screamed, and went flying, sailing gracefully into the reservoir. I waited for him to surface and held out my hand.

      “You okay?”

      He gave a sheepish nod. “I just got my shots. I never knew it’d be so... like, I just started pedaling and took off.”

      “New Decemite, huh? Happy birthday.” I took off my coat and used it to towel him off. “My sister was the same, tried to open a pickle jar and smashed it to bits.”

      “Does she still do that now?”

      “Not usually.” I winked. “You have to act like it’s a secret. Like no one can know you could throw them like a pillow. You’ll know you’re doing it right if it feels like you’re barely trying, like a tenth of the effort you’d need.”

      “Like everything’s tiptoe?”

      “Exactly.” I covered my grimace with a laugh. That was how it felt, like tiptoeing through life, always still, always quiet, hiding my ill-gotten strength. This kid had to hold himself back to keep his bike out of the lake. For me, though, it was life and death. No one could know. Ever. Or else. I righted the kid’s bike with a grunt and flipped the headlamp on and off. “Looks like it still works. Want to try again?”

      “Yeah.” He hopped on the seat and lurched forward, slammed on the brakes, and tried again. I shot him the thumbs-up as he tapped the pedals and coasted off. He seemed sweet, which was good. Ten-year-olds with the strength of ten men, you heard stories. Legendary tantrums. Parents crashing through walls. But this one, I thought he’d be okay. Everything tiptoe. That was smart.

      I shook the water out of my boots and kept walking, remembering my own Selection. I was sure I’d be picked, excited. Ready to step out of the shadows. I floated through the physical at an amble and still smoked the other kids. I thought I aced the psych. I checked all the sane answers: Yeah, I’d sacrifice my mission to save a teammate. No, I wouldn’t ignore a mysterious cry for help. Ona would’ve checked the same. She’d never leave a friend, or even a stranger. It must’ve been the weird questions that tripped me up, the ones I took for filler—Which is more important, truth or loyalty? Do you prefer to think on the fly or follow a plan? Do you like dogs or cats? I’d put “dogs” for that one. I wondered if it mattered.

      Ona was waiting for me when I got to our block, camped out in the rock garden by herself. Well, rock garden—it was more of a rock pile, but that’s what they called it when we moved in, like the reservoir was a lake and our quarters were suites. I realized Ona was sleeping, listing to one side. She looked bad, tired and wan, dark circles fading under her eyes. Her nanobots would take care of those, but not as fast as mine.

      “Quit staring.”

      “I thought you were asleep.” I dug in my pocket for the energy bar I always brought her and found cigarettes instead. “Long day’s training?”

      “Last day’s training.” She sat up, stretched, and grinned. “I heard you had an eventful day.”

      My heart turned over. “What? When? From who?”

      “I don’t know, everyone? Miron saw you flirting with some factory boy.”

      “I was not.” I stalked off, fury reddening my ears. Where did Miron get off dragging me—greasy, gum-snapping Miron, who couldn’t get kissed if his lips were made of candy?

      “Hey, come on.” Ona followed me up the steps, seeming to draw energy from my anger. “It’s just gossip. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Maybe not to him.” I let myself in and kicked off my boots. I wanted to kick the wall, maybe put a hole in it. “I don’t get it. He’s already won. He gets ice cream. Fresh air. Actual sunlight. He lives in a glass tower—I heard clouds actually form. Like, they go up so high they get clouds around their tops. I can’t even picture that, and you know what he does, his idea of fun? You know what he did, just today?” I took off my coat and tossed it on the couch. “He gave me his nasty chewed gum. Put it right in my hand. What do you say to that?”

      Ona sat down, chair scraping the floor. “I say... what flavor?”

      I turned on her, fuming, and just as quickly caught the giggles. Laughter burst from my throat, though I tried to bite it back.

      “He’s no one up there,” Ona said. She watched as I scrubbed my hands clean. “I mean, there’s Lofties and Lofties. The ones working down here, they’re like... loser Lofties. Dirtheels, they call them, because they’re half up in Sky, half down with us.”

      “Down with me.” I shook my hands dry and counted out potatoes, three for her, two for me. “You’ll be up there yourself, starting tomorrow.”

      “Outside isn’t Sky.” Ona looked away, but not before I saw it, that familiar flash of pity. My anger flared again, just as familiar. It was petty, but it hurt, her a Decemite—one of ten Selected from her year, flaunting her strength, loud and proud—me a nobody, slapping on stickers and ditching Lofties’ gum. Was this to be my life, hiding my nature like a crime?

      “Something else happened today,” I said, knowing I shouldn’t. “Something in the factory.”

      “What, the explosion?” Ona looked bored. “I heard about that. No one died.”

      “Because of me.” My stomach turned over, but I couldn’t help but smile. That ember inside me took light again, popping and sparking in my chest. “That factory boy I was flirting with? I saved his life.” It felt good to say it, but my pulse raced as Ona’s eyes went wide. I gripped my potato peeler tighter, nerves warring with excitement as I pressed on. “You should’ve seen it. The big autoclave blew its lock. Flames were pouring out. The whole room was red, the concrete, the metal, everything on fire. He’d have burned to a crisp, but I grabbed him. Carried him out. His name was Greg. He said I—”

      Ona slapped the table. “Why would you do that?”

      “So he wouldn’t die?”

      “No. I mean why would you do that?” She grabbed my potato peeler and held it out of reach. “Stop peeling and listen. What if he tells? What if someone saw?”

      “He won’t, and they didn’t.” I shook Ona off, not wanting to revisit my paranoia. This was my moment, maybe the only one I’d get, and I wanted to share it with my sister. “You’ll be up there tomorrow,” I said. “The gretha harvest, that’s everything. There’s no Echelon without you, no Dirt, no Sky. You’ll never have to ask yourself, did I do all I could? But for me, with these powers—what’s the use having them if they don’t help anyone?”

      “Everyone has their—”

      “No.” I stood up so fast my chair hit the wall. “If you can save someone and you don’t, isn’t that murder?”

      “What about our lives?” Ona came for me, backing me into the stove. For the first time in our lives, I thought she might hit me—and she did, just not with her fists. “This is my family,” she hissed. “Not yours. Not really. You get my folks killed, I’ll—I—”

      “Ona!” Her image doubled as my eyes swam with tears. The words, her rejection, burned worse than the fire had. Part of me wanted to yell at her, demand she take it back. But she was my little sister, and she was scared. I caught her by the arms and pulled her close. “I’m sorry. I am. I just saw him down there, and I couldn’t walk away. Tell me you could have. You couldn’t.”

      She trembled against me. I held her tighter.

      “I’d die before I’d hurt you,” I promised. “You know I would.”

      “I know.” Ona hugged me back. “I’m sorry too. What I said about our parents... you know I didn’t mean that.”

      I nodded, blinking hard. “I know. Just like you know you’re my everything. You, Mom and Dad, you’re my family.” A sob caught in my throat, and I swallowed. “I’m jealous. It’s true. I won’t deny it. But I swear to you, when I say I’d give anything to take your place, that’s not why. You push yourself harder than anyone. I’m scared you’ll burn out.”

      Ona snorted, and we were back on familiar ground. “I won’t. See? I’m fine.” She sniffed and stepped back. “Come on. Those potatoes won’t peel themselves.”

      “Promise you’ll take care of yourself.”

      “Potatoes.” Ona slapped the peeler into my palm, hard enough to sting. “Look, things are how they are. Let’s not make a meal of it.” She went to the fridge, a luxury reserved for families with a Decemite, and retrieved a bunch of carrots. I opened my mouth, then closed it again. I’d known Ona all her life, and when she was done with a subject, she was done.

      That night, I lay awake. I heard the swing shift come home and a scuffle in the hall. A dog barked, probably the Grants’. Dogs were rare in the Dirt. Most families had cats, the ones that kept pets at all. Dogs caught the cough, or went crazy with sundrought. They ran till their hearts gave out, searching for the light. Some people did, too, but not many. Not anymore.

      I listened for Ona, for three knocks on our shared wall. I hadn’t heard those knocks in years, but tonight, I thought I might. Tomorrow, my sister would ride to Sky Station and venture Outside. She’d come back with tanks full of gretha to be tested and processed and converted to power. She’d come back a hero, revered for her service, but she’d come back changed. They all did, one way or another. Some became cold, some angry. Some stared right through you into forever. I wanted her to know I’d still be proud. She’d still be my Ona, no matter what.

      I got up and retrieved my stolen coat. It took a while in the dark, but I picked the smiley face off the sleeve and threaded it onto a bracelet. I’d give it to Ona before she left, a sort of good luck charm. It was the least I could do after spoiling her last night.

      I fell asleep just before dawn, clutching my offering.

      When I woke, Ona was gone.
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      I once heard this joke—a stupid one, but here goes. If I knew I had one hour to live, I’d spend it at work. Where else can one hour last forever?

      Ten twenty-five, and a fresh batch of tanks hit the conveyor, blue-capped to mark them as C-team’s. Not Ona’s. I cracked the first one and dipped my test strip. My meter flashed red. I peeled a sticker off the roll, slapped it on, and checked the time. Still ten twenty-five.

      Ten thirty, and Miron stood behind me. He breathed in my ear as I tagged three more tanks. I could smell his gum, spearmint, and his breakfast underneath. He grunted and moved on. It was ten thirty, still, then ten thirty-one.

      Ten thirty-one.

      Ten thirty…one, and I willed myself not to look. Watched pots, and all that. Ona was fine. She knew what she was doing. I dipped my hand in my pocket and touched my smiley bracelet.

      Lunch rolled around, and I didn’t eat. Desperate for distraction, I went straight past the mess hall and down a floor, to the coffee-smelling break room where I’d sat with Greg. This time, it wasn’t empty. Two women stood sipping coffee, one my age, one Gran’s. The older one frowned and licked her lips.

      “You lost?”

      I shook my head. “I just wondered, do you know Greg?”

      The younger girl stepped forward—Yulia, her nametag read. “I do. He’s my boyfriend.” Her eyes narrowed. “Is that his coat?”

      I looked down at myself. “It might be. I took it yesterday. I was—” I stopped talking. I hadn’t prepared a lie. I grabbed my bracelet from the pocket and shimmied out of Greg’s coat. “I just came to see if he’s okay. And to return this.”

      Yulia snatched Greg’s coat. She folded it over her arm and scowled. “What happened to the decal?”

      “The what?”

      “Mr. Sunshine on the sleeve. I gave him that.”

      “Oh. Sorry, I didn’t realize.” I held out the bracelet. She looked at it, looked at me, and scoffed.

      “You’re the one who stayed with him, right?”

      I nodded, relieved. If that was all she knew, he hadn’t told.

      “Then you keep that. But you gotta go. We’ll get docked too if you’re caught down here.”

      “But Greg, he’s okay, right?” I clutched Ona’s bracelet as though her fate depended on Greg’s.

      “He’s fine, just some surface burns. He’ll be back on the floor by next week.” Yulia smiled, but she was already crowding me out the door, steering me toward the stairs. “Look, we’re all kicking in so his family can eat. Ten tokens each. Are you in?”

      “I’ll sign over today’s pay.”

      “Perfect. Now, shoo.” Yulia flapped her hand at me. I took the hint, hurrying back to my zone.

      Lunch ended, twelve thirty, and I resumed my post. Two more deliveries came in, red for A-team, green for D. Ona was E, which she said was lucky. E was for Echelon, Dirt, Sky and all. That meant she’d always come home. I’d assumed she came up with that so I wouldn’t worry, but as I stood watching the chute, I wondered if she’d been talking to me at all. E is for home—maybe that was her mantra.

      It was two fifty-four when I saw that E-team yellow, three hours from shift change, but I couldn’t wait. Miron had his back to me, checking E-team’s manifest. I dove for the door and took off down the hall, past intake, past records, and straight up the stairs. I took the steps four at a time, nearly flying, all the way to Sky Station. I was so out of bounds no excuse could hope to cover it, but I couldn’t be the only one. I couldn’t be the first family member to make the climb, desperate to see a sister or daughter or brother or son home safe from their first trip Outside.

      I couldn’t have described Sky Station, after that first glimpse. I stepped out into light as bright as a gas flame and was surrounded by strange shapes and sharp edges. I heard a hydraulic whine and turned just in time to watch a round door spin open. The Decemites emerged, still steaming from decon, the cool smell of bleach reaching me before they did. The first of them lifted his mask and regarded me with puzzlement. I hardly noticed. The rest of them filed in, four in all, and I waited for the fifth. It was five to a team. Always five.

      “Ona?” I peered from mask to mask, searching for my sister. This was E-team, no question, yellow blazes on their pauldrons.

      “You don’t belong here.” Another boy pulled off his mask, eyes red from the bleach. He wiped at them, frowning. “You have to go back.”

      “Where’s Ona? Ona Hyde?” I rose up on tiptoe, trying to spot her. A black-haired girl glowered back at me, raccoon-eyed with exhaustion. They’d all unmasked now, but none of them were Ona. I dodged Mr. Red-Eyes, heading for the security lock.

      “You can’t go in there.” He pulled me back. I jerked, nearly throwing him off, and caught myself just in time.

      “Where’s Ona? Wasn’t she with you?”

      “She didn’t make it,” said Raccoon-Eyes. “She—”

      “That’ll do.” Another girl stepped forward, older, all business. I knew her, Maura Ingall. She’d babysat me, way back when. She looked me up and down, seemed to decide on something, and nodded to herself. “We won’t report you, but you have to go back now. We’ve told you all we can.”

      My chest felt tight, so tight I couldn’t breathe. That electricity was back, flooding my veins. I tasted copper, smelled blood. My calf muscles tensed like I wanted to run. I didn’t move. I swallowed hard. My voice came out rough, hardly sounding like my own.

      “You left her out there? Is she dead?”

      “Your family will get a—”

      “Is she dead?”

      The security lock whooshed open, releasing a fresh cloud of vapor. The bleach stung my eyes. I ignored it. Two more Decemites strode out, both flashing A-team red. The taller one took off his mask.

      “What’s going on out here?”

      “That’s Ona’s sister,” said someone.

      “She knew what she signed up for.” He hitched his mask to his belt and pushed his hair out of his face. I’d seen him around—Samson, the idiot, with his fake Lofty accent. My lip pulled up in a snarl.

      “Where is she? Is she dead?”

      Samson looked through me like I wasn’t there. “E-team, remember your oath. One word out of any of you, and you know what happens.”

      Something crumbled inside me, a physical sense of collapse. My heart hurt as though someone was squeezing it. The air seemed to evaporate from my lungs. I thought I might cry, but my eyes were like sandpaper, so dry I couldn’t blink.

      “It was only her first mission,” I said. “How does that happen? Everyone comes back from their—”

      “Well, she didn’t.” Samson scratched his nose. The gesture infuriated me. It felt vulgar, somehow, disrespectful. I took a step forward, then another. Samson cocked a brow. “Look, I know it’s hard to take. We’ve all lost people, okay?” His tone was brisk, businesslike. “They get careless, they don’t train hard enough, they get left behind. It’s not fair, but you—”

      My vision went white. My ears filled with static. I wasn’t aware of moving, but I must have—suddenly, I was struggling, both arms pinned behind my back, a quiet voice murmuring in my ear.

      “I’m sorry. I really am. Samson’s just—”

      “Sorry?” I didn’t even look to see who was holding me. I just lunged without strength, limbs heavy as lead. I couldn’t fight, not really. Not without giving myself away. Even furious and heartbroken, I couldn’t forget that. “She’s my sister. I have the right to know how she—how she—” I couldn’t say it.

      Samson sneered. That quiet voice came again, vaguely familiar—“Don’t worry about him.”

      I turned around, freeing my arms. Samson’s companion looked tired, gray eyes red-rimmed from the bleach. His black hair hung limp in his face. I reached for him, needing him to listen. “You tell me, then. Why isn’t my sister coming home?”

      “I would if I could.” He let out a harsh breath. “We’re not allowed to talk about it, but look. There’ll be a report, and a bonus for your family. I’ll make sure that happens quick. You’ll get some answers, at least.”

      That collapse came again, like a cathedral toppling inside me. So this was despair, how it felt to lose everything. “I’ve seen those reports,” I said. “They don’t tell you anything.”

      He just looked at me, maybe waiting for me to leave. I fished for a way in.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Lock Powell. You can give that to your section chief. Tell ‘em I said ‘step on it’.”

      “Lock Powell.” Another spire fell, rose windows imploding. I knew Lock. We’d got along okay before his Selection. Before his family moved districts. He’d shared sweets with me once, stolen from some Lofty. Now, he was an Echelon legend, the Decemites’ golden boy, less than a year from Ascension. It was rare for a Decemite to last that long, get that close to the prize at the end. He’d never break ranks, not so close to his reward. I closed my eyes, weary beyond belief. “I’d abandon a mission to save a teammate: true or false?”

      Lock’s brows drew together. “What?”

      “On your psych exam. You checked false, didn’t you?” My voice hitched, threatening to crack. “That was the answer they wanted, wasn’t it? False?”

      Lock opened his mouth, but I didn’t want to hear his answer. I turned and fled, slamming into Samson as I went. He shouted, but I didn’t break stride. I plunged into blackness, blind from the Sky glare, and hurtled down the stairs. I nearly fell twice, and almost wished I had. Ona was gone, and she wasn’t coming back.

      I stopped at the bottom of the stairs and pressed my arm to my mouth. Ona was gone, but Mom and Dad weren’t. They’d be waiting with carrot cake, Ona’s favorite, bought with a week’s worth of tokens. But I’d walk in instead, full of heartbreak and rubble, and where could we go from here?

      I screamed into my sleeve till my throat was raw.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Mom’s eyes swam, but no tears fell. Dad moved to hold her, but she pushed him away. He turned to me, ashen-faced, and asked, “Are you sure?”

      I bobbed my head sharply. I couldn’t bear to meet his eye.

      Mom went to the window and looked out. “I invited her friends,” she said. “Someone will have to tell them. Myla, put the cake away.”

      I did as she said, covering the plate with wax paper and stowing it in the fridge. I wanted to disappear. I knew what I’d be thinking in her place—it should never have been Ona. Just standing there felt like rubbing it in her face, me with all Ona’s strength and none of her responsibilities. Me, who should’ve gone in Ona’s place. If I’d been Selected, she’d have been exempt. Surely, Mom had considered that when she and Dad took me in—a child with the powers of a Decemite, natural-born. I should’ve been Ona’s shield.

      “I should go,” I said.

      “What, back to work?” Dad jerked like I’d slapped him. “No. Stay. We should all be together.”

      Dad was in my seat, so I took Ona’s. Mom stayed standing, watching out the window. I searched the hollow inside me for something to say.

      “Her first mission,” said Mom. “It doesn’t seem...” She left the thought unfinished. I nodded anyway. It didn’t seem real. Last night, we’d fought, then made peace. We’d peeled carrots together, Ona mostly eating hers, mine going in the pot. We’d talked about nothing, same as any night. I felt for the bracelet in my pocket, Ona’s lucky charm I hadn’t given her.

      “She could still be alive,” I said. Dad’s eyes narrowed.

      “Myla.”

      “She could.” I rubbed my thumb over the embroidered smile. “They never said she was dead. And you hear on the news every night, mutant attacks, gretha flares—Decemites die all the time. They’d have said if she—”

      “Myla.”

      “What? They said she was lost. She didn’t make it. Lost isn’t dead. She could still—”

      “Stop it.” Mom turned around, tears flowing at last. “If she’s alive, she’s alone out there. My little girl, lost and cold. She has no food or water, and nowhere to sleep. Don’t you see that’s not hope?”

      “It could be, if we don’t give up.” I turned to Dad. “They said lost. They could find her, or she could find them. If she’s still near the Dome—”

      “Come and help with the water.”

      “What?”

      “We need water for the wash.” Dad heaved himself up and grabbed a bucket from the shelf. I took the other and followed him outside. He made his way to the waterside, but he didn’t fill his bucket. “You can’t talk like that,” he said. “Not in front of your mother.”

      “Why not?”

      Dad dropped his bucket and rubbed the bridge of his nose. I’d never seen him look so tired. “All this talk of hope, and you being... how you are, she’s afraid she’ll lose you too.”

      “You didn’t hear them, though.” I grabbed his sleeve without thinking, the way I did when I was little. When I needed him to listen. “They were hiding something. If she is out there—”

      “That’s just how they talk,” said Dad. “It’s their oath, all that secrecy. They can’t give you a straight answer. Promise me you’ll let it go.”

      I stared at my boots. This was Ona. I couldn’t promise that.

      “Then go see your grandmother. Maybe she’ll talk some sense into you.” He gave me a gentle push. “Go.”

      “What about the water?”

      Dad looked out over the reservoir and shook his head. “I don’t think we’ll be doing much wash today. Don’t think we’ll have the heart.”
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        * * *

      

      Grandma Abrial’s place was what I used to think Sky was like, studded with color and swimming with light. Fine rugs adorned the walls, each woven by Gran herself. Tiny bottles crowded every shelf, some filled with crushed glass, some with bright dyes. Candles burned in glass globes, setting the place sparkling. To someone who’d never seen one, it felt like stepping into a starry sky. I checked for boots before entering, in case she had a customer, but her welcome mat was bare.

      “Gran?” I stepped out of my own boots and slipped inside, mindful not to let her cat out.

      “That you, sweetheart? Find a cushion and sit down.”

      I did as she said, perching myself on a fat velvet pillow. Gran’s cards were still out, face-up from her last reading, and I gathered them into their pouch. I could hear her in the kitchen, humming as she tended to something on the stove.

      “Ona didn’t come home,” I said, unsure she could hear me. “Mom’s just given up, and Dad...”

      “Oh, Myla.” Gran emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray, no cookies today, just her old yellow teapot. She elbowed her cards to the edge of the table and set it down, then came round to my side. For a long time, she just held me, rocking me gently. I couldn’t cry, but I closed my eyes tight, leaning into her warmth. Her embrace felt like home to me, all soft and fragrant with spices—ginger and cloves from the jam she sold, tallow and smoke from the candles. I’d often wondered, as a tot, if my real mother had hugged like that, like she had all day. I’d searched Gran’s face for the ghost of hers, never knowing if I’d found it. I shivered when she let me go and hugged myself.

      “Now, drink your tea,” she said. “Tell me what happened.”

      I told her, starting from yesterday, and my vault over the railing. I described my fight with Ona, the words sticking in my throat. Gran listened patiently, warming her hands on her teacup.

      “Nobody’s looking for her.” I plucked at my sleeve, working at a loose thread. “Those Decemites, they’ve given up on her. Like she deserved what she got.”

      “And you want to go after her.” Gran nudged my teacup toward me. I took an obedient sip.

      “I can’t, can I? I’m not sure she’d even want me to. You should’ve seen her last night, when I told her what I did. I thought she’d be proud, but it was like...” I pressed my lips together. It hurt too much to say how she’d put me in my place. “She wouldn’t forgive me if I was exposed. If I got her parents killed. I wouldn’t, either.” Shame welled inside of me, souring my guts. “I can’t be the reason all my parents died.”

      “Myla, no.” Gran reached out and grabbed my hands. I couldn’t breathe. “None of your parents thought that, not the ones you were born to and not the ones raising you.” She squeezed tighter. “Their only nightmare is something happening to you.”

      I squinched my eyes shut, but the tears slipped through anyway. “Something has happened to Ona.”

      “The Dome takes so many of our children and gives so little back.” Her voice cracked, and I knew she was thinking of my mother. A great sadness rose in me for the parents I’d never known.

      “Don’t tell me that’s just how it is.” I sniffed and sat back, wiping my eyes. “I can’t just keep going, never knowing what happened to her. If I could’ve saved her.”

      “Why don’t we see what the cards have to say?” Gran handed me a handkerchief and rocked back on her heels. I dabbed at my eyes as she shuffled the cards, the same deck she’d been using since I could remember. The gold foil had worn off their backs, but she said that just made them more magical. They gave up a little of themselves and took in a little of us, and with each generation, grew wiser.

      “Cut the deck.”

      I split the deck into two and handed Gran back the cards. She laid out five, three face down, two face up.

      “The Miner.” She tapped the first card. That one had scared me as a child, the hollow-eyed man with the lamp on his head, his pickaxe held aloft. Now, she turned it to face me with a smile. “This card is your present. You stand in the dark with two paths before you. Either way you choose, the consequences are yours to bear.”

      “A choice. In the Dirt!” I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Gran tsked at me.

      “My daughter had a choice. She chose to have you.”

      And look where that got her.

      Gran shot me a sharp look, as though I’d spoken aloud. She tapped the card again. “The child of two Decemites, forbidden by law and nature. There were others, you know, before you.”

      I blinked, surprised. I hadn’t heard this before. “Others? What happened to them?”

      “The babies all died,” said Gran, “shortly after their birth. But you thrived against all odds, born at six months in the womb, so small you fit in my palm. A little bird, and look at you now.” She tapped on the next card. “The Seed. That’s your heart’s desire.”

      “My heart’s desire? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Of course it does. Don’t you see?” She poured me more tea and pushed it at me. “You were too small to live, but you grew. The Decemites passed you over, and you saved a man’s life. What’s the aim of a seed?”

      “To grow into a salad?”

      Gran pressed her lips together. “To reach the sun.” She turned over the next card without looking. It wasn’t the Sun, but the Moon. I stared at it, wondering if the moon really looked like that, a pale silver disc in the black. It reminded me of Sky Station, and that round door to nowhere.

      “Does that mean I don’t get my heart’s desire?”

      “It means you’ve yet to discover it.” She traced the shape of the moon with her nail. “You’re afraid and you’re angry. You see what you’ve lost, but not what you stand to gain.”

      I frowned. “There’s just one thing I want, and that’s Ona home safe.” I flipped the next two cards myself, the Lake and the Gate. “These are pictures on cardboard. They can’t bring her back.” A tiredness washed over me, the urge to lie down and sleep. No one came back, that was the thing, not once they were lost. There were no surprise returns, two days later. They came back with their group or not at all. And it wasn’t just Decemites. You’d get used to a face, and then it was gone—your gossiping neighbor, the kid who swept your block. Sometimes you heard something—they’d moved to other postings, they’d caught the cough—but mostly you didn’t, and life went on. I turned to Gran. “Remember my fifth birthday? That man in the square?”

      I could see she remembered by the way she flinched. She’d tried to shield my eyes, but I’d watched him get dragged away. I’d seen the crowd turn their backs on him and heard his cries for help. He’d pissed his pants, and that had scared me, a grown man doing that.

      “You told me he broke the rules,” I said. “And he had to die.”

      “I always regretted that.” She sipped her tea and sniffed. “Not that I told you. You had to know. But the way it happened, a thing like that... you shouldn’t have had to see that at your age.”

      “You said my parents broke the rules, too.” I pulled the Lake card toward me and stared at it. It reminded me of the reservoir, flat and black. “You said they were so much in love it was worth dying for.”

      “I said you were worth dying for. But they were lost on a mission. You know that.” She took back the Lake and slipped it in the deck.

      “Wasn’t that one my future?”

      “It was,” said Gran, “but not now.”

      “Why not?”

      She looked at me, long and hard. “Because you don’t believe you have one.” I opened my mouth to protest, but she waved me to silence. “You live by your choices. You’re convinced you have none. But your parents did—all four of them—and they all chose you.”

      I felt a twinge deep inside me, where I thought I’d crumbled to dust, a faint surge of warmth in my chest. My eyes prickled and I looked away, but Gran kept talking.

      “Echelon makes us believe we have one path, but we’re always free to leave it. We just have to bear the consequences if we do.” She pushed my last card at me, the Gate. I’d never much liked that one either, thick black bars, crudely drawn. “Prison or protection—which do you see?”

      I saw prison. Of course I did. I’d lived in one all my life. People forgot that sometimes, how the Dirt was a prison way back when, but all you had to do to remember was visit the old blocks. The doors all still locked from the outside, even people’s homes. Gran said it was easier that way, easier for the first Lofties, knowing the Dirt was full of criminals. Knowing we’d earned this life. Now, it didn’t matter. This was just how it was, how it had always been. Their birthright the Sky, ours this. I licked my lips.

      “Could I ask you a question?”

      “You just did.”

      I reached for the teapot, but we were out. “If you could go back in time, would you try to stop my mom?”

      Gran pursed her lips. “I hope you’re not asking if I’d try to keep you from being born.”

      “I’m asking if you’d try to save her, whatever that took. Even if it meant I wasn’t born.”

      “You really haven’t been listening, have you?” Gran stood up, knees popping. “Her freedom was all she had. It’s all any of us have. Why would I take that from her?” Her shawl floated about her as she headed for the kitchen. “Freedom, Myla. I’ve helped you hide all these years because Faye asked me to, just as she asked your mother to claim you as her own. But she was your age when she chose her path. Seventeen’s old enough to choose yours.”

      I stood up slowly. I wasn’t ready to go home, much less choose a path, but my reading was over, and Mom would be waiting.

      Walking home by the reservoir, my boots crunching their Dirt-beat in the sand, a sense of calm settled over me. Tonight, I'd go home and cook the best meal I could. We’d all eat together like on special occasions, then sit and swap stories of Ona, or just hold each other. I’d be there tonight, for whatever they needed.

      Tomorrow, I’d make my choice.
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      Two kinds of people went through Sky Station, shuttling between the Dirt and the Outside. The Decemites sped out on buggies, gretha tanks piled in the back, ready to be filled. The maintenance crews went on foot. I’d watched them go a million times, all masked up and faceless, trudging by my station. The crews occupied a strange niche in Dirt society, reviled and envied at once. Their exposure to the Outside made them untouchable, feared as plague-carriers and brutes, hardened by the Outside. Still, their short lives and bulging bankrolls lent them a sort of tragic glamor. They’d throw us a few tokens, sometimes, to patch their overalls or tote their gear. It was against the rules, technically, but even the Lofties let the crews off the hook. Pulling them up would’ve meant getting close, and they had too much to live for to risk that.

      I fell in with the morning crew on their way up to breakfast, trotting beside one, then the next.

      “Fetch your gear?”

      My first target shook his head, skirting around me to snag a tray.

      “Gear? Grab your gear? I’ll flush your mask.”

      One of the veterans dug in his pocket and pulled out a ten-token chit. “Shine my boots and you got yourself a deal.”

      “You’ll see yourself in ‘em, guaranteed.” I snatched the chit and his locker key before he could change his mind and headed for the storeroom. I didn’t think too hard about what I was doing. I’d done all my thinking last night, weighed up pros versus cons, freedom versus safety, but what it came down to was Ona. Without her, we were done. Dad was a shell of himself already, gray and distant. Mom hadn’t looked at me since last night. The light had gone out of her, and as for me, I couldn’t breathe. Every moment I dithered was a moment Ona roamed alone. Lost and cold, Mom had said—don’t you see that’s not hope?

      I grabbed a trolley from the hall and rolled up to the locker that matched the key. A worn strip of letter tape proclaimed it belonged to GARIS SILVERMAN. I loaded his mask on the trolley, and his suit, and his spare suit. His boots were caked in something vile, and I tossed his rucksack over them and used it to pick them up. No way I was touching those.

      I signed out a tank for him, then took another from the reserves, the ones they kept handy in case the Dome went down. It hadn’t happened in my lifetime, but old timers would talk about when it had been an everyday thing, midnight alarms blaring, everyone scrambling for a tank, huffing pure gretha till the atmosphere was restored. My nanobots processed sulfur dioxide into oxygen, so I could breathe on the Outside, but I’d need a tank anyway if I meant to pass as crew.

      Up on B1, just below Sky Station, I hung Garis’s suit on its peg and hosed it down with bleach. I held his mask over the drain and flushed it out, then did the same for the one I’d signed out with my tank. I kicked his boots into their cubby, then sterilized his rucksack and packed his spare suit into it, along with my own mask and tank. Spotting a spare Geiger counter forgotten on a shelf, I snatched that up too and added it to my kit.

      With ten minutes to go before my shift, I hurried to the stairwell and stashed my bag under the stairs. As hiding spots went, it wasn’t great, but I only needed it a few hours. Just till afternoon shift change, when the morning guards were thinking about lunch, the next shift still rubbing sleep out of their eyes. That was when I’d have the best chance of marching out unchallenged, and if I was caught, well, the guards weren’t Decemites. If I ran for it, they’d never catch up.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived for my shift with three minutes to spare, but Miron lit into me like I was late.

      “And the prize for last in goes to Myla.” He showed me his teeth. “Wanna guess what you win?”

      “I don’t know, mop duty?”

      “Nope. It’s that time again: You get to clean the filters.” His grin stretched fit to split his face. The filters got nasty, full of the byproducts of thousands of bodies packed together underground. Bugs got in too, and the occasional rat. Today, I didn’t care. I went to the supply closet and got a hairnet and mask and a can of compressed air. Miron stood watching, his hands on his hips.

      “Something’s off about you.”

      I had nothing to say to that, so I got on with my chore, freeing the filters from the ventilators and shaking their contents into bags. Foul-smelling dust settled into my hair. I’d make my Outside debut perfumed with rat turds, but I didn’t suppose Ona would mind.

      “You’re slacking,” said Miron, clearly annoyed that he hadn’t gotten a reaction out of me. “Hurry it up.”

      I blew out another filter, aiming the air stream in his direction. A halo of dust formed and dissipated around his head. Two minutes later, he sneezed.

      All morning, Miron stuck with me. He followed me when I took the filters out to spray, claiming I needed supervision. He dogged me back to my station to lecture me on meter-reading: You’re holding the strip in too long. It’s dip, one, two, three. That’s why you’re burning through the batteries. I nodded along, eyes fixed straight ahead. I was thinking about Mom. She’d get home first and find my note. She’d be alone when she found it, and I hoped she’d be okay. I’d broken the news as gently as I could, but that didn’t change the facts. By the time she got home, she’d have two daughters wandering in the wilds.

      The lunch bell rang, and it was time to go. For one dismal moment, I thought Miron wouldn’t let me, but he had another punishment in mind. He sniffed my sleeve, pulled a face, and ordered me to shower, loud enough to draw giggles from the younger kids.

      I made for the stairs like I was off to do just that, but instead of heading down, I sprinted straight up. My kit was still there, tucked away where I’d left it, and I scrambled into my getup as fast as I could. Garis was taller than I was, and long-limbed to boot, but with the arms of his jumpsuit tucked into my gloves and the legs bundled into my boots, I guessed I looked okay. I tied up my hair and strapped my mask over top, then hooked up my gretha tank, gagging a little at the smell. I tromped up to Sky Station like I was bored to be there, head down as I strode into the light.

      “You. What are you playing at?”

      I kept walking, hoping the guard didn’t mean me.

      “Yeah, I’m talking to you, Garis S.” She squinted at my name tag and scowled. “The rest of your team made it out ten minutes ago. Don’t think I won’t write you up.”

      “I lost this,” I said, holding up my Geiger counter.

      “Not my problem.”

      “Okay. Sorry.” The urge to run seized me, almost overwhelming. I could feel her eyes on me. Any moment, she’d spot it, some detail I’d missed that would give me away. It hit me I had no idea how to open that strange, moon-shaped door. It had spun open for the Decemites, but maybe they had a key. Maybe—

      “Ready?”

      I nearly tripped over my own feet. “Huh?”

      The guard exhaled sharply. “I said, are you ready? For me to buzz you out?”

      “Oh. Go ahead.”

      A buzzer went off, and the door spun open. I stepped through, half-expecting an alarm to sound, half-expecting to find myself immediately Outside. Instead, I found myself in a small, bright room flanked by two identical doors. Its walls were smooth metal, studded with surgical steel nozzles. Its floor was concave, with a drain in the middle. And I wasn’t alone. Down on his knees by the opposite door, a tube of pH strips in one hand, was—

      “Greg?”

      He rocked back on his heels, brow knit in puzzlement. “Do I know you?”

      “No. Sorry.” I turned away, though my mask hid my face. Greg stood up stiffly, cradling one arm to his side.

      “No, I do know you. I know your voice. You’re that—”

      “Don’t.” I glanced over my shoulder, certain the guard could hear us, certain she’d burst in any second, demanding an explanation.

      Realization lit up Greg’s eyes. “I know who you are,” he whispered. “I know about your sister. I’d do what you’re doing if our situations were reversed. If I was... like you.”

      “You haven’t told anyone, have you?”

      “I haven’t and I won’t.” He pressed a small button and the second door spun open. He gestured for me to walk through it. I could hear him still talking, saying he owed me, that he’d never tell. Wishing me luck, I think, but his words streamed in one ear and out the other. I stepped through that door into a long, dark corridor, wide enough for three buggies to ride abreast. At the end of that corridor was a square of the brightest light I’d ever seen, brighter than Sky Station, brighter than molten metal. I took one step toward it, then another, then I started to run. My boots pounded the metal in time with the beating of my heart, faster and faster as I sprinted for the light.
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      I stopped just past the threshold, blinking in the glare. Outside—I was Outside.

      The light hurt to look at, so I stared at the ground. Even that dazzled back at me, white-hot rocks and sparkling sand, bleached clumps of crabgrass sprouting at my feet. I shaded my eyes and peered out across the external perimeter—the exper, they called it, the gretha-rich zone around the Dome. It looked dead, white, and barren, dotted with tiny, leafless shrubs. Nothing moved. No wind stirred.

      I unhooked my tank, coughed out a puff of gretha, and closed my eyes. I wanted to savor it, my first breath of Outside air, but it wasn’t like I expected, that nose-burning bleach smell I associated with the Decemites. It was like sniffing hot farts, and my whole body heaved. I choked back puke, barely, and fumbled for my hose. I was sweating all over and covered in goosebumps, and that was the moment I looked up.

      All my life, I’d been dreaming of the sun. I’d seen it in textbooks and in my Gran’s cards, huge and bright yellow, rays flung across the sky. I knew it wouldn’t look exactly like that—nothing ever does—but what I looked up and saw that day was a sky the color of phlegm, vast and nearly featureless, and this thumbprint-smudge sun, all that blistering heat blazing from one washed-out disc. I thought of Gran’s reading, the moon instead of the sun, my heart’s desire ground to ash.

      Something welled up in me, and I hunched over and coughed up everything I’d eaten since what felt like forever, onto the glimmering white sand. After that I got up, because that’s just how life is—disappointing. Anyway, I hadn’t come for the sun. I’d come to find Ona, and I wouldn’t accomplish that by feeling sorry for myself.

      I did a slow turn, trying to guess where she’d gone. Most of the buggy tracks led off in two directions, east and northwest. A pale wake of sand rose to the east, a Decemite unit on patrol, so I headed northwest through that still, heavy air. I thought spotting Ona would be easy, at first, just any color in the gray. But the exper wasn’t as flat as it looked. The ground fell away in cracks and crannies, some narrow enough to step over, others demanding I climb down or go around. Some looked like dried out creek beds, brown moss clumped above, rocks tumbled smooth along their bottoms. I glanced nervously at the sky, wondering if this place got flash floods.

      A yellow cloud passed over the sun. I trekked north along one of the creek beds. The Decemites had come this same way, many times from the looks of it, their fat tires leaving grooves in the dirt. I found someone’s lost canteen, still sloshing with water, and clipped it to my belt beside my own. I found more, as well: a grappling hook, a clapped-out mask. All signs of frequent passage. I had no idea how many gretha vents were out here, but there had to be one up ahead.

      An hour into my hike, the tracks left the creek bed, jagging up the bank and hard west into the hills. A purple haze hung on the horizon, and I realized I was looking at a gretha vent. I could smell it as well, that same faint, stale aroma that permeated Echelon. I made for it at a trot, scanning for Ona as I went. This was where they’d have lost her, or somewhere close by, and surely she wouldn’t have strayed far. She’d have waited near the tracks, hoping to hitch a ride.

      The terrain got less friendly, coming up on the vent, two hills rising up with the vent opening between them, waterfalls of gretha tumbling down the cracks. I stuck to the path the Decemites had carved out till I reached a slope too sheer to scale. They had climbing equipment, of course, for their descent into the vents, and I kicked myself for not bringing any. If Ona was down there, injured and needing help, I’d have no way of reaching her, much less pulling her out. I kept going anyway, scrambling up a crumbling scree. The crabgrass made good handholds, rooted deep in the sand. I climbed till the sun was in my face, larger now in its decline, and blazing red. My eyes stung and watered as I dragged myself over the top.

      Nothing could have prepared me for the sight of the vent. I knew what they were from my schooling—chasms in the earth where water had collected. Purple algae lived down there, taking in sulfur and coughing out gretha for the Decemites to collect. Only, I’d pictured something more like the Oasis from Gran’s cards, a clear little pool nestled in the earth, soft purple curls rising up like smoke. What opened before me was a gateway to hell. Slick white walls bloomed bloody red with algae, plunging downward and downward into black. Gretha belched forth in plumes and swirled around my feet, crimson with the sunset. There was a sound, as well, a low roaring I couldn’t identify. The earth seemed to vibrate with it, and a wave of vertigo passed over me. I knelt, picked up a stone, and tossed it into the vent, then I counted one, two, three. Something skittered behind me, something tiny and alive. No splash ever rose from below.

      “Ona?” I crept to the edge and looked down. My own voice echoed back to me, weak and distorted.

      “Ona? I brought water. Call out if you hear me.”

      The echo came again, hear me, hear me, hear me, and my hair stood on end. I very much hoped nothing lived down there. I whispered my next plea, “Just yell if you’re alive.”

      Nobody yelled, or even whimpered. I stood up and picked my way around the vent. A thick reddish lichen grew along the lip. It smelled of fish and warm decay, and I was glad my stomach was empty.

      “Ona? If you—” The words died on my lips. Something lay crumpled not ten feet in front of me, a gretha tank gleaming on its back. The figure was small and undoubtedly human, one hand stretched toward me, palm up. My guts turned to liquid as I saw it’d been nibbled, two fingers gnawed down to the bone. Whoever this was, whoever it had been...

      I crept closer, both needing and not wanting to see. I had to know. I couldn’t look.

      A low moan escaped me as I saw it wasn’t Ona. It was a boy, maybe my age, and dressed like no one I’d ever seen. His mask was old-fashioned, rubber instead of silicone, with goggles over the eyes. His tank was a diving tank, complete with pressure gauge. His hand bore no Dirt brand—was he a Lofty? But what would a Lofty be doing here, and dressed in rags? I checked his other hand, still no brand. He was dark from the sun like a Decemite, but he wasn’t one. He was—

      Something caressed the back of my neck, the softest puff of air. I smelled rotten meat and heard squelching. I sensed death—my own—and spun to face it.

      It was a nightmare come to life, and it flung itself at me, jaws stretched wide. I dodged instinctively and it nearly tumbled into the ravine, catching itself at the last moment and hurtling back toward me, bare toes squidging in the lichen. I backed away slowly, sick with horror. It had been human once, and its mouth formed the outlines of words, but the sounds that came out were rasps and gurgles, bubbling through runners of spit. Its eyes bulged like fish eyes; its lips had rotted off. It was hairless and yellow, worn to sinew and skin, yet it grasped for me with every step.

      I kicked at it, not wanting to touch it. It lunged for me and I shrieked. Its body slammed against mine. Its skin cracked, seeping liquid, and I gagged.

      “Get off!”

      It went for my neck, gums wet against my skin. I threw it off with a shout and wrestled it onto its back. Still it fought, thrashing beneath me. I groped for a rock and found a big one. I raised it for the kill.

      “Ng—ng—ngho!”

      I hesitated. The thing cried out again, tossing its head from side to side. Its eyes caught the light, one blue, one brown, and I scrabbled back in shock.

      “Jacob? Is that you?”

      It rose to its knees and came for me again, one leg dragging. I scuttled away. It reached for me and I saw its brand, his brand, bright red on his palm. I knew him.

      I dropped my rock and fled. Jacob. That was Jacob. I’d known him all my life. Worked beside him till he got reassigned—some squabble with a supervisor—except…this was his new assignment? Out here? He shambled after me, faster than I’d have thought possible, and I slid down the scree on my backside, desperate to leave him behind. It was dark now, no stars, and maybe he wouldn’t find me if I found cover. I sprinted along a narrow outcrop and dropped down, running headlong into a Decemite coming the other way.

      “What? Who the—?”

      I darted past him, then froze as I heard his blaster powering up. I turned, already begging him not to shoot, but he was aiming at Jacob, not me.

      “What are you doing?” I grabbed for him. “Stop!”

      He glanced at me but didn’t stop. His finger tightened on the trigger. I lunged at him and we both tumbled down the incline. His blaster went off, plasma flaring harmlessly in the sky. We skidded to a halt at the foot of a boulder, and he scrambled to his feet.

      “What’d you do that for? I was saving your life.”

      I shook my head. “I knew him. He was human.”

      “Wha—you...” He laughed, and I knew him—Lock Powell, hero of the exper.

      “That’s funny to you, blasting a human being?”

      “No, but I mean... what are you even doing here? You’re maintenance, aren’t you? Shouldn’t you be back by the Dome?”

      I launched into a stammering rendition of the excuse I’d prepared—I got lost, chased by mutants, never meant to stray this far—but Lock cut me off halfway through.

      “Never mind. We’ve got company.”

      I turned around and he was right. Our scuffle had attracted more mutants, their lidless eyes glowing in the dark.

      “My buggy’s that way,” said Lock. “We’ll have to go through them.”

      I nodded and stepped back, letting Lock take the lead. It wasn’t that I was afraid. I pitied the mutants more than anything, but fighting was a risk. I could hold back to a point, but if it came down to life or death, I knew I wouldn’t. Lock would see and ask questions. Questions I couldn’t answer.

      The first of them came at me, brandishing a rock. I kicked it in the stomach and sent it reeling just as another grabbed my leg. I shook it off without trouble and pushed it down the hill. The next one showed more cunning, attacking crouched to the ground, and I grunted as its head drove into my belly. I seized it by the arm and sent it spinning into its brother, and both of them tumbled down the hill. Lock had holstered his blaster, too dangerous in close quarters, and was elbowing left and right, forcing his way through the throng like a rude commuter.

      “Over here.” He bounded toward a squat shadow, one among many, and I recognized the outline of a buggy. I ran faster as he climbed in.

      “Behind you!”

      I whirled as one of them sprang at me, yellow teeth gleaming in the headlights. I dropped to one knee and met it head on, shoulder slamming into its hip. It flew over my head and went face-first into the dirt, and I ran down its back to the buggy.

      “Hold on tight.” Lock hit the gas and we took off. Our wheels churned up dirt, and for a moment, the mutants vanished from sight. I twisted in my seat as Lock sped away, and I watched them emerge from the dust cloud. They followed us, moaning, some with broken limbs. One of them fell and the others marched over it, blank-faced.

      “They’ll follow our scent for days,” said Lock. “But we’re faster than they are. We’ll be fine.”

      I kept quiet, watching the mutants till I could see them no more. I still fancied I could hear them, dry sighs and rattlings echoing in my ears. I itched where they’d touched me, and though I was safe in my coveralls, protected from their filth, I scratched and scratched compulsively as we hurtled through the night.
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      The moon was up when we stopped, a sad yellow sliver of a thing that kept slipping behind the clouds. Lock unscrewed his canteen and flipped up his mask to drink. I did the same. My ordeal had left me parched. When I lowered my visor, Lock was watching me, sharp-eyed.

      “I know you,” he said.

      “A lot of people look like me.”

      “No, they don’t.” His expression turned hard. “You’re Myla. I know you. You’re Ona’s sister, and you went to my school.”

      “And now you’ll rat me out.” I kicked the door open and jumped out of the buggy. “Fine. Go ahead. Good luck catching me twice.”

      “Might be easier than you think.” Lock kicked the buggy into drive and coasted along beside me. “Tell me, how’s your tank holding up? It must’ve taken you hours to get this far. Maybe you had the sense to unhook at the vent, but either way, you’re running on fumes. Give it an hour, maybe two, you’ll be down to your last breath.”

      I fought the wild urge to tear off my mask and laugh in his face. Gretha? Who needs it? I put my head down instead and kept walking.

      “Okay. I’m sorry.” Lock pulled in front of me, cutting off my path. “I’m not trying to make fun of you. I know how it feels, losing someone you love. But what would your parents say to me if I let them lose you too?”

      I squared my shoulders, defiant. “Where’s Ona?”

      Lock said nothing.

      “She’s alive, isn’t she? Or she was when they left her.”

      “We have to get back.” Lock looked past me, toward Echelon. The Dome’s purple glow lit the horizon. It struck me as eerie and I looked away. Lock nudged the door open, urging me in. “If I get you back now, we can still pass this off as a mistake. Nothing has to change.”

      I laughed aloud without meaning to. That was a lie, and a bad one. No mistake could account for me being out here. I took a step back and paused. Nobody should be out this late, not even a Decemite. “What are you doing here?”

      “None of your business. Get in.”

      “I don’t think so.” I rose on the balls of my feet and peered into the back of his buggy. It was empty, not a gretha tank in sight. “You’re out here alone, no tanks, no team. You were up by the vent, but you weren’t collecting. What were you doing?”

      “I’m not telling you anything while you’re standing out there.” He leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms over his chest. Reluctantly, I got back in.

      “So what were you doing?”

      “Still none of your business.” Lock goosed the gas, and we took off. He cursed as we jounced over a crevice. “Put your seat belt on, will you?”

      “My what?”

      “That strap by your shoulder. Pull it down. It clips to the opening on the side.”

      I fumbled with the buckle till it snapped into place. Our headlights cut a gash across the exper, revealing glimpses of an alien world, white sand and tumbleweeds, brambles thick as my wrists. I saw an animal I didn’t recognize, something lean and humpbacked, and what looked like a signpost pointing away from the Dome. I squinted in that direction but saw nothing but darkness.

      “I saw a body up there,” I said. Lock grunted.

      “Huh?”

      “A body. By the vent.” I shuddered, remembering that outstretched hand. “He didn’t have a brand. And his tank was the underwater kind, like for cleaning the reservoir.”

      “So?”

      “Well, who was he?”

      “No one you’d want to meet alive.” Lock gripped the steering wheel as the ground pitched downward. “Look, there’s dangers out here beyond radiation or mutants. You got lucky. I found you. But you can’t do this again. I’ll tell you right now, you won’t find your sister, but there’s things that might find you. Things you can’t even imagine, but they’ll kill you just the same.”

      “Jacob wasn’t a thing,” I said. “That was his name, that mutant you tried to blast.”

      “It isn’t any more.”

      “How can you say that? You grew up with him too.” I grabbed his arm and shook it, trying to force him to look at me. “He was in your year, wasn’t he? You’d have been in nursery together, in school, even in—”

      “Yeah, I knew him.” Lock lifted his hands and brought them down on the wheel. “I ate at his table. Went to his birthday parties. Is that what you want to hear? He once dared me to kiss a girl, and I did. But he did something along the way—I don’t know. They don’t just toss you out here. You have to do something bad, worse than just a mistake. And when they get that far gone, running around trying to eat people…would you want to live like that?”

      I thought about that, trying to live in that state, maybe gnawing on someone I’d loved. “I guess I wouldn’t. But I thought—”

      “What?”

      “The mutants.” I hung my head. “I thought they were lost Decemites. Maintenance workers who…people who knew the risks, you know? But there were dozens back there, just people. Us. And you’re saying they throw them out? Kick them out of the Dome to…to…”

      “Don’t think about it,” said Lock.

      “How can I not?” My voice rose and cracked, and I forced myself to breathe. “Jacob didn’t deserve that,” I said. “All he did was argue back. He didn’t hit anyone, or steal, or—”

      Lock swung the buggy toward Echelon, so hard I banged my elbow on the door. “Sorry about that,” he said. “We can’t go back the way we came.”

      “Why not?”

      He lowered his head, looking almost guilty. “They swarm, the mutants. Just one or two aren’t dangerous, but fifty or sixty can overrun your buggy. We won’t see them coming in the dark.” He spun the wheel to the right and I almost screamed. Darkness yawned before us, a wide gorge cutting across the exper. Lock steered us to the bottom along a path barely wide enough for our buggy. Our wheels churned up rocks and sent them rattling into the abyss.

      I clung to my seat and plotted my escape. Going home without Ona wasn’t an option. I’d pay the price, and my family would too, all for nothing. I’d jump out, I decided, at my first opportunity. Lock would come after me, but his equipment weighed more than mine. I could throw off my tank, if need be. I’d have surprise on my side, and the advantage of speed. Lock knew the area, but that might not matter in the dark.

      A light caught my eye, up ahead and to the right. It flickered and died, then it flickered again.

      “What was that?”

      Lock screeched to a halt and killed the lights. “Stay low. Follow me.” He jumped out of the buggy and I ducked down and followed. I heard a sound like a whistle, and Lock threw himself flat. He squirmed between two boulders and pulled me in after him.

      “What—?”

      “Shh.” He pressed himself to the rock, scarcely breathing. I waited. A twig cracked in the distance. Someone laughed. I inched forward on my belly till I could peer between the rocks.

      At first, I saw nothing. Then the light came again, a thin beam in the gloom. I saw figures, maybe ten, maybe twenty. They were marching two abreast, and they were armed. They had old-fashioned shotguns, the kind that pumped lead, and the barrels caught the light. I held my breath as they approached. They wore the same foreign clothes as the body from the vent, long tunics over heavy pants. Their boots had no laces and slouched around their ankles. They wore old-fashioned gear, rubber masks and ancient tanks. They weren’t Lofties or Decemites, and they weren’t from the Dirt.

      “Do they live out here?”

      Lock shushed me again. I lay and stared. It seemed impossible, people living Outside, but I was looking right at them. They came closer, fifty feet, forty, and I heard them.

      “We should just take their ride,” said one. His accent was strange, harsh and flat. “We can walk. Why can’t they?”

      “Shut up. I can’t hear with you yammering in my ear.”

      Lock tensed up beside me. I hunkered into the shadows. The Outsiders came closer, boots crunching on gravel. They stopped twenty feet from us, and I heard a gun cock.

      “Come out with your hands up.”

      Lock didn’t move. A shot rang out and pinged off the rock, just inches from our heads.

      “That was your warning. Next round’s for real.”

      Lock made a sound, barely audible, air hissing between his teeth. He set his hand on his blaster and frowned.

      “There’s too many,” I said. “You’d never get them all.”

      He looked at me, frown deepening, and seemed to arrive at a decision. “Stay hidden. They’ll take me. You head back to the Dome. Tell ‘em I got nabbed by Outsiders twenty-two miles out, twelve degrees west of Sky Station.”

      “Wait.”

      “The buggy runs on gretha. You can fill your tank if you have to. Just get as close as you can before you do.”

      I opened my mouth to ask what would happen to him, but he stepped into the open, hands above his head. He looked small standing alone.

      “Unhook your weapon and drop it in the dirt.”

      He lowered one arm slowly and popped the clasp. His blaster dropped with a thud. I looked past him, at the Outsiders, and my breath caught in my throat. They were kids just like us, thin and scrappy. Their leader was a boy around my age, dark hair cropped close to his skull. He didn’t look dangerous, just tired and gaunt. He glanced at our buggy, then back at Lock.

      “Was there someone else with you?”

      “I’m alone.”

      “Turn around slowly and put your—”

      “I’m here.” I stood up, heart pounding, and raised my arms above my head. Lock made a choking sound. I stepped out into the light, already regretting the impulse that had brought me to my feet. Two guns swung toward me, and the blood rushed in my ears. Lock moved in front of me, perhaps hoping to shield me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Getting answers.” I turned to the boy in charge. “Who are you? Do you live out here?”

      The boy ignored me. Two of his friends cuffed Lock’s hands behind his back. Another came for me but stopped short of restraining me.

      “Hey, Ben? Check out her tank. She’s not a Decemite.”

      “Just a minute.” The leader—Ben, apparently—jogged to our buggy and looked inside. “No tanks. What a waste.” He checked under the seats and found a sack, which he rifled through, tucking various small items into his pockets. “Okay, Lita, Derrick, take the buggy. The Decemite goes with you. As for this one...” He sauntered up to me and looked me over, hands clasped behind his back. “What’d you do, escape?”

      “So what if I did?”

      “So, I don’t know. Maybe you got a brain in your head? Welcome to the real world, m’lady.” He sketched a quick bow, drawing laughter from his friends. I pressed my lips together, annoyed.

      “You can ride with us back to camp,” said Ben. “But you try anything funny, we don’t do second warnings.” He turned and walked off, back the way he’d come. When I didn’t follow, one of his friends goosed me along, the muzzle of his shotgun in my back. We trudged back up the gorge where I’d first glimpsed the light. A path wound up the cliff face and we took it single file, Ben first, then me, then the rest. The climb was too steep for conversation, our breath coming in spurts as we marched.

      The moon went behind a cloud as we emerged from the gorge. An ancient pickup sat parked up top, more rust than truck. We all piled in the back and leaned against the sides. Someone unrolled a blanket and tossed it over us. I got the corner, barely enough to cover my legs, but I snuggled in as best I could. The exper was cold at night, and I was shivering.

      “You might want to sleep,” said Ben. “It’s a ways back to camp.”

      The truck belched and sputtered and began to move. Headlights flared behind us—Lock’s buggy, now these people’s. We drove away from the Dome and its dead purple glow. I didn’t think I’d sleep, but the flatbed was warm with our bodies packed together. Faint music drifted from the cab, something sharply nostalgic, though I’d never heard it in my life. My eyelids got heavy, and before I knew it, I was out.
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      I jolted awake as the truck juddered to a halt. Ben was moving already, jumping down to meet the buggy. I clambered down more slowly, heavy with sleep. We’d arrived at a dusty little encampment, tents huddled at one end, trailers at the other. A red sheet hung between the trailers, sheltering a shallow firepit. The air shimmered above us, purple like the Dome, but not as bright.

      “You can take off your tank,” said someone. “You can breathe in here.”

      I took off my mask and tank. The air smelled crisp and smoky, just a faint hint of sulfur clinging to our clothes. I took a deep breath and held it in my lungs. It was quiet out here, even with the chatter of the Outsiders. The Dirt had that beat to it, that endless hum and thump, but out here—

      A shout drew my attention, and I turned around. Lock lurched from the buggy, pushed from behind. He staggered and lost his footing, off-balance in his restraints. I heard the breath whuff out of him as he dropped to his knees. His mask came unhooked and tumbled to the ground. Ben drew a pistol and raised it to his head.

      “Your friend over there—tell her who we are.”

      “What are you doing?” I started forward, but the sound of Ben’s pistol cocking stopped me in my tracks. Lock squared his shoulders and shook the hair out of his face.

      “They’re brigands,” he said. “Thieves and killers. They ambush us like cowards and steal our tanks.”

      “We wouldn’t have to if you shared the vents.” Ben holstered his weapon and turned to me. “Bet he never told you that, huh? How they suck up the gretha and sell it like gold. ‘You wanna breathe? Best pay up.’”

      I stared at Lock, bewildered. “They live out here? And you knew?”

      “’Course he did. Him and his friends shot two of us just last week.”

      I thought of that kid again, and his sad, outstretched hand. Maybe he’d been one of theirs, a friend, a brother. He’d been young, all his life ahead of him. Had Lock taken that from him? I shook my head, disbelieving. “You—you’ve been selling them gretha? Does the council know?” Lock didn’t answer, so I turned to Ben. “What are you even doing out here? Were you banished?”

      Laughter rippled across the camp, derisive to my ear. Hot blood rose to my cheeks.

      “You don’t have to laugh at me.”

      “Yeah, we do,” called someone, and even Ben snorted into his hand. I wanted to hit him, and Lock as well, maybe knock their heads together. As far as I was concerned, they were both in the way of my mission.

      “This might be a joke to you, but I came out here looking for someone.” I climbed onto the flatbed and raised my voice to address the camp. “Her name’s Ona. Do you hear me? She’s my sister. She’s tall, about my height, with short brown hair. She has gray eyes and freckles, and she’s a Decemite.” Nobody said anything, so I kept going. “Yesterday was her first mission. She’s only fifteen. She’s lost, so if there’s cities out here, or other Domes, or more of you, I need to know.”

      “So you’re asking how many of us there are, and what we’ve got, and where we’re hiding?” This time, Ben laughed aloud. “Yeah, we’re not telling you that. But if you sit down and eat with us, I’ll tell you about Echelon, all the dirt your boyfriend’s hiding.” He gestured at the firepit, where two girls were tending a pot hung over the flames. “Come on. You’re hungry, right?”

      I thought about pretending I wasn’t, but my stomach was clamoring for food. More than that, I was curious. I wasn’t sure I should trust Ben, but he knew things I didn’t, maybe things that could help me find Ona. And Lock wasn’t talking, which made Ben my only lead. I jumped down off the truck and followed him to the fire.

      “Just sit anywhere,” he said, and he plopped down in the dirt. I sat down across from him so I could look him in the eye.

      “Okay. Whatcha got?” One of the boys unrolled a cloth, revealing a pile of flat brown mushrooms. Ben snatched one and ate it, and got his hand smacked away.

      “Thief! What did you bring?”

      “Leeks.” He held them up to a chorus of jeers.

      “I got a rabbit,” said Lita, the one who’d put Lock in restraints. “But Derrick’s still cutting it up.”

      I watched in confusion as an older girl joined the circle, a stack of bowls cradled to her chest, a bag tucked under her chin. She passed the bowls around the circle, then the bag. Everyone took a bowl from the stack and a pair of tongs from the bag. They shook their food offerings into the bowls and arranged them around the fire.

      “You just take what you want and cook it in the broth,” said Ben. He demonstrated with a scrap of cabbage, picking it up with his tongs and holding it under till it went limp. He blew on it to cool it and popped it in his mouth. “Delicious.”

      I tried with a mushroom, watching it bloat and curl as it cooked. When I guessed it was done, I took a bite, only to squawk in surprise as hot broth ran down my chin. The taste was startling, sour and spicy, and I caught myself licking my lips.

      “Good?”

      “Yeah. It’s... my tongue’s sort of burning, but I like it.”

      “That’s supposed to happen.” Derrick crouched beside Lita and held out a bowl of chopped meat. “You have to cook this longer, a few minutes to get it tender, but it’s good.”

      I examined his offering warily. The meat looked healthy, pink and marbled, but a rabbit? Out here? What would it even eat?

      “Don’t worry. It’s safe.” Lita took a piece and dropped it in the pot. A delicious smell wafted up, so good I almost moaned. Against my better judgment, I followed her lead. More kids arrived and squeezed in around the pot, talking and laughing and squabbling over the tongs. One girl had pepper, and she offered it around. Chatter rose on all sides, jumbled snatches of conversation vying to be heard.

      “So, what were you expecting to find out here?”

      “Huh?” I blinked. I’d been distracted, trying to eavesdrop on everyone at once. I chewed a bite of leek, fumbling for an answer that wouldn’t offend him. “Nothing, I guess. I mean, that’s what they say it is, away from Echelon—just a lot of rocks and nothing.”

      “That’s sort of true,” said Ben. “You could hike out for days and see nothing but that, but it’d depend on which direction you took.”

      “They say the water’s all poisoned,” I went on. “And you can’t breathe the air. Nothing’s supposed to be able to live outside the Dome, not without mutating.”

      “That’s sort of true, too, though there’s fresh water at the vents. The algae filters it pretty good.” He sipped from a flask, then held it up. “We boil all our water, to be safe.”

      “But you’re...” I hesitated, not wanting to invite another round of laughter at my expense. “Were you Lofties? Is that it? Did Lazrad throw you out?” None of them had a Dirt brand, and as far as I knew, that spelled Lofties. Everyone else got one at birth.

      Ben’s lip curled at the mention of Lady Lazrad, the governor of Echelon. He set down his tongs and leaned back against the trailer, lacing his fingers across his belly. “Lofties. Us. That’s what we look like to you?” A small, wry smile played around his lips. “We’re from nowhere but here. We grew up out here. Lazrad would have to let us in before she could throw us out, and I can’t see that happening any time soon.”

      “So you live out here without a proper Dome? Without air or running water? You...” I jerked my thumb at the sky, at the thin purple shimmer surrounding the campsite. “I’m guessing that runs on gretha. How do you get enough, just the... however many you are?”

      Ben chuckled. “Well, the short version’s we don’t. Not by ourselves, anyway. Your Dome’s in the middle of the gretha fields. Lazrad sends her Decemites to grab it, but that’s only half their job. The other half’s keeping us off, and not because there isn’t enough to go around.” He glanced around the circle, perhaps noticing he was the only one still talking. “They box us out so they can trade for it, our rigur for their gretha. Only, the price keeps going up, hence our... brigandry.”

      That earned Ben a laugh. I joined in, though I wasn’t sure I got the joke. My head spun with questions—rigur? trading?—but I stayed quiet and listened. People talked if you let them. Gran had taught me that. Her clients came to hear their fortunes and practically read their own cards. Maybe Ben would do the same.

      “You’re not the first runner we’ve caught,” he said. “Most of you die before we find you, but it’s happened a few times, one of you crossing over.”

      “I heard they work you to death in the Dirt,” said Lita. “Like, you hit forty and your heart gives out, and you’ve never even seen the sun.”

      “My gran’s in her fifties,” I said, but Lita wasn’t wrong. It was damp down below. A lot of folks caught the Undercrud, a dry cough that turned into a wet one, and you drowned from the fluid in your lungs. It took a while, years usually, but it was a miserable way to go.

      “But it’s all for a noble cause, yeah?” Ben stretched out his foot, bumping it against mine. “That’s what they tell you, isn’t it?”

      “To keep the Dome running.” I looked down, embarrassed, though I wasn’t sure why. “We’d all suffocate if we didn’t, so...”

      “You really believe that?”

      “That we’d choke on the air?”

      “That your kind should slave your lives away so the Lofties can…what do they even do all day? Sip wine? Go dancing?”

      “Sleep late,” said Derrick. “And I heard they have contests for who has the best dog.”

      “Horse races.” Lita fell against him, giggling. “They make horses run, and they wear stupid hats, and the two are somehow connected, like the hats scare the horses and it makes them run faster.”

      “And that’s fine with you?” Ben leaned forward, all trace of humor vanished from his expression. His eyes burned black, and I found myself looking away.

      “It’s not,” I said, thinking of Greg. He’d nearly died, and the Lofties wouldn’t have mourned him. Wouldn’t have known or cared. I set my tongs down, no longer hungry. “Just, I never thought there was an alternative. It’s supposed to be death out here, you know?”

      “That’s how they keep you down,” said Derrick. “Keep you busy, keep you ignorant, nothing ever changes.”

      A cold feeling settled in my guts. I was ignorant, and what I didn’t know could hurt everyone I loved. It was already hurting them, and had been all their lives. I reached for an empty bowl.

      “Mind if I grab some leftovers for my friend?”

      “Who, the Decemite?” Ben rolled his eyes. “Sure, if you want to, but I don’t think they can starve. They do, like, photosynthesis. Like turnips.”

      “Or stinkworts.”

      I could’ve told them that wasn’t true, but I was tired of being laughed at. I dipped my bowl in the pot and scooped up what was left, dog-ends of cabbage and a thick slurry of broth. The meat was all gone, but maybe Lock would be able to taste the juices in the soup.

      I found him curled on his side in the smallest tent, hands cuffed behind his back.

      “I brought you some soup,” I said, though I couldn’t see how he’d eat it.

      Lock sat up anyway and sniffed the air. “Hold it to my mouth, I guess?”

      I did, and he drank it, eyes watering from the spice. When he was done, he licked his lips and drew his knees up to his chest.

      “Did you get anything useful out of them?”

      “Maybe.” I lifted the tent flap and peered out, but no one was looking our way. Ben was scrubbing the cooking pot. Derrick was stoking the fire. Lita had her mask on and was heading out past the trailers, likely in search of kindling. I let the flap drop back down and took a seat. “I was hoping you might talk to me. You’re already a prisoner, right? What do you have to lose?”

      Lock blew his hair out of his face and groaned. “You know the worst part of being chained up for hours? Not being able to scratch your nose.”

      “If I scratch it for you, will you talk?”

      “Try it and see.”

      I reached out and scratched his nose. Lock’s eyes fluttered shut, and he sighed.

      “Don’t moan like that. It’s creepy.”

      “Sorry.” He chuckled without mirth. “Look, your sister... I wasn’t there when it happened, but you did catch me looking for her. Her group went up past that way, north of the vent. I thought she might’ve looped back to wait for us.”

      My heart leaped. “So she’s alive?”

      “She was, last I heard.” Lock stared at his feet. “I guess there’s no point hiding it, now you’ve seen the Outsiders for yourself. They ambushed Ona’s group a few miles past the vent. The rest of them got away, but Ona was on rear guard.”

      “So she was protecting them? And they left her?”

      “Not on purpose. It’s...” He shook his head. “They shouldn’t have been out that far. I heard from her team leader they were ordered out past the exper, but that makes no sense.”

      “What doesn’t?”

      “Any of it.” His eyes glazed over, as though he was seeing something else. “It’s rebel country out there. Even a veteran team wouldn’t chance it, much less a training squad. There wouldn’t be a point. Most of the vents are on our side.”

      “So you sneaked out to look for her? By yourself?”

      “So did you.”

      I laughed. He had a point. “Thank you,” I said. “You didn’t have to do that. It was brave.”

      “Maybe brave enough you’d take your hairpin, and…y’know?” He rattled his chains at me, and waggled his brows, but I stayed where I was. “Come on,” he said. “I saw you out there with the mutants. You can handle yourself, and I can drive. Between the two of us, we can take back our buggy.”

      I stared at the tent flap, at the shadows moving beyond it. “Where would we go, if we escaped?”

      “Home, of course.” He leaned forward, voice dropping to a whisper. “I’d keep looking for Ona. Don’t worry about that. We’re not all like Samson, every man for himself.”

      “But you said they attacked her.” I gestured at the shadows on the wall. “They could’ve taken her somewhere. They might know where she is.”

      “They don’t.” Lock’s mouth turned down. “Look, these people are... they live by the skin of their teeth. They’re nomads. Disorganized. Maybe some other group did grab Ona, but these guys won’t know either way.”

      I sat back and thought about that. The rabbit at dinner hadn’t come from the wilds, and it hadn’t come from Echelon. We had sheep there, and goats, but no rabbits. There had to be a farm somewhere, and that meant another Dome, or at least a permanent settlement. I got to my feet, drawing a disgusted sound from Lock.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe Ben is a liar. But I know for sure you are, and everyone back home. I owe Ona this. I need to get to the truth.”

      Lock didn’t respond to that, just rolled his eyes. He lay down and curled up with his back turned to me. I had nothing more to say, so I left him there and ducked out into the night.

      “Decided to stick with us, have you?” Ben stepped out of the shadows, half-smiling. I tried to laugh and managed a pff sound. Ben steered me back toward the fire, one hand on my elbow. “You wouldn’t get far,” he said. “We don’t look like much, but we survive out here. Even Decemites only manage that for a few hours at a time.”

      “About that...” I sat down cross-legged and warmed my hands over the coals. “That dinner tonight—do you always eat like that?”

      “Nah. It’s usually just cabbage. But there was a swap meet today.” Ben cocked a brow. “You’re pretty sharp for a Dirtbag.”

      I snorted aloud. “You call us that?”

      “In an affectionate way.”

      “I’m sure.” I leaned in the way Gran did when she wanted someone to trust her, imitating her soft smile. “That swap meet, though. Who goes to that?”

      Ben threw back his head, roaring laughter. “Oh, nice, with the bedroom eyes! Does that usually work for you, bat your lashes and get what you want?”

      I scrambled to my feet, vibrating with frustration. “She’s my sister, okay? To you, she’s just a Decemite, but to me, she’s... Don’t you have family? Isn’t there someone you go home to? Your mom, your dad, someone you’d do anything to keep safe?”

      “There is,” said Ben, sobering up quickly. “But your sister—we don’t snatch Decemites, not on their own turf. We avoid them when we can. She—”

      “She wasn’t on her own turf.” I sat down again and tried to catch Ben’s eye. “She went out past the exper. Lock said there were rebels—you, I guess. Or not you, but maybe someone you swap with? Couldn’t you check around, maybe at your next meet? Maybe someone would know something...” I trailed off, voice thick. Ben reached out and squeezed my shoulder.

      “I’ll radio around, okay? A Decemite girl wandering out past the exper, that kind of news would travel fast.”

      Relief flooded over me, so intense my head swam. I leaned forward, shivering, a sob caught in my throat. I was vaguely aware of Ben gripping my arm, his lips forming a question, but all I could do was hold onto that relief, hold onto it tight and hope I didn’t fly apart.
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      I slept badly that night. The silence kept me up. It felt strange in my ears, almost loud, and I couldn’t shut it out. I rubbed my hand on my blanket just to hear something, scratched my nails in the dirt. The moment I stopped, that silence came back, and I wondered how the Outsiders didn’t go crazy. Maybe they did, and I just hadn’t seen it yet. Or maybe I’d lost it myself. Crazy couldn’t see crazy, and maybe I had snapped. Maybe up by that vent, staring into Jacob’s lidless eyes.

      The sky lightened and I drifted, half-dreaming, half-awake. Ben roused me for breakfast as the camp began to stir, dropping a flapjack on my chest. I sat up and bit into it, choking on its dryness.

      “There’s news,” said Ben. He tossed a handful of kindling on the fire and gave it a stoke. “We’ve a base to the east, about sixty miles from here. They took in a Decemite a couple of days back. I don’t know if that’s your sister, but I’m headed there anyway. I can take you if you want.”

      “I want.” I jumped to my feet, invigorated, then halted where I stood. “Wait. What about Lock?”

      “Who, the Decemite?”

      “Yeah.” I glanced at Lock’s tent, wondering if he’d slept. “You’ll let him go, right? He hasn’t hurt anyone... I don’t think.”

      “We’ll have to question him,” said Ben. “He’ll have intel on the gretha routes, when the vents’ll be unguarded.”

      “They’re unguarded at night,” I said, but Ben just laughed.

      “At night. Yeah. You’ve seen one, right? Would you wanna climb down there in the dark?”

      “Not really,” I conceded. Still, it didn’t seem right, leaving Lock to the Outsiders. The way they’d looked at him…I’d seen that look. I’d gotten that look—when Miron dropped something nasty in my palm, when Samson mocked my sister’s fate. It was hate, that look—and it disturbed me. Questioning Lock was one thing, but how far would they go? “I need to talk to him,” I said.

      Ben shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      I went to Lock’s tent and found him awake, doing crunches on his back.

      “Trying to impress me?”

      He snorted. “Trying to pass the time, more like. Is that for me?” He nodded at my hand, and I realized I was still holding my half-eaten flapjack. I held it out for him to bite.

      “They’re in touch with another group that might have Ona,” I said. “I have to go.”

      Lock chewed and swallowed, licked his lips. “You sure you want to do that?”

      “I don’t have a choice.” I didn’t. This was Ona. If there was a chance she was alive out there, even the hint of a possibility, I had to take it. “I’ll come back for you. I promise.”

      “Just... that Ben’s got a silver tongue. Don’t let him fill your head with lies.” He looked up at me, oddly vulnerable. “This is a shock for you, I know. It’s that way for all of us, our first time out. But you can’t forget where you come from. It seems brutal, what we do—what we’re forced to do—but there are reasons. I don’t expect you to understand, one day out of the Dome, but when you see the whole picture, when it all comes together...”

      I turned away, not wanting to hear any more. Where I came from, well, that was the Dirt. I wondered who came up with that, Dirt and Sky. They could’ve gone with anything, Earth or The Warrens, something cozy that made you think of a fox and her cubs, but no. They went with Dirt.

      “Hey. You really think I’d do that, what they said? Kill a human being, if they didn’t shoot first?” His voice was soft, almost pleading.

      “I don’t know,” I said, and it was the truth. I set the rest of my flapjack on his knee, hoping he’d find some way to eat it, and left the tent. Ben was waiting by the truck with Derrick and Lita, and I trotted over to join them. Lita saw me coming and smiled.

      “Ready to go?”

      “Almost.” I jerked my thumb over my shoulder, at the tent. “You won’t hurt him, right? When you said you need to question him, you didn’t mean—?”

      Lita and Derrick exchanged glances. Ben scanned the horizon, as though judging the distance we’d have to cover.

      “Your friend’ll be fine if he co-operates,” he said.

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      Ben shrugged and turned away, circling around to the driver’s side. “Get in the truck.”

      “I need you to say you won’t hurt him.” I planted my hands on my hips. Ben didn’t reply, and I scowled. “If you did, you’d be as bad as him. He’s tied up. He can’t defend himself. If you hurt him, that’s... everything you said about the Decemites, that would be you.”

      Derrick whistled, long and low. Lita’s expression turned eager, like she was expecting a fight to break out, but Ben just rolled his eyes.

      “All right. You heard her.” He raised his voice theatrically, addressing the whole camp. “Hands off the Decemite till I get back. Everyone got that?”

      A murmur went up, a few chuckles, grunts of assent. I heard some grumbling in the ranks, but no outright mutiny, and I figured I’d done what I could. I hopped in the cab and pulled on my mask. Lita and Derrick got into the flatbed and stretched out their legs.

      “We’ll drive as far as the Spire,” said Ben, indicating a towering spire of sandstone shimmering on the horizon. “After that, it gets rocky. We’ll walk from there to save fuel. Derrick and Lita will drive the truck back.”

      “Don’t worry,” called Lita, though I hadn’t objected. “There’s no freaks out here. Or not many.”

      “There aren’t,” agreed Ben. “There’s not many vents, so the mutants stay clear.” He drummed his fingers on the wheel, as though to the beat of some tune in his head. “It’s like they remember, somehow—instinct, maybe—that they once needed it to breathe. That they were us. People. Me and you.”

      I looked out at the desert, sere and white. “What makes them turn that way, the radiation?”

      Ben shook his head. “Radiation’ll kill you, not turn you into that. It’s a virus, but there’s a vaccine. You’ll get a shot tonight.”

      I doubted I’d need one, with my nanobots to keep me safe, but I nodded all the same. Outside, the sun was rising, and my neck began to sweat. Ben rolled down his window, and I did the same, enjoying the breeze on my face. This wasn’t so bad, jouncing along in the truck. There was a beat, less regular than the Dirt-beat, to this too—the creaking of springs, the fluttering of fabric. Our tires crunched in the sand. I watched a tumbleweed go by, then we passed a hollow tree. The Spire rose to greet us, a mighty column of rock, narrower at the bottom than at the top.

      “It looks like it could fall any minute,” I said.

      Ben blinked. “Huh?”

      “The Spire. It’s sort of... standing on one toe.”

      “That’s a funny way of putting it.” He pumped the brakes and coasted to a stop. Lita and Derrick jumped out.

      “My turn to drive.” Derrick went for the driver’s side, but Lita jostled him aside, slipping in as Ben got out. I slid out myself, and Derrick took my place. It was hot out here, hotter than yesterday. So hot my soles stuck to the rock. Ben started walking and I followed, wondering if there’d be showers where we were headed. My pits itched already, and I was certain I stunk. Ben did too, sort of a vinegar smell, not entirely unpleasant. I’d noticed it back in camp, when he was stoking the fire.

      “What’s it like where you live?” I asked, wondering about the showers.

      “Depends when you ask me.” Ben kicked at a pebble, sending it rattling down the slope. “We have permanent camps, but we travel between them. Like in summer, it’s the caves, so we don’t roast alive. In winter, water’s scarce, so we’re up by the river. Time of year, gretha reserves—it all makes a difference.”

      “And you trade with the Dome? With Lady Lazrad?”

      “That’s right. Our rigur for your gretha.”

      I frowned. There was that word again, foreign to my ears. I braced myself for his ridicule and just asked him, “What’s rigur?”

      “Figures you wouldn’t know—hey. Watch your step.” He held out his hand to help me over a hole. I didn’t need it, but I took it anyway, feigning effort as I jumped. “It’s just metal,” he said, and he let go of my hand. “Rigur, I mean. It’s this soft black metal, not useful for anything we can figure, but Lazrad can’t get enough of it.” His brows drew together, a deep line forming between them. “If we can’t meet our quotas, she just lets us die. The old mines, before we moved north—” He stopped talking abruptly, hands clenching into fists.

      “What? What happened?”

      “No. You don’t need to hear that.”

      For a while, we walked in silence, Ben lost in thought, me lost in the scenery. The wilds were beautiful, in their desolate way, like a skeleton picked clean and gleaming in the sun. There was life out here, though not much of it—tiny things, rats and lizards. The rats rose on their hind legs to watch us go by. One of them sneezed, and I heard it across the riverbed, the delicate sound carrying in the silence.

      “My dad died,” said Ben, so suddenly I almost jumped. “We waited too long. Our mine ran dry. We thought... there was a swap meet coming up. We thought we’d get gretha, enough to move colonies, but there wasn’t enough for everyone.” He adjusted his mask, and I heard him swallow hard. “We went back for him, me and Derrick. The moment we could. His body was still warm. We... I have these dreams where I’m faster. Where I’m ten minutes quicker, and he’s alive.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. My tongue felt dry, and too thick for my mouth. “No one should die that way.”

      Ben laughed, low and bitter, and raised his mask to wipe his eyes. “So you say, but your sister’s a Decemite. What’d you say her name was, Ona?”

      I nodded, unable to speak.

      “That’s part of her job, hounding us off the vents. Even if we beg. Even if we suffocate.”

      I felt like I was suffocating, myself. I clutched at my mask, but I couldn’t tear it off, not with Ben watching. “She wouldn’t,” I managed. “Not if she understood. Ona’s...” I groped for the words to describe her. “She found this bird, once. They still have them up in Sky. It got lost in the Dirt somehow, and it was dying. She brought it home and fed it...” I trailed off, feeling stupid. “She got lost on her first mission. No way could she have known.”

      “None of them do, their first time. But you ever hear of one quitting? Walking off the job, like ‘not for me’?”

      I kept quiet. We both knew I hadn’t. They all soldiered on, as far as I knew, except the ones who disappeared. Maybe some of them did run, but Ona wouldn’t do that. She’d never leave Mom and Dad. Still, she wasn’t like Samson, or even like Lock. I couldn’t picture her turning her blaster on a person, much less one pleading for their life. Resentment boiled in my guts—who was Ben to judge?

      “You don’t go unarmed,” I said. “When you’re stealing gretha. You’d shoot if you had to.”

      “I’ve never shot anyone in my life.” Ben’s fingers grazed the handle of his gun. “As for stealing—” He turned so I could see him grinning under his mask, “—maybe that moral high ground’s cheap where you come from, but out here, we can’t afford it. Besides, that jumpsuit you’re wearing... Garis S. You wanna tell me that’s you?” He laughed, and I found myself laughing with him. His mockery didn’t sting, not like with Miron, who didn’t stop till you felt two inches tall. And there was something about him, a laid-back sort of feeling, that put me at ease.

      “You’re not scared,” I said. To me, it was a revelation, Ben’s relaxed aura—that he could be out here, live like this, and smile the way he did—but Ben looked confused.

      “Scared? Should I be?” He looked me up and down, brows raised. “Did you lure me out here to mug me? Rough me up and snatch my lunch?”

      A smile tugged at my lips. “I don’t know. You got anything good?”

      “Old bread and jerky?”

      “Yeah, I’ll pass.” I looked up at the sky. It was clear today, pale yellow and so vast I thought I might fall in. “Everyone’s scared in the Dirt,” I said. “Like, you’re never just bored, or just happy, or even just getting through your day. There’s always this worry, like a lump that might be cancer, and you poke at it and poke at it, but it never goes away.”

      “You don’t seem worried,” said Ben, but he was wrong. I was old friends with that fear, going steady even. It spooned me to sleep most nights and woke me up at dawn. Ben dreamed of his father. I dreamed of exposure, my true nature laid bare for all Echelon to see.

      We trudged on through the heat haze, through a field of gray stumps. Mountains rose straight ahead, first pale with distance, then black as we approached. The sand gave way to dry white grass. A stream crossed our path, just a trickle in the dirt, and I batted a bug out of my face.

      “That’s where we’re headed,” said Ben, and he pointed past the sward. I spotted a faint sheen of purple shielding a fissure in the stone. Figures moved beyond it, indistinct. I could see they were armed, and I stopped in my tracks.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing. Just, you live in a place like that, in a—” I hesitated, not wanting to insult him. “I mean, you’re hiding in caves, scrambling for air, and you say that’s on the Decemites. Why would you help me find Ona, knowing she’s one of them?”

      Ben tapped my arm to get me moving. “You’re not a Decemite,” he said. He looked at me, black eyes burning. “Look, I’ve met runners before, but never one like you. Most of them run to save their own skins, or because they’re dying anyway and they want to see the sun. You, though, you’re here for family. And you don’t buy that Echelon crap, all that ‘loyalty above all.’” He clapped me on the back, startling a yelp from me. “You risked everything, yeah? Doesn’t seem right, holding back your reward.”

      “Stop where you are.” A tall man stepped from the fissure, blaster trained between us. Closer to the barrier, I could see it was thin, the machines holding it in place so old-fashioned in their design I only recognized them from the history books. Ben stepped in front of me, hands up.

      “Ask your question.”

      The man lowered his blaster, but only by a hair. “When do we rest?” he said.

      Ben squared his shoulders and called out his answer, and the breath stilled in my lungs. Guilt seized me and paralyzed me—guilt for the gretha I was breathing, hard-won by Ben’s people, and only useful to me as a disguise. Guilt for the life I’d led, protected by the Dome. Guilt for my own ignorance, and the cruelty of the Decemites. His words drove it home to me, and I wanted to hide.

      When the earth breathes, he said.

      When the earth breathes.
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      What lay beyond the fissure wasn’t at all what I was expecting. I’d pictured some cramped cave, slimy with lichen, but I gasped at the scale of the space that opened before me. The cavern was as wide as the reservoir back home, the ceiling so high it was lost in blackness. A circle of buildings rose on stilts around the perimeter, connected by an elaborate network of rope bridges. Underneath were cookfires and tents, pens full of sheep. Shop stalls stood clustered along one wall, some shuttered, some open. A swing hung between two houses, and one kid was sitting on it, his friend spinning him to make him dizzy.

      Beyond the houses, I spotted openings leading to deeper caves, illuminated by lines of lanterns marching into darkness. Ben led us to one of these and conferred with the guard standing watch. I squinted past him, but my eyes hadn’t adjusted to the gloom. I saw black, darker black, and nothing else.

      “I gotta present you to the council,” said Ben. “You being a stranger, and all.”

      I didn’t want to follow him into the black, but it was that or run, and I didn’t suppose I’d get far if I tried. Our footing grew slippery as we descended, and I heard running water far below.

      “In here.” Ben opened a door and pale light streamed out. He ushered me into a long hall, mostly empty, three rows of benches down the middle. Two men and a woman looked up as we entered, all around Gran’s age, all thin and hardbitten. The woman stood and turned to Ben.

      “Who’s this?”

      Ben looked past her, as though searching for someone else. “Where’s Aunt Jetha?”

      “Still out on a run. Who’ve you brought?”

      “This is the girl I told you about. The one looking for her sister.”

      One of the men made a tutting sound. The woman waved him to silence. “What’s your name?”

      “Myla,” I said, seeing no point in lying. “My sister’s Ona. Is she here?”

      “She’s saying Ona’s just a kid,” said Ben. “Fifteen years old, on her first mission. This one broke out of Echelon to find her.”

      A brief silence followed, the three council members exchanging glances I couldn’t parse. One of the men pressed his lips together till they formed a thin, bloodless line. The other shrugged and stood up, grabbing his coat as he did.

      “Guess I could take you to her,” he said. I didn’t like the way he looked at me, like a mean dog deciding whether to bite. I liked it even less when he took me by the arm and hustled me from the room. Ben moved to follow, but the woman called him back. The door swung shut between us, and I had no choice but to keep walking. I should have been afraid, but what I felt was excitement, a heart-pounding sense of anticipation. Ona was here, and soon I’d see her. I touched my breast pocket, where I’d stashed her bracelet, and felt its shape through my jumpsuit. Maybe it was lucky, after all.

      “Stand back.”

      “Huh?” I stopped where I was, then took a step back. We’d arrived at a dull metal door, rusted at the hinges. It reminded me of the old cellblock doors in the Dirt. My guide dragged it open, and I cried out in horror.

      “Ona!”

      She sat up, chains rattling. They’d bound her hand and foot and bolted her to the floor. I ran to her and knelt, then whirled to face the man who’d brought me.

      “Unlock her.”

      “Maybe later.” My guide smirked, and before I could stop him, he slammed the door shut. I heard tumblers spin and thud, and when I flung myself at the door, it didn’t budge.

      “Hey! Let us out. She needs a doctor.” I rammed the door again and pounded it with my fists. Ona chuckled behind me, a low, rueful sound.

      “Way to go, Myla. Now you’re stuck here too.”

      “Not for long, I’m not. And neither are you.” I kicked a dent into the door, then kicked it again.

      “That won’t work,” said Ona. “See those plates? The frame’s reinforced, and even if we did break out, they’d just catch us.” She leaned back against the wall. Her injuries had healed, but they’d left gory stains, reminders of wounds that would’ve killed a normal person. She looked tired, and I wondered if we’d woken her. Her eyes fluttered shut as she cracked a smile, at last. “I can’t believe you came for me. I mean, I can, but what were you thinking?”

      “Yeah, love you too.” I plopped down beside her and snuggled up to her side. Her head lolled against mine, and she laughed.

      “Not that I’m not glad to see you, but you know you can’t go home after this, right?” Her hand found mine and gripped it tight. I squeezed back, just like when we were kids.

      “I’ll get you home,” I told her. “That’s all that matters.”

      “You’re so stupid.”

      “I know.” I let go of her hand and fumbled under my jumpsuit. Ona watched me, brows raised.

      “What are you doing? Got an itch?”

      “No. I brought you a present. Here.” I pulled out the bracelet and thrust it into her hand. She turned it in her palm and giggled at the smiley face.

      “I can just hold it up when I’m too lazy to smile.” She shook it onto her wrist and tucked it under her cuff. “Seriously, I thought I’d never see another friendly face. And now you’ve brought me a spare. You... what am I going to do with you?”

      “Sit and wait, I guess.” I stretched out my legs and kicked the dust off my boots. My head spun with questions, but one beat out the rest, one that’d been nagging me since last night in camp.

      “How much did you know?” I asked her.

      “About what?”

      I gestured at our cell, at the door, at the unknown. “This. Everything. The Outsiders.”

      “What, the rebels?” Ona’s lip curled. “They’re a violent militia, filled with thieves and killers.” She rattled it off like a lesson, one she’d learned to recite in her sleep. Lock must’ve learned it as well—he’d told me the same, nearly to the letter. “They ambush us at the vents. Steal our gretha.”

      “So you knew they were out here.” I tasted betrayal, bitter in my throat. “You knew, and you never said a word.”

      “It’s in the Decemite oath. The horrors of the Outside are ours alone to bear.” Again, her voice went toneless. She sounded brainwashed, robotic, and I got to my feet.

      “I’m getting us out of here.”

      “Sure you are.” Ona closed her eyes. “Come on—sit down already. You’re wearing me out, just watching you.”

      I didn’t sit down. I circled our cell with my hands to the wall, feeling for drafts, for cracks, any way out. I went to the door and fingered the hinges, thumbing the screws in search of loose ones. I found a slot at eye level that looked like it opened, but when I pushed, it didn’t budge. Voices drifted from above, the shrieks of playing children, the rumblings of conversation, but none approached our cell.

      Time passed—an hour, maybe two—and I sat down at last. Ona had fallen asleep. I thought I might do the same and laid my head on my knees, but a door slammed close by and I heard running footsteps. Someone was coming, and I stood as quietly as I could. Whoever it was, they wouldn’t catch me flatfooted twice.

      I dug my nails into my palms and waited for our visitor.
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      The door didn’t open, but the slot I’d found did. I flinched at the screech of metal on metal, then scowled as Ben peered through.

      “Come to gloat, have you?”

      “Aw, don’t be like that.” Ben offered a lopsided grin, but I refused to smile back. I’d about had it with his games, how he’d reeled me in with his charm, only to abandon me to my fate.

      “I trusted you,” I said. “Was any of that even true, before? About your dad, about—”

      “Yes.” Keys rattled, and the door creaked open. Ben stood palms up, face turned to the light. “You can slap me if you want. Or punch me, if you’d rather. But I swear, I had no idea they’d lock you up.”

      I made a fist. Punching Ben was tempting. I’d never punched anyone before, but no one had locked me up before, either. I wondered if his nose would bleed. If it’d break.

      “Look, I’ve come to let you out. You deserve a proper hearing before they throw away the key. I got that moved up to right now.” He stood aside so I could pass, but I stayed where I was.

      “What about Ona?”

      “You can speak for her too when you plead your case, but you’ll have to do it on your own. Even if I wanted to, I can’t unhook her chains.”

      “Then you can leave me here, too.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Don’t be stupid,” said Ona. I responded as I always did—don’t call me stupid—but this time she didn’t laugh. “There’s no point in us both being stuck here.”

      She was right, but still I hesitated. She looked pale, like she’d lost too much blood. Her shirt was stiff with it, her pants stained to the knee. I shifted in front of her, shielding her with my body.

      “Can you promise they won’t hurt her?”

      “No one will come here. She’ll be fine.”

      It wasn’t a promise, not exactly, but Ben was right. I couldn’t do much for Ona sitting in a cell. I stalked out past Ben as haughtily as I could, hoping he’d see that he wasn’t forgiven.

      The council chamber was full when we returned, all three benches packed. I counted around thirty heads. A girl my age was lighting sconces along the walls, lending the place a cheery glow. It struck me as incongruous, given why we’d come, but maybe they used this place for other things, weddings, town meetings.

      “So this is the runner.” I turned to see who had spoken and was surprised to be greeted with a smile. A dark-skinned woman had risen and was standing, hand extended. I stared at her, confused—was she expecting a gift? Some kind of tribute?

      “You’re supposed to shake it,” said Ben. “Like this, see?” He took her hand and pumped it up and down. I copied the gesture, and my bewilderment must have showed, because Ben burst out laughing, and half the room joined in.

      “What, no handshakes in Echelon?”

      I whirled to see who’d spoken, too late. All I could do was shrug. Maybe the Lofties shook hands, but I’d never seen it.

      “Don’t worry about it.” The kindly woman patted me on the shoulder, and I let her direct me to a chair. I felt exposed, stared at. Ben came and stood with me, perhaps in solidarity, and I leaned close to whisper to him, covering my mouth with my hand.

      “Who is she? Is she in charge?”

      “She is. That’s Aunt Jetha.”

      Now that he mentioned it, there was a family resemblance, same sharp features, same flat black eyes. She seemed warm, ready to listen, and I kept my eyes on her.

      “Let’s keep this informal,” she said. “Who are you, and what’s your purpose here?”

      “I’m Myla Hyde, and my sister’s your prisoner. I’ve come to take her home.” The words came out defiant, and I reined myself in. “I mean, she’s... Ona’s my kid sister. She’s a Decemite, but barely. You captured her on her first mission, and her parents—our parents—are heartbroken. If she doesn’t come home, I can’t see them ever being the same.”

      “And what if you don’t come home?” Jetha leaned forward, fingers laced under her chin. I looked down at my feet.

      “They’d miss me too, but I can’t go back. I already escaped, and it’s been too long to explain away.”

      “She’d never heard of us,” said Ben. “She thought we were Lofties, us not having brands.”

      “That’s what she would say.” A pale man stood up, lips twisted into a sneer. He had burn marks down one side of his face, and most of his hair was missing on that side. His gaze settled on me, blue and piercing. “She’s cute, for a Dirtbag. All round and healthy. That’s who they’d send for a spy, someone who could worm her way in. Look at our Ben. He’s mooning over her already.”

      Ben made a sound, maybe a laugh, maybe a protest. Jetha raised her hand for silence.

      “Echelon doesn’t need to spy. If they wanted information, they’d hold our air hostage. It’s worked before. Why send a girl with no means of surviving on her own? Even if she found something, she’d never make it home.”

      “If you can call that a home,” said Ben. “She’s been in chains all her life, breaking her back for the Lofties. You should’ve seen her today, coming over the plains. She kept looking up, like the sky was something special. Just the regular sky, no clouds. No moon.” He drew himself up and I saw the man he might become, the leader addressing his people. “It’s not her fault, where she was born. If we lock her up here, we’re just the same as Lazrad.”

      “Ona too,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere without Ona.”

      A murmur went up at that, everyone talking at once. Jetha raised her hand again, and the hubbub died down.

      “All right. I’ve heard enough.” She stood and went to Ben, reaching out to touch his arm. “Take Myla outside, but don’t go far. We’ll call you back when we’ve voted.”

      I opened my mouth, full of questions, but Jetha was already returning to her seat. Ben hurried me outside and shut the door.

      “Have something to eat,” he said, and he held out a fold of wax paper. “I know you fed your breakfast to that Decemite.”

      “Lock.” I took the paper and looked inside. It was full of something wet and red, jelly-like bubbles that bled when I pressed them too hard. “What is this? Or...was this?”

      “Sheep brains,” said Ben, and laughed when I jerked back. “Just kidding. It’s pomegranate seeds. They’re fruit.”

      “Fruit...” I’d had dried apples once or twice, and Gran’s carrot-and-ginger jam, but fresh fruit was rare in the Dirt. I licked my finger and shivered at the taste. It was different from dried fruit, less sweet, and it made my tongue prickle. “Do you eat these a lot out here?”

      “Depends.” Ben stole a seed and crunched it between his teeth. “When we’re up by the river, we grow them. Down here, the soil’s too thin, but we swap for them, or for lemons. We’ve got rhubarb, though, if you like sour stuff.”

      I had no idea what rhubarb was, so I ate some more seeds. Ona would like these, I thought. She’d appreciate the novelty, and the flavor. I wondered if she’d eaten since she got here, if they’d even brought her water. I could hear the council arguing my fate, one voice raised, then another, but their words were too muffled to hear.

      “Don’t worry,” said Ben. “Aunt Jetha’s fair. I wouldn’t have brought you here if I thought you’d end up—”

      “All right. That’s done.” Jetha stepped out and let the door close behind her. “Why don’t we go for a walk?” She smiled at me, and her smile reminded me of Gran’s. An unfamiliar ache stirred in my chest, and I couldn’t smile back. I thought of Gran’s little apartment, with its rugs and hanging beads, and I missed her fiercely. I missed home.

      “Myla? Are you all right?” Ben poked me in the arm, and I came back to myself.

      “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      “Come this way, then.” Jetha led us back to the central cavern, under the tall houses with their creaking rope bridges. “I have an offer for you,” she said, “but first, I’d like you to tell me what you see.”

      I did a slow turn, taking in my surroundings. The room had filled up since I’d seen it last, mostly with children. I guessed they’d been in school when we arrived. Some of them were eating or cooking over the fires. A few were reading, and I swallowed my envy. We hadn’t had books back home, besides the ones we got in school, and I wasn’t good with words. I could read, sort of, but not well enough to enjoy it. I couldn’t lose myself in a story the way I’d heard of people doing.

      “It’s peaceful,” I said. “Everyone looks...” I wasn’t sure how they looked. Happy, maybe. Content. “They look like they’re having a good day.”

      “Precisely.” Jetha nodded, as though coming to some decision. “We’re not rebels or brigands, or whatever you’ve been told. We’re families. Villages. We were content with what we had, till Lazrad decided it was hers to hold for ransom. Those children you see, playing so happily—soon, we’ll have no choice but to put them to work. They’ll be slaves, just like you were, mining rigur for Echelon.” She drew a deep, shuddering breath. “Every month, our quota’s higher. Every month, they scream for more. One day, the mines will run dry, and then...” Jetha turned toward the children. “One stroke of Lazrad’s pen, and all you see would vanish. Those children would perish, and their parents, and their futures. That’s why we have to fight back.”

      Fight back. I broke out in goosebumps. She was talking about war. War with Echelon. I didn’t see how she could win. One team of Decemites could blast this settlement to rubble.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “Ah, you catch on fast.” She patted me on the arm, and again, I thought of Gran. “You and your sister will tell us all you know. Everything about Echelon, from Dirt to Sky. In exchange, you’ll live among us, and share in all we have.”

      I frowned, disbelieving. “What’s to stop us walking out?”

      “Them,” said Jetha, and she pointed at the fissure. Four armed guards were posted just inside, blasters at the ready. “And on the off chance you got past them, it’s a hundred miles back to your Dome. Your sister might survive the journey, but not you. Not without gretha. And our stores are well-guarded.”

      “So we’re prisoners after all.” I scuffed my heel in the dirt. “Seems not much’s changed.”

      “Except here, you can earn more freedom,” said Ben. “Look at it this way: You’re new. You’re earning our trust. Once you’re one of us, once we’re sure you’re trustworthy, you’ll be just like anyone else. You won’t be a Dirtbag, and we don’t have Lofties. You’ll have a voice and a vote. Don’t you want that?”

      I turned to Jetha for confirmation, but she was watching the children, smiling an odd, bitter smile. I didn’t know what to believe.

      “You’d be helping us survive here.” Ben took my hand, then let it go when I flinched. He cleared his throat. “What would you be doing in Echelon? Financing some Lofty’s antique bottle cap collection? Mixing Lazrad’s special soap? Where does that get anyone?”

      “So I agree and buy a little freedom, or refuse and go back to my cell.” I surveyed the cavern. Breaking out would be tough, with just the one exit, but I still had my trump card up my sleeve. Only my sister knew I could breathe Outside air, survive Outside radiation. If I could earn enough trust to walk Ona through that fissure, we could make our escape before the Outsiders could react. But I couldn’t accomplish even that locked up in a cage.

      “I think I can help you,” I said.
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      Ona stood on the rope bridge, swaying back and forth to make it swing. I elbowed her in the ribs to make her stop.

      “Sorry,” she said. “It’s fun, though, isn’t it? I wish we had these back home.”

      “Fun. Yeah.” I sat down and poked my legs between the ropes, dangling them over the side. “I still can’t believe this is out here. And you kept it from me.”

      “I didn’t know either. Not that it was like this.” She sat next to me, a little stiffly. She looked better in clean clothes, with the blood scrubbed off her face, but her eyes had a hollow look, one I hadn’t seen before. She stretched out with a sigh. “I guess there’s no point keeping secrets now you’ve seen for yourself.”

      “What did you think it was like?”

      “Like they told us,” said Ona. She stared down at the cookfires, at the children playing tag. “They said they were exiles. Hardened criminals holding grudges. They’d do anything to tear a strip off the Dome. Our orders were...”

      “What?”

      She twisted around, turning her back on the kids. “Shoot on sight. Not out of bloodlust, but because they’d shoot first if we didn’t. And that’s true. They did shoot me.”

      I wanted to hug her, but she’d gone all spiky, elbows out to the sides. I patted her knee instead. “Did they hurt you, besides that?

      “No.” A faint smile played about her lips. “They’ve been nosy, asking questions, but that’s all. And I have to admit their food’s pretty good.” She rubbed her shoulder—where the bullet hit, I guessed—and pulled a face. “That deal you made...”

      “Yeah?”

      “We need to get our stories straight, what we’ll tell them. What we won’t.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. I figured—”

      “Not here.” Ona got to her feet and headed back across the bridge. I followed. We’d been assigned our own house, just a roof and four walls, two narrow beds crowded together. A coat tree stood crookedly in one corner, and a table by the window, with only one chair. Ona took the chair, so I stretched out on my bed, boots dangling over the end.

      “I’m not getting anyone killed,” said Ona. “Nothing about our teams or our tactics, our missions.”

      “What does that leave?” I raised myself on one elbow. “You probably could give them your rotas, even your transport routes. With you and Lock missing, they’ll have changed those by now.”

      “Maybe.” Ona rubbed at her wrist where the cuffs had dug in. “But they’d still see how we work. They could learn from that.”

      “So make something up—fake routes, fake procedures. Tell ‘em you do a little gretha dance for a bountiful harvest. Just make it convincing, or they’ll stick us back in that cell.” I got up and began to pace, restless with nothing to do. At home, I’d be working, slapping stickers on tanks. It smelled like the Dirt in here, dampness and gretha, but the surroundings were alien, my rhythm all off.

      “We weren’t harvesting,” said Ona.

      “Hmm?”

      “Our mission. We were scouting, not harvesting.” Her chair creaked as she turned to face me. “These people—I don’t know what they’ve told you, but they control the rigur mines. Rigur, that’s... it’s why the Dome’s so safe. Why we don’t have alarms anymore, or atmo leaks. They’re gouging us for it, wanting more and more gretha, and when we can’t pay, they steal it anyway.” Ona’s lip twitched, half-sneer, half-grimace. “We were supposed to stake out our own mine, one they don’t control.”

      My brows went up. “They sent you to do that? On your very first mission?”

      “Prium Lazrad picked me personally.” She drew herself up, practically radiating pride. I couldn’t quite hide my disbelief.

      “Prium Lazrad, in person? Lady Lazrad’s right-hand man? You met him face to face?”

      “Don’t be stupid.” Her mouth turned down. “He told Samson and Samson told me. But I was the top graduate in my year. The best since Lock Powell. I was supposed to...”

      “What?”

      “It was going to be a surprise.” She toyed with her bracelet, twisting it around to hide the smile. “Prium said if we made it, if we came back with good news, all our families could move to the Stars.”

      I sucked in a harsh breath. The Stars—that was up on B1, just one level below Sky. You could tilt your head back and see daylight, little twinklings through the grates. You could hear Lofties’ heels click as they strolled overhead. I’d never been to the Stars, never dreamed I could go, but my heart ached for Ona as I shared her disappointment.

      “You were thinking, Mom and Dad...”

      “Yeah. But I got caught. I let everyone down.”

      I went and knelt next to her. “You didn’t. Mom and Dad just want you back. The Stars would be nice, but when it comes down to it—”

      “And what about everyone else? Everyone who’d die if the Dome collapsed? We need that mine. Prium said—”

      “Do you trust him?” I grabbed her by the shoulders, needing her to listen. “I mean, look at this place. If they really had some evil monopoly, any hold over Echelon at all, don’t you think they’d be making a profit? They don’t even have running water.”

      Ona hunched up her shoulders, almost to her ears. I let go of her and backed off, breathing through my frustration.

      “What about Samson?” I asked. “Do you trust him?”

      She stiffened, but made no response.

      “He didn’t care you were missing,” I said. The words hurt to say, and I could see by Ona’s expression they hurt worse to hear. Still, I had to get through to her, past the party line. “I went up to Sky Station that day. I saw your team come in without you. Samson was—”

      “I don’t care.” Ona spun to face me, eyes blank. “Samson’s the way he has to be. You don’t understand. That doesn’t make it wrong.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means pain’s how you learn. How you survive. A broken tooth in training spares you a bullet in the field. Leaving a straggler saves the rest of your team. We’re soldiers, not children. We don’t make a big scene because our friend’s gone and we’re sad.”

      “A broken tooth?” I blinked. “When’d you break your tooth?”

      “In stealth drills.” Ona rubbed at her jaw. “Samson snuck up behind me and clocked me a good one. But that’s what I’m telling you—pay the price once, you don’t slip up again. You keep your ears pricked, check your six every—”

      I stared at her, ears ringing. She was still talking—ranting, really—but my rage drowned her out, blood rushing to my head. I opened my mouth, closed it again, and ground the heels of my hands into my eyes.

      “What? What’s the matter?”

      I bit my tongue so hard it bled. “He hit you? Broke your tooth?”

      “In training.” Ona rolled her eyes. “What did you think it was, a walk in the park? It’s conditioning. It prepares us. It’s—

      “It’s abuse, is what it is.” I was burning all over, from the inside out. “Tell me this—how old were you? How old, when he—” I shut my mouth with a snap as my hackles rose. Ona hissed through her teeth.

      “What now?”

      “Shh.” I strained my ears and I heard it, a scuffling at the door. “Someone’s there.”

      “Hello?” A voice came, swiftly followed by a knock. “Ona and Myla? Mind if I come in?”

      Ona just shrugged. I stood and went to the door. It had a peephole built in, and I peered through. The man on the other side didn’t look like much, all thin and weedy, with a big vulture nose. He was older, about thirty, with tired, watery eyes. I took a beat to compose myself, three slow breaths. When my heart had quit pounding, I stood back and let him in.

      “I’m Myla. That’s Ona. Who are you?”

      “I’m Jasper. Jasper Wright.” He set his bag on the table, an old-fashioned doctor’s bag, then thought better of it and tucked it under his arm. His gaze passed over me and settled on Ona, and his Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. Ona shifted, then scowled, faint color rising in her cheeks.

      “What’s with the perv eyes?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re staring.”

      Jasper blinked and looked down. “Sorry. I wasn’t—I didn’t mean to gawk. Just, I’ve never seen one before.”

      “What, a girl?”

      I snorted. I couldn’t help myself. Ona’s revelation had left me shaky, out of control. Jasper wasn’t helping, with his wide fish eyes nearly bugging out of his head. He raked his hands through his hair and made it stand on end.

      “Look, could we start over? I’m not some, uh... I’m a scientist. I head up our nanobot program. My interest in you is purely academic.” He took a step toward Ona, reconsidered, and sat on my bed. “I’m not explaining myself very well. I do that, get ahead of myself, but the gist is—”

      “I’m a Decemite. You want nanobots. Got it.” Ona got a glint in her eye, one I knew too well. It spelled mischief, and I glared at her. She ignored me. She flopped back in her chair and heaved a deep sigh. “Nanobots. That’s all anyone ever wants. My strength. My power. No one wants Ona. Nobody sees me.” She pooched out her lower lip and slumped forward, the picture of dejection.

      “I know you’re mocking me,” said Jasper. “I wish you wouldn’t. I just came to ask if I could run a few tests. It would really help with my research, and—”

      “No.” I moved closer to Ona, alarm bells ringing. “We made our deal already. Poking and prodding wasn’t part of it.”

      “I wouldn’t poke or prod.” He leaned closer, trying to catch Ona’s eye. “My tests would be non-invasive. External scans only. And your sister could come with you. We wouldn’t be alone.”

      Ona snickered, perhaps at the idea of Jasper presenting any threat to her, alone or otherwise. “What kind of nanobot program are you talking about?”

      “The kind that could put an end to our children fighting and dying over scraps.” Jasper seemed to come alive, sitting up straighter and thrusting out his jaw. His eyes blazed bright green, and in that moment, he was almost handsome. “Picture a world where we could all breathe outside. Where the radiation wouldn’t rot our bones. The days of squabbling over gretha vents could end. We could all live in peace, in Domes or out of them. Isn’t that something you’d want?”

      Ona glanced at me, expression unreadable. “I’d have to think about that,” she said.

      “What’s to think about? We’re headed for war. You can’t possibly—”

      “I said I’d think about it.” Ona stood up and showed him her back. Jasper kept talking, but I knew she wasn’t hearing him. I tapped him on the elbow and shook my head.

      His shoulders slumped just a little, and he took a step back. “My lab’s by the stalagmite room, down hallway C.” He chuckled. “I mean, lab might be a generous term, given our resources, but it’s where I work.”

      “Sure. Yeah. We might drop by.” I held the door open, a not-so-gentle hint he should go. Jasper stayed where he was.

      “There’s one more thing before I leave,” he said, his attention now focused on me. He reached into his bag and retrieved a small case. “Your shot. I’m not sure if anyone mentioned, but you’ll need a jab if you don’t want to end up—” He bared his teeth and widened his eyes in a fair imitation of a mutant. I had no interest in letting him stick me, but I couldn’t see a way around it. Not without admitting to my nanobots. I rolled up my sleeve and offered him my arm.

      “This’ll just take a second,” he said. “Most people don’t even feel it.”

      My nose tingled as he opened a bottle of disinfectant and soaked a swab with it. He swiped my arm, one quick pass, and I looked away as the needle went in. True to Jasper’s word, it was painless. He took out a bandage and patted it onto my arm.

      “All done. There. I’ve saved your life.” He closed his case with a snap and got up, turning to Ona as he did. “I hope you do give it some thought. I’m a new father myself, and I’d...” He sighed, perhaps realizing Ona wasn’t listening, and took his leave. I toed the door shut behind him as he went.

      “You didn’t have to tease him like that,” I said.

      “Yeah, I did.” She went to the window to watch him go. “What he’s talking about…it’s dangerous. Irresponsible, even.”

      “You think?”

      “I know.” The pep seemed to go out of her, and she sprawled on her bed, staring up at the ceiling. “Nanobots aren’t for everyone. They’re a responsibility to be earned. You work for them. Train for them. You don’t just... Think if they gave them to someone like Marek Orin.”

      “Who, the serial killer?” I laughed, but part of me wanted to slap her. What she was saying made a certain kind of sense, but I remembered her at Selection age, a regular ten-year-old, goofy and feckless. She hadn’t worked a day in her life. Hadn’t earned squat. She’d checked the right boxes on some test, and that was all. Did she really look at me and see an impostor? Someone who deserved strength and healing less than she did?

      “I don’t mean you,” she said. “Your folks earned theirs, so that’s different.”

      “Different how?”

      “Just different. Quit looking at me like that. You know it’s true. Some people are just...” She nodded at the door. “Like Jasper, or whoever. That guy you used to work with—what’d you call him? Snot bubbles. You want to tell me he’s cut from our cloth?”

      “You sound like Miron.”

      Ona gasped. “You take that back.”

      I lay down and rolled to face the wall. I didn’t want to fight, but Ona sounded just like a Lofty. She was making me sick, kind of. She kicked off her boots, clunk-clunk on the floor. I closed my eyes and pretended to go to sleep.
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      Jasper’s lab reminded me of Gran’s place from the moment I walked in. It was tiny and cramped, full of odds and ends and shiny bits. Shelves crowded the walls, laden with books and tools and ancient, cloudy beakers. A workbench stood along one wall, a centrifuge at one end, a pile of broken parts strewn across the rest. An ancient computer sat perched on a rolling table, its casing so dented I doubted it still worked. Jasper proved me wrong by switching it on. The monitor glowed orange, then a blinking prompt appeared.

      “Just sit anywhere,” said Jasper.

      Ona looked around doubtfully and chose a folding chair. It creaked under her weight. I stayed where I was, examining Jasper’s books. I picked one that looked promising and flipped through it, but it didn’t have any pictures. I put it back.

      “Not a very interesting one, I’m afraid.” Jasper pulled a face. “There’s a library at our winter camp, but all we’ve got here is technical stuff.” His screen blinked orange again, and a block of text popped up. He scrolled down and smiled.

      “So, Ona, this might take a while. Are you comfortable? Can I get you anything, maybe some fruit?”

      “Just get on with it.” She leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. Jasper tapped a key, and the screen changed.

      “I’m going to run through a list of questions. You’ll just say what comes to mind. It’s okay if the answer’s ‘I don’t know.’” He took out a pair of glasses and perched them on his nose. “First question: Have you had any pain or itching since you got your nanobots? Any rashes or skin irritation?”

      “No.”

      “Good, good.” Jasper pressed another key. “Have you experienced intrusive thoughts, hallucinations, or exceptionally vivid dreams?”

      “Nope.” Ona covered a yawn. “You should go explore,” she said, tapping me on the leg. “This looks like it could take a while.”

      “But you—”

      Ona shot me a meaningful look, and it clicked. Now was as good a time as any for me to scout out our escape route. We’d been four days in the caverns, and we were both going stir-crazy. The Outsiders had their rhythms, and we didn’t belong. They cooked foods we’d never seen from recipes we didn’t know and shooed us off when we tried to help. They had their own nannies and teachers, and made it clear we weren’t wanted there, either. The mines were off limits and the sheep minded themselves. We were useless, and whether from spite or simple indifference, the Outsiders made us feel it.

      I headed out of the lab and back the way I’d come, curious about the stalagmite room Jasper had mentioned. I’d never seen a stalagmite, and I wanted to. I wanted to know if they were huge as elephants’ tusks or tiny enough to slip in a pocket—and if they were tiny, maybe take one for myself. A souvenir of sorts.

      I didn’t find any stalagmites, but I did spot Ben perched on a rope bridge, polishing his boots. He saw me and waved, and I waved back.

      “I thought you’d left,” I said. “I looked for you yesterday, but you weren’t around.”

      “Just a minute. I’ll come down.” He pulled on his boots and shimmied down the ladder, skipping the last few rungs. “How are you settling in? Finding everything okay?”

      “Jasper said there’s a stalagmite room, but I must’ve walked right past it.”

      “Oh, yeah. We keep that locked.” Ben dusted off his pants. “Kids used to play in there, and I don’t know. I’ve never seen a stalactite fall, but they must eventually, right?”

      “I guess so.” Something butted my leg, and I reached down to pet a stray sheep. “I was wondering, though, is there anything I could be doing? Like a job? I’ve been asking around, but nobody wants me.”

      “Aw, feeling left out?” He nudged me companionably, his elbow bumping mine. “You could ask Aunt Jetha, but she’s out for the day. How would a tour do for now?”

      “I wouldn’t mind that.” I fell in beside him as he angled down a narrow corridor, darker than the others, half-hidden behind a tent. “I actually thought you’d left. Shouldn’t you be back at camp by now?”

      “I was, all day yesterday.” He made a sound, a faint grunt, like he’d just stubbed his toe. “But Lita’s there, and Derrick. Not much call for me. Figured, why not stay here a while, catch up with my cousins?”

      “Cousins—must be nice.” I shot him a sidelong glance. Maybe it was the lighting, or my mind playing tricks, but he looked different, somehow, thin-lipped and hard. He didn’t smile when I caught his eye. “Did something happen at camp? You look... I don’t know. Peeved.”

      “Not peeved.” He ducked through a cramped opening and aimed his flashlight at the ground. To my surprise, I saw rippling water, a natural spring rising from the earth. A mineral smell rose from it, like sulfur and salt.

      “Is that drinkable?”

      “Not without treatment, but you can bathe in it if you want. You’ll come out smelling like a match, but it’s worth it for the bubbles.”

      I knelt and dipped my fingers in the spring. It was warm and it made my skin tingle. I did want a bath, but not with Ben watching. He was frowning, still, tapping his foot.

      “Ben? If this is a bad time—”

      “It’s not. Just, y’know, lost in thought.” His eyes had narrowed to slits. He rubbed them, seemed to relax, and crouched down next to me. “Hey, before you left Echelon, did you notice anything different?”

      “Different? Like what?”

      “Like, whatever’d stand out to you. Anything weird, out of the ordinary.”

      “I don’t know.” Different wasn’t a word I associated with the Dirt. Our days ran on routine, even the bad ones, even our last ones. Death came untimely, but never unexpected. Nothing had changed lately, nothing that’d stand out as strange, except maybe... Ona’s mission.

      “What?” Ben leaned forward. “What were you thinking, just then?”

      I shook my head, not wanting to betray Ona. “My supervisor,” I improvised. “He made me throw out his chewed gum. But I don’t suppose that helps you any.”

      “You either, from the sounds of it.” Ben chuckled, but his smile soon faded. He rocked back on his heels and sighed. “Ah, screw it. I don’t suppose it matters if you know. We picked up a radio signal two nights ago, somewhere west of the Spire.” His expression darkened. “Somewhere close to camp. It wasn’t one of ours. I went out to investigate, but—pthbt. Whoever it was, they covered their tracks. Or never left any to begin with.”

      Something squirmed in my belly, not quite fear. The Decemites used radios. Maybe they were looking for Ona, or at least for Lock. The thought should’ve been reassuring, but I didn’t want them to find the camp. I didn’t want them near Lita or Derrick, or any of the others. “What kind of signal was it?”

      “That’s just it—it was nothing.” Ben stood up and kicked at the gravel. “The Decemites use codewords, some new crap every week. We encrypt our calls. This was just... clicking, then nothing, then more clicks. It went on about an hour, just enough to get a rough location, then dead air ever since.”

      “And that’s all?”

      “Yup. That’s it.” Ben held out his hand. “Ready to keep going?”

      I wasn’t, entirely—I was curious about the radio signal, and what it might mean—but Ben seemed to have had his fill of the subject. I filed it away for later, maybe something to bring up with Ona. “Ready when you are.”

      Ben took my hand and hauled me to my feet. He killed the light and stood back as a group of kids raced by. They were laughing, playing tag, and I tried to remember if I’d ever been like that, running around without a care in the world. I’d swum in the reservoir a few times, though I wasn’t supposed to. And there’d been games to play in nursery, kickball or hoops. These kids were older, though, eleven or twelve. They’d have been working back home, runners in the refinery or dishwashers in the mess—nothing jobs, mostly, just passing the time, but those jobs settled them in. Wore them down for the long hours and mindless tasks that would see them through the rest of their lives.

      The kids disappeared and I turned to Ben. “Do you know if Lock’s okay?”

      “Who, your Decemite?” A crease appeared between his brows, irritation maybe, or disgust. “He’s fine. Why?”

      “I thought maybe we could bring him here. Show him...” I sketched a vague gesture—this. That. Everything. “If he could see what it’s like here, just everyday life, he might come over to your side.”

      Ben barked laughter. “And they say Dirtbags have no sense of humor.”

      “I wasn’t joking.”

      “You were. You just don’t know it.” He went ahead of me down a narrow staircase, turning his light on so I could see. “Tell me—your sister. Is she on our side?”

      “She’s...” I pursed my lips, thinking of our not-quite-fight, how Ona had dismissed Jasper’s research. You know it’s true. Some people are just... Different? Undeserving? She hadn’t finished the thought, but the next words out of her mouth had made her intent clear enough. “She’s thinking about it,” I said.

      “Well, let’s see how that goes, then maybe I’ll think about Lock.” He said his name like a bad word, all poisonous in his mouth. “Anyway, down here’s the Haven, just this way.”

      I followed him through a set of battered double doors, into a cavern about a fourth the size of the main hall. Tents lay stacked along one wall, rolled up with their poles sticking out. A cluster of water barrels sat in an alcove, with a stack of thin blankets on top. I spotted the remains of old cookfires, one with a pot still hanging over it.

      “What is this place?”

      “Here.” Ben flicked a switch, and a purple shimmer filled the doorway, closing us off from the outside. He shut it off after a moment and leaned against the wall. “It’s our backup in case the main gate goes down and lets in the outside air. We can shelter in here till the system’s back up and the purifiers do their work.”

      I shivered. “Does that happen often?”

      “Often enough.” He picked up a pebble and tossed it from hand to hand. “You saw our generators, right? They’re practically antiques. Getting parts for them’s a chore, so we mostly just improvise. Jasper’s pretty quick, usually gets us running in an hour or two, but once, we were stuck here for a week.”

      “All of you?”

      “More than that. It was migration season. We had traders, groups on stopovers—must’ve been two hundred of us, maybe more.”

      I looked around, trying to picture that, dozens of scared families packed into one room, kids crying, fires burning, everyone talking at once. “We have emergency tanks in the Dirt,” I said, “but there aren’t even enough for everyone. It’s been so long since the Dome’s gone down, nobody really worries about it. I mean, I guess old folks might, the ones who’d remember it happening, but I’ve never seen it, and neither have my parents.”

      “The Lofties have private gretha pipes,” said Ben. “Funnels it straight to their rooms if anything goes wrong.”

      “Where’d you hear that?”

      “The last runner we caught. He and his supervisor were...” He waggled his brows. “Let’s just say, they spent a lot of time in her private quarters. That’s why he ran. They couldn’t be together, not really, so he broke it off. She didn’t take it too well.”

      I laughed. “That can’t be true.” A Lofty, with one of us—the idea was preposterous. The private pipes, I could buy, but the rest was pure fantasy. I pointed to a dusty elevator, just past the Haven. “Where does that go?”

      “Huh? Oh, the mines, but that’s the old shaft. It’s almost exhausted. We’re mostly on the north shaft now.”

      “Can I see it anyway?”

      “It’s not that exciting, but sure.” Ben stepped onto the elevator and pulled the cage shut. I clutched the railing as we rattled into darkness. The platform shuddered beneath me, and I pictured it flying apart.

      “How deep does this thing go?”

      “About two hundred feet. You’re not claustrophobic, are you?”

      “I’m from the Dirt.” I opted not to admit I’d never ridden an elevator. We had them back home, but they were for supervisors and cargo. Regular folks took the stairs. I looked up at the cable and just as quickly looked away, not wanting to think about the drop.

      Sounds drifted up to meet us, growing louder as we descended, the harsh burr of drills, the crack of hammers on rocks. I found the din calming, a cozy reminder of home, and I closed my eyes to listen as we completed our descent.

      “This is us.” Ben lifted the gate and I stepped off. It was bright in the mines, floodlights glaring from the support beams, furnaces blazing farther in. Weird shadows danced on the walls as the miners went about their business. I trailed my fingers along the rock, confused.

      “Where’s the rigur?”

      “In the rock, hopefully.” Ben went to a tall cabinet, unlocked it, and retrieved something that looked a lot like the meter I used at work. He thumbed it on and aimed it at the wall, swept it up and down a couple of times, but nothing happened. “Like I said, there’s not much left to find here. But if we did, this sniffer would beep, then we’d crush up the rocks and throw the dust in those furnaces, and the rigur would drip out the bottom. Well, eventually. There’s more to it than that, but you get the idea.”

      I eyed the walls, doubtful. They reflected the light flatly, not a sparkle in sight. I’d expected shining veins of metal, like silver or gold, but all I saw was stone. “How much would you get from that?”

      “A little under two ounces for each ton of rock. Sometimes more, if we’re lucky.” He chuckled. “Seems nuts to me, trading gretha for that. There’s so little of it, and you can’t even use it for anything.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean it’s too soft for tools and it’s too dull for jewelry. It doesn’t even conduct electricity that well. What Lazrad does with it, I can’t fathom.”

      I shrugged, debating whether to tell him what Ona had said, about rigur protecting the Dome. Maybe it could shore up the Outsiders’ defenses as well.

      “Hey, Benny. Mask up or get out.” One of the miners tapped his headgear, a great bucket-looking thing with a slit over the eyes. Ben laughed and waved, then retreated toward the elevator. He left his sniffer on a shelf rather than putting it away, and I made note of that for later. As long as I could remember, I’d been taught gretha was life. Nothing trumped that. If Lazrad was trading life for rigur, it had to be just as valuable, just as necessary. But as far as keeping the Dome safe was concerned, something wasn’t adding up. Our big generators were mostly underground. Only their projectors poked up above ground, casting their veil of protection over Echelon. It was Dirt crews maintaining those generators, Dirt crews changing the projectors. If any part of the Dome relied on rigur, surely we’d know what it was.

      I had to get back down here, just me, without Ben.

      I needed answers, if I was to choose sides.
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        * * *

      

      Ona was taking forever going to sleep.

      I lay on my back with my eyes closed, listening to her toss and turn. The rest of the settlement had bedded down after dinner, exhausted from the labors of the day. Ona had spent hers with Jasper, then hunkered down in our room, and she couldn’t seem to settle. I blew out a frustrated breath.

      “Count some sheep, why don’t you? They’ve got enough here.”

      “Oh, hilarious.” She turned her pillow over, punched it, and folded it in half. “I’m not tired.”

      “Okay, then talk to me.” I sat up and leaned against the wall. The wood still smelled faintly of sap, of a time when it had been alive. “Did you hear about that radio signal?”

      “What, that weird clicking thing?” Ona scoffed. “They must really be bored out here, if that’s what passes for gossip.”

      “It’s not, like, a signal? A secret Decemite code?” I watched her face as I posed the question, but all I read there was amusement.

      “It’s probably rats,” she said. “That kind of thing, it’s always rats. The clicking sound’s them chewing. They probably kicked the radio on, then they bit through the wires, and out they went.” She yawned hugely and flopped back on her pillow. “Secret Decemite code... what’s next? Space aliens?”

      “I wouldn’t mind that. Maybe they’d take us to their planet.”

      “You can go, if you want. I’d still rather go home.” Ona turned her back on me and gathered her blanket to her chest. I lay and waited for her to say something else, but she just lay there fidgeting, picking at her sheets. Outside, a guard marched by, one way, then the other. He passed by again ten minutes later, and some time between his fourth round and his fifth, Ona’s breathing slowed and deepened. Her shoulders went loose, and I sat up in bed.

      I kept an eye on her as I rose, but if she heard me, she gave no sign. I retrieved the change of clothes I’d set aside as a cover story and tiptoed barefoot to the door. Ona muttered as I reached for my boots, but she didn’t awaken, and I slipped out into the night.

      I crossed the main hall as confidently as I could—slow and casual. I belong. A guard blocked my path as I passed by his station, but I held up my bundle and smiled.

      “Thought I’d take a dip in the spring.”

      “Soap’s in the crate by the door,” he said, and he stepped aside to let me through.

      I switched on my flashlight as I scurried past the spring, down the stairs by the Haven, and up again to the elevator. I had my excuse ready, if I was caught—got lost in the dark; must’ve overshot the spring—but the passage was deserted, the darkness almost complete. The clanking of the elevator seemed impossibly loud, and I held my breath for the shouts of the camp waking up. None came, and there were no sounds from below. I descended into silence as profound as a tomb.

      Ben’s sniffer was still where he’d left it, and I smiled with relief. I’d been prepared to force the lock on the cabinet, but that would’ve raised questions. This way, I could carry out my mission without leaving a trace.

      I thumbed on the sniffer the way I’d seen Ben do, and I ran it along the wall. Nothing happened. I kept going, waving it in circles. I ventured deeper into the mine than I had with Ben, past the furnaces into blackness. My footfalls thudded flatly and died without an echo. My flashlight was next to useless, its beam pale and narrow in the gloom. If my battery died, I’d be blind as a kitten, groping for the elevator.

      I tripped over a rock and nearly fell, barely catching myself on the wall. My sniffer went flying. It bounced away and disappeared, and I dropped to my knees, searching frantically. I swept my palm through the dirt and encountered nothing, crept forward and tried again. Dust billowed up and I sneezed. I stretched as far as I could and something shrieked at me, loud enough to hurt my ears. I shrieked back and scrabbled away, hands up to defend myself. My flashlight spun through the air, revealing hunched backs and spindly limbs, or maybe machinery, gears and levers. Harmless hulks or living, screaming shapes—I strained my eyes in vain.

      “Get away from me.” I kicked out and hit nothing. My heels scuttered in the dirt. A pebble clanged off something metal, and silence fell.

      “Hello?”

      Nothing answered. Nothing breathed. My flashlight lay where it had fallen, its beam glancing off my sniffer, half-hidden under a cart. I stared at it, half expecting some ghastly hand to dart from the shadows and snatch it away. None did, and I inched closer on my rear, one arm up to protect my face.

      I retrieved my flashlight, then reached for my sniffer, only to hurl myself backward as it shrieked at me again. The sound was horrendous, almost human. It set my teeth on edge, but at least now I knew it was only a machine, not something salivating in the dark. I braced myself for the squawk as I snatched it and turned it on myself. Its squealing burst into static as I ran it down my body, then died as I powered it off.

      I sat in the dark and waited for my pulse to return to normal. Me—it was squealing for me? No. It had to be my clothes. The clothes Jetha had given me. Maybe they’d belonged to a miner. I rolled up my sleeve and tried again, fully expecting no result, but that scream rang out again, louder than before. I frowned in bewilderment, then a sick sort of understanding: my nanobots. The sensor was reacting to my nanobots, which meant... the Outsiders were mining rigur to make Decemites. To build their mortal enemies.

      I changed clothes in a daze, slipping into my fresh tunic and pants in case I encountered the same guard on my way back. I wrapped my sniffer in my old clothes, tight so it wouldn’t fall out. It had reacted to me, but that didn’t necessarily mean what I thought it did. I could’ve gotten contaminated somewhere else, somewhere that wouldn’t jump out at me. Working in the refinery, maybe, or wrestling mutants by the vent. Or saving Greg. That autoclave could’ve been fortified with rigur. Maybe I’d burned some into my skin.

      Back in our room, I stood over Ona’s sleeping form, sniffer in hand. I’d swaddled it in laundry to muffle the noise, but still, my throat closed as I aimed it at her heart. I took a deep breath, grit my teeth, and thumbed it on.

      Ona’s eyes flew open as its sensor squawked and died.
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      Ona plopped into her usual seat and propped her feet on Jasper’s workbench. “Got anything to eat?”

      “Not as long as your feet stay on my furniture.” He reached into his drawer and pulled out a pomegranate. “Feet down, and it’s yours.”

      Ona snatched her treat before he’d finished talking, but she swung her feet down and planted them on the floor. I flicked her on the back of the head. She grinned at me, unrepentant. She already had pomegranate fingers from breakfast, purple under her nails, but her personal grooming was the least of my concerns. I sat down next to Jasper and pretended to take an interest in his monitor, peering over his shoulder to scan the text.

      “So, your nanobots—how close are you?”

      Jasper blinked twice and tapped a key. “How close?”

      “To a functioning prototype. Like, when can you put them in people?”

      “Oh, we’ve tried that already.” His expression turned sour. “They work fine in rats, last them all their little lives, but people are more complex. Too complex for our own good, if you ask me.” He laughed, as though at some private joke.

      “What happens when you put them in a person?”

      Jasper spun his chair in my direction, but his gaze passed right over me. His eyes were pale and watery behind his glasses. “They’re all right for a week or so,” he said. “They can breathe Outside air, and they get a nice boost to their systems—nothing like what the Decemites get, but they run a little faster, endure a little longer. Like athletes. Or soldiers.” He glanced at Ona, and his face fell. “But then the rash appears, just tiny bumps at first, then red patches everywhere. That’s the bots dying off, going haywire. Getting shredded by white blood cells. They’re too delicate, too spindly. They don’t stand a chance.” He hissed in frustration. “If we don’t turn them off, the hosts’ bodies learn to depend on them, just in time for the immune response to wipe them out.”

      I leaned forward, fascinated in spite of myself. “And what happens then?”

      “Well, then the hosts would die. But we don’t let it get that far.”

      “That rash—” Ona bit her lip.

      “What about it?”

      “How do you know it’s the bots dying? How do you know it’s not, like... their bodies couldn’t handle them?” She caught my eye and scowled, but her cheeks turned pink. Her tone turned strident, defensive. “Decemite Selection weeds out almost everyone. That’s why there’s only ten a year. How do you know you’re not putting your nanobots in people who shouldn’t have them in the first place?”

      “Because I’m a doctor.” Jasper stabbed at his keyboard, a quick, forceful peck. “Decemites are... never mind.”

      “No, go on. We’re what?” Ona’s lip curled. She sat forward, and I butted in before she could start a fight.

      “What if two Decemites had a baby?” I asked. “What would happen then?”

      Ona flashed me a warning look, but Jasper looked intrigued.

      “I suppose it would depend,” he said. “If the parents were healthy, I suppose their child would be, too. Assuming the bots would transfer.” His brows drew together. “If they didn’t, that could be trouble. Decemites’ bodies produce chemicals ours don’t, neurotransmitters that function like drugs. Their children might experience withdrawal. Die of it, even, if the effect were severe enough.”

      Ona made a strangled sound and covered it with a cough. Jasper handed her a bottle of water, but his eyes were unfocused, trained on some puzzle only he could see.

      “Infants with nanobots—it’s a fascinating thought. Growing up safe, immune to childhood diseases. But I wonder...” His focus returned, and he smiled. “Well, all that’s academic. Decemites don’t have children. I’d say that’s for the best, wouldn’t you?”

      I felt cold, suddenly exposed. I didn’t want to admit I shouldn’t be alive. I fumbled for a response, one that would justify my existence, but it was Ona who came to my rescue. She scooted up to the workbench and tapped at some ancient contraption, all chromed dials and clicky switches.

      “What’s this? A radio?”

      “What?” Jasper did a hand-flapping about-face. “No—hey. Hands off. That’s delicate equipment.”

      “But it is a radio.” Ona reached for the headset and snugged it down over her ears. “Does it work? I can’t hear anything.” She flipped a switch, then another, and gave the whole thing a shake. “How do I—”

      “You don’t. It’s an antique. It’s not for...” He snatched back the headset and dusted it with his sleeve. “Oh, you got it all sticky. Look at you, like a five-year-old, all covered in juice.” Jasper seized Ona’s chair and dragged her back from his workbench. His coat flapped around him, too big for his frame. He looked the way I imagined birds must’ve been, a whirlwind of untidiness and stress.

      I circled around behind him and examined the radio myself. It looked more like a decoration than an appliance, with its polished wood casing and soft fabric speakers. Its various knobs and dials gleamed in the light from Jasper’s screen. I leaned in to inspect the script etched into the facing.

      “Ca... ree...”

      “Carillon,” said Jasper. “That was the model name.” He spat on his sleeve and snatched Ona’s hand. “They only ever made a few of those. The sound was extraordinary, but the expense—oh, would you please quit your squirming?”

      “And let you spit-shine my fingers? Think again.” Ona stuffed her hands under her thighs. Jasper hovered over her, fit to burst. I turned my back on them both, fascinated by the radio. It really was a work of art, dark wood inlaid with metal, subtle flourishes around the frame. I reached out to touch it and changed my mind.

      “Does it work?”

      “It’s nearly three hundred years old,” said Jasper. “But yes. Yes, it does.” He straightened his collar and forced a tight smile. “I’ll make you girls a deal. Ona, you wash your hands and come to the infirmary for some X-rays, and not only will I send you home with your pockets full of fruit, I’ll let you have a listen. Do you have music in the Dirt? Do you like—”

      “What about me?” I edged closer to the radio. “I like music. Can I listen while you’re off doing your tests?”

      Jasper frowned. “Have you been eating?”

      “Nothing sticky.” I held up my hands for his inspection. “And I wouldn’t have to touch. I could just sit and listen while you do your X-rays.”

      “Ah, I’m not sure that’s...” He glanced at the door. “I’d have to lock you in. I’ve got shelves full of glass, and the children run around.”

      “I don’t mind.” I walked my fingers toward the headset, and when Jasper didn’t protest, I put it on. He sighed deeply and let his shoulders sag.

      “Turn to 103.8 for music,” he said. “Ordinarily, it’d be tuned to that already, but we had a bit of a—well, I’m sure you’ve heard all about the ‘alien transmission.’” He chuckled. “We all switched over to try and decipher it, but alas. No little green men to be found.”

      “Maybe next time.” I reached for the dial but didn’t turn it. Behind me, Jasper was gathering his things. Ona sidled up next to me and peered over my shoulder.

      “Don’t break it before my turn.”

      “That’s more your department,” I said. I turned on the power and static filled my ears. Jasper’s shuffling faded into the background, along with Ona’s needling. The low hiss was soothing, and I leaned back and closed my eyes as the door swung shut behind me. I was tempted to look for music—in the Dirt, if we wanted that, we sang—but that phantom broadcast had been bugging me, and so had Ben’s pointed question: Before you left Echelon, did you notice anything different? I hadn’t, not then, but there was Ona’s mission to consider. If Lazrad wanted a mine, she wouldn’t stop at one scout. She’d send team after team, scouring the exper till—

      The static cut out, just for an instant. I inhaled so sharply I coughed. That blip came twice more, then nothing. I held my breath and waited, and thirty seconds later, it happened again, three gaps in the static, too regular to be accidental.

      “Hello? Is anyone—” I shut my mouth, feeling stupid. Jasper’s radio wasn’t transmitting. I wasn’t sure it even could. I was no expert on radios, but I didn’t see a talk button, or anything resembling a mic. Six shiny switches gleamed under the dial, the kind you got on old breakers—the kind that resisted your thumb till you bruised, then when they finally gave way, they clicked home so loud you thought they’d snapped off. I flipped one at random. Nothing happened. That signal came again, three breaks, then a pause.

      I’m listening. Don’t go.

      I flipped the next switch. This time, something squawked. I yelped back without meaning to, and slapped around behind the radio till my palm came down on something hard. I pulled out a plastic receiver, much newer than the rest of the setup. That had a mic, and a talk button, and a little green light flashing READY.

      “Okay. Here goes nothing.” I paused with my thumb on the button. Whoever was signaling, I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk to them. Wasn’t sure it was safe. I licked my lips and tasted sweat.

      The static cut out—one, two, three. I waited, indecisive. If I responded, would they know where I was? Ben had said that took time—an hour to trace the signal back to camp—but Echelon had newer technology. If this was a trap—

      The blips repeated, and repeated again. I swallowed hard. This signal was as low-tech as they came, someone turning their transmitter on and off. Maybe someone in trouble, trying to save their battery. Someone lost, maybe hurt, down to their last gasp.

      “Right. Okay.” I took a deep breath and held the transmitter to my chest. I could see it clear as day, a figure crouched near the vents, waiting for nightfall to fill up on gretha. Someone parched, someone starving—my mouth felt dry.

      I pressed the talk button, waited, and pressed it twice more.

      At first, nothing happened. My pulse pounded in my throat. Thirty seconds went by, then a minute, and the signal didn’t come. I set down the transmitter and wiped my hands on my pants. Had I given them what they needed? Led the Decemites to our—

      The radio crackled to life. “Sam? Is that you?” The voice on the other end was barely a whisper, cracked from thirst or disuse. I clasped the headset to my ears, waiting for more. Nothing came, so I pressed again, three times, like before.

      “Samson. Say something.” This time, the voice was stronger. Clearer. Recognizable.

      “Lock?” I nearly dropped the transmitter. It couldn’t be—

      “If that’s you, hurry up. I don’t have much time.”

      “Lock.” This time, I was sure. That was his voice, no question, that lazy Dirt lilt, that hint of impatience. I glanced over my shoulder and leaned away from the door.

      “Lock? This is—” I shut my mouth with a snap and let go of the button. A familiar voice didn’t mean a friendly one. I knew that as well as anyone.

      “Myla?” Laughter echoed through my headset, tinny with distance. “Figures it’d be you.”

      “I can go if you want.”

      “No. No, don’t.” Lock was quiet for a moment, but he didn’t end his transmission. I could hear him moving around, maybe getting comfortable. “I can’t talk long,” he said at last. “They’ll be back any minute.”

      “So you’re still at the camp? Did they uncuff you, at least?”

      Lock made a hah sound, maybe a laugh. “First things first: Did you find Ona?”

      I rubbed at my headset, still sticky from her fingers. “I did,” I said. “She’s fine. They—” I bit my tongue. I’d been about to tell him they’d shot her. “They locked us up when we got here, but now we’re free. Well, sort of. We can’t leave the base, but... how about you?”

      “They threw me in the trash.” He snickered, or maybe scoffed. “My fault, I suppose. I broke free that first night, after you left. Got a good way toward home, but what’s that old saying? A miss is as good as a mile? Long story short, I’m making lots of new rat friends—here, Nosy. Want a treat?”

      I blinked. “Wait, hold on. Where are you?”

      “There’s a pit outside camp with a grate over top. They toss all their trash down here, which I guess includes me.” He rustled around some more and lowered his voice to a hiss. “Can you hear that, that humming? That’s them coming back.”

      I listened, but all I heard was Lock’s breathing, then static as the transmission cut out.

      “How long do we have?”

      “We don’t. I’m out of time.” He let out a harried breath. “Look, we need to talk. When can you call back?”

      I thought for a moment. Jasper practically lived in the lab, and he locked the door behind him when he went home. Still, maybe I could—

      Lock cut back in, voice rough with worry. “When’s everyone busiest? Like, is there a shift change? Some time they’re distracted?”

      “First light,” I said. “Then before dinner, then midnight. The guards all switch out, and they do their reports.”

      “Switch to 940 on your radio and call at first light.” Lock coughed lightly. “And don’t use our names. Mask your voice if you can, so they won’t—” He cut out abruptly, and this time, he didn’t come back. I waited five minutes, then spun the dial to the music station. A shiver ran through me, and my teeth began to chatter. The lights of the lab were too bright, the flicker of Jasper’s monitor distracting. I closed my eyes tight and tried not to panic. Lock would be fine. He was a Decemite. As for me—

      The sweat went cold on my back as the doorknob rattled behind me. I was caught, and so quickly, with nowhere to run. A man’s voice rang out, deep and threatening.

      “Open up, Jasper. I know she’s in there.”

      I shrank back in my chair. My headset tumbled into my lap. Someone thumped on the door, hard enough to shake Jasper’s glassware.

      “What’s going on over there?” I heard running footsteps, and Jasper’s indignant shout. “Caleb? What—?”

      “That Echelon girl. She in there? I got a bone to pick with her.” The door trembled in its frame, and this time, the lock gave. A man in mining gear burst in, covered in rock dust. Jasper grabbed for him, missed, and nearly went flying. Ben barreled past him and thrust himself in front of me.

      “I told you, leave her alone.”

      “This is none of your business.” Caleb brushed Ben aside and jabbed a finger in my face. “Tell ‘em what you did.”

      I stood up to face him, shoulders squared. He smelled sharply of smoke, and underneath that, stale cabbage. I felt my face burning, betraying my guilt.

      “Well?”

      “I—” Music still spilled from my headset, as if my blush wasn’t enough. I shook my head. “I just heard—”

      “No excuses. Where is it?” Caleb advanced on me. Ben seized him by the collar and nearly jerked him off his feet. Jasper moved to protect his centrifuge, arms spread wide.

      “If you’re going to fight, I must insist you take it outside.”

      “This isn’t a fight,” said Caleb. “She’ll cough up what she stole and go back to her cell. Simple as that.”

      My head spun—what I stole?

      Ben exhaled harshly. “She didn’t steal anything. I left one out the other day. One of you oafs must’ve kicked it under something. Dropped it down behind the shelf.”

      I felt my blush deepen, heat spreading down my chest. The sniffer. Of course. I’d meant to run it back by now, but I’d finally scored a job, cleaning up after mealtimes. I’d been riding high on that, on the sense of belonging, and the sniffer had plain slipped my mind.

      “See? She’s red as a beet.” Caleb pointed again, practically poking me in the chest. “She has it, and no mistake. I told you they were spies, and this just proves it.”

      For the first time, Ben’s conviction seemed to waver. He glanced at me, then at Ona, who’d sidled up next to Jasper. That line was back between his brows.

      “You didn’t, did you? Tell me you didn’t take a sniffer.”

      Ona shook her head, almost imperceptibly. Jasper pushed his centrifuge back toward the wall. I looked into Ben’s eyes and saw desperate hope.

      “I took it,” I said. No point denying it. Our room was tiny, with just two hiding spots—under Ona’s mattress or under mine. For all I knew, they’d searched already, and lying would only dig me in deeper.

      Ben’s face fell. “Why would you do that?”

      “I was going to sneak it back. I just wanted to—”

      “Operative word, sneak.” Caleb sniffed. “You’ve been doing a lot of that, haven’t you? I’ve seen you lurking around, sticking your beak in. Ears flapping, no doubt. Taking notes.”

      I looked away. I could smell my own sweat, acrid with fear. I couldn’t shake the conviction Caleb knew—that the sniffer was just the warmup. Any moment, he’d grab for the headset, wave it in my face and demand to know—

      “All right.” Ben pinched the bridge of his nose, as though staving off a headache. “Where’d you hide it?”

      “Under my mattress. Well, in it. There’s a hole in the bottom, and—”

      “Got it.” Caleb turned to go, then paused in the doorway. He fixed Ben with a narrow look. “You better not be planning on letting her off. Spying doesn’t fly here, and neither do thieves.”

      “Depends what she stole it for,” said Ben. He took a step toward Caleb, hands flexing at his sides. Caleb stalked off, but not without a parting shot.

      “You and that sister of yours better stay out of our mines. I catch either one of you nosing around, there’ll be no talking your way out of that cell.” He tromped off down the hall, leaving a heavy silence in his wake. Ona took my place at the workbench and dragged the headset toward her. It scraped unpleasantly on the metal, and I flinched. Ben made a disgusted sound, tch.

      “I wasn’t spying,” I said, though it felt like the wrong thing to say. Ben looked at me like I’d insulted his mother.

      “You’d better come with me.”

      I followed him out of the lab, through to the main hall and up a ladder. He stopped on one of the rope bridges and leaned against the railing.

      “Why would you do that? Just, why?” He kicked at the boards and set them swaying. “I trusted you. I vouched for you. I thought you wanted to fit in, all that talk of helping out. But now I find you’re stealing from us?”

      “You steal from us too.” I tried a smile, light and playful—okay, you caught me. No biggie, right? Ben just looked at me.

      “You could look at it as stealing,” I said. “Or you could look at it as... moving something from one place to another. Borrowing, if you squint. And it’s not like I could smuggle it home.”

      Ben didn’t smile back. “Ona could, if she wanted. She could run any time.”

      “Not without me, she wouldn’t.”

      “Wouldn’t she?” Ben whirled on me. The bridge shook with the sudden movement, boards clacking together. “What do you think loyalty means to a Decemite?”

      “Now, wait just a—”

      “Loyalty.” Ben cut in roughly, nearly shouting. “When they take that oath of theirs, who do you think they swear it to? Their families? Their teammates?” He backed me into the railing, face inches from mine. “They swear it to Echelon, and let me tell you, the things I’ve seen them do—”

      I put my hands over my ears. “I don’t want to know.”

      “Well, you need to.” Ben tugged my arms down and pinned me to the railing. The breath fled my lungs like he was breathing all my air. “I watched one of them shoot another in the face,” he said, “not for theft, not for treachery, but for letting my cousin go free.” He kicked the railing so hard I stumbled. “They work together, train together—grow up together—then one of them breaks ranks, even for a second, and it’s bye-bye. Nice knowing you.”

      “That’s not true,” I whispered.

      “I saw it myself.”

      “It’s not Ona,” I insisted. I shoved Ben away. My palms thumped his chest hard enough to make him wheeze. I felt winded myself, but I couldn’t let it lie. “If you knew her like I do, you wouldn’t say things like that. You wouldn’t lump her in with those...”

      “You’re right. I don’t know her.” Ben edged toward me, hands up in defeat. “Maybe there’s more to her, but you can’t keep pretending—”

      “I’m not.” Saying it out loud, I knew it to be true. Ona had taken her mission hoping to send us to the Stars. Her loyalty was ours, mine and Mom’s and Dad’s. She wasn’t like Samson, just out for herself. She didn’t have his sadistic streak, or his pitiless ambition. Besides, when it came to inhumane treatment, Echelon was hardly alone. I crossed my arms over my chest. “Speaking of Decemites, how’s Lock?”

      “Huh? He’s fine.” Ben smiled, too readily. “I was there the other day, remember? No one’s touched him.”

      “So he’s still in his tent? They’re feeding him okay?”

      Ben’s brow quirked up, the tiniest of tells. “I’ll check back in tonight,” he said. “But they won’t hurt him if they don’t have to. I can promise you that.”

      I had to hand it to him, how adroitly he avoided the lie—to spare me the worry, I wondered, or just to shut me up? I leaned back against the railing, tired of fighting. He had his secrets and I had mine. That made us even, more or less—a crappy kind of even, but I’d take it.

      “I’m sorry about the sniffer,” I said. “I’ll keep my hands to myself from now on.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Ben’s shoulders sagged, and he exhaled a weak laugh. “Of all the things to steal, though, why a sniffer? What would you even have done with it?”

      I thought about turning Ben’s trick back his way, a cheerful half-truth that revealed nothing at all, but I’d had my fill of games. I was tired of the endless secrets, of the gulf they dug between me and everyone else. I’d never had friends, besides Ona. I’d had kids I kind of talked to, ones who sat with me at lunch. I’d known them. They’d known part of me. It wasn’t enough.

      “I already did it,” I said. Ben’s eyes widened, and I shook my head. “Nothing bad. I just... look, I want you to trust me, so I’ll tell you the truth, but you can’t take it out on Ona, okay?

      “On Ona? What are you talking about?”

      “I’ve been worried about her. Jasper’s been doing all these tests, and it came to me, we—she has these things inside her, but what are they, really? What do we know about them?”

      “So what did you do?”

      “I pointed that sniffer at her. It went off.”

      Ben blinked at me, uncomprehending.

      “Her nanobots,” I said. “I think they’re made of rigur. Or they use it somehow—I don’t know. All I know is, I turned that sniffer on her, and it went nuts.”

      “That’s really all you did?” Ben seemed relieved. He laughed again, almost carefree. “You sniffed your sister? Nothing else?”

      “Nothing else. We can go to Jasper right now, if that would help. Tell him all about it.” I ventured a smile, and this time, Ben smiled back.

      “Yeah. Yeah, it might.” His expression turned sheepish. “I didn’t mean to go off on you like that. Just, we’re all on edge, with war on the horizon. I went out on a limb, bringing you here.”

      “I know. And I’m sorry.” I clambered back down the ladder and watched Ben jump down after me. “I’ll ask next time, if I get curious.”

      “Might even make your life easier.” Ben bumped up against me with a grin. “Like, why risk your neck on that creaky old elevator when your humble servant can risk his in your stead?” He sketched an exaggerated bow, nearly overbalancing as he rose. “Your sniffer, Your Lofty Majesty.”

      “Ha-ha.”

      “This is your punishment, don’t you know? Gonna tease you a while, make you feel it. That way, you won’t forget.” He hooked his arm through mine as he hustled me back to the lab. Jasper saw us coming and moved to block our way.

      “You two again? Haven’t we had had enough excitement for one day?”

      “This’ll be the good kind of exciting,” said Ben. He snagged a sniffer off the shelf and handed it to me. “Myla? Do the honors?”

      Ona’s eyes narrowed as I took it. She stood up, hands raised, as though he’d handed me a gun.

      “Myla?”

      I powered up the sniffer and turned it on Ona. Its screech filled the room, and Ben jumped. Jasper shouted aloud, not in fear, but in triumph, and snatched the sniffer from my hand. He ran it over Ona, muttering as he did, stopping here and there to take notes. I kept behind him, so he wouldn’t accidentally turn it on me. Ona’s gaze turned murderous, boring into my skull.

      “This is extraordinary.” Jasper finished scanning Ona and set the sniffer aside. “The rigur must...” He ran to his terminal and tapped the screensaver away. His fingers flew over the keyboard, and he muttered as he typed, little nonsensical outbursts and whoops of jubilation. “So the shell, maybe—the added give, but then... But the ratio! Only, maybe...”

      “He’ll be like that for hours,” said Ben. He brushed his knuckles against mine. “Hey, why don’t you come for dinner? You and Ona both? It’d be my way of making it up to you for letting Caleb accuse you like that. Aunt Jetha’ll be there, and my cousins, and some of the kids. It’ll be fun.”

      Ona made a sound, but I ignored her. “We’ll come,” I said. “It’s about time we made some friends.”
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      Ona sat in our one chair, back turned to me, rubbing a pebble between her fingers. She’d left our candle unlit, and the lanterns shining through our window lent her skin a ruddy glow. I poked her between the shoulder blades and scowled when she ignored me.

      “So that’s it? We’re not talking now?”

      “What do you want me to say?” She leaned her head on the window and kept her back turned to me. “I thought we agreed, outdated intel only. But you’re telling them everything, even things we shouldn’t know. It’s like you’ve completely turned traitor.”

      “Your nanobots are part of you. Don’t you want to know what they are?”

      “My nanobots.” Ona snorted. “That’s not what this is about. It’s that boy, isn’t it? I saw the way he looked at you. You’ve got a little crush, and it’s like—

      “I do not.”

      “—like your loyalties just flew out the window.” She surged to her feet and spun to face me, eyes blazing amber in the lamplight. “One smile from a boy, and you forget where you come from. And what about Mom and Dad? Forget the Stars—if it comes out we talked, they’ll be lucky to keep their lives.” She stalked toward me and I shrank from her, from the venom in her voice. “You’ve seen the mutants, right? You know where they come from? You wanna see Mom one day, drooling and messing herself, ripping the flesh off some—”

      “Stop it.” I gave her a push, sending her stumbling into the table. “You know I don’t want that. But there’s families here too, kids losing their parents. Parents burying their kids. These people could benefit from nanobots without hurting Echelon at all. All they need are answers we can give them. What should I do, turn a blind eye?”

      “Yes. Because that’s their problem, just like our family’s ours. You think Ben would lift a finger for our folks?”

      I realized I was trembling, my hands bunched into fists. I wanted to tell her he would—of course he would—but in truth, I wasn’t sure. “It shouldn’t have to be this way,” I said instead, “all this ‘us versus them.’ Nobody’s families should be dying, Ben’s or ours.”

      “You’re so naïve.” Ona rolled her eyes the way she did when she wanted to get under my skin. She flopped down on my bed with her boots on my blanket. “Look, that boy might be sweet on you now, but wait till he sees what you really are. One day, you’re bound to slip up. You’ll breathe Outside air without coughing, or someone’ll notice you never get sick. They’ll turn one of those sniffers on you, and just like that, you’ll be the enemy.”

      “I—”

      “Yeah?”

      The words died on my tongue. It was true. Ben had chained Lock up without a second thought. He’d let him go without food, without company or comfort. And he looked at Ona like the Lofties looked at us, that same mix of contempt and disinterest. She was trash to him, less than human, all because she was a Decemite. I imagined him turning that look on me, and my ribcage felt tight. Why did I care what he thought of me, someone who saw my sister that way?

      “Watch him at dinner,” said Ona. “See if he looks me in the eye. If he offers me a single dish. If he talks to me even once.”

      I went to the window and looked out. Ben’s family was clustered around a pair of long tables, two of his cousins fighting over the tablecloth. Jetha had a cookfire going, something baking in the coals. I couldn’t see Ben yet, but I knew he must be close.

      “How he treats me tonight, that’ll be how he’ll treat you.” Ona sat up and flicked her hair out of her face. “Are we going, or what?”

      My appetite had vanished, but I nodded all the same. Whether I trusted Ben or not, I needed him to trust me. More than that, I needed Jetha to. I needed my freedom if I was to get Ona home safe—and that had to be my priority. She had no future here, but back home, maybe she could. At least there, she’d have family, and that was everything.
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      “Help me grab the cabbage.” Jetha passed me a set of tongs and I dug through the coals, retrieving fat tinfoil packages and depositing them on her tray. A delicious smell seeped out, mutton fat, warm spices, and a sharp scent I couldn’t identify. Ben grabbed the kettle off its hook and brought it to the table, filling everyone’s mug with a hot pomegranate drink popular on the base. One of his cousins spooned syrup into hers, and the whole table booed.

      “Ew, Annalisa. That’s for the flapjacks.”

      “Don’t you know fruit’s, like, made of sugar? You’re putting sugar on sugar. Who does that?”

      “So don’t have any in yours.” She took a sip and licked her lips. “Mm.”

      “Gross.” Ben swigged from his own mug and closed his eyes. “What you don’t understand is, the flavors are scientifically balanced. Like, there’s an equation for deliciousness—this much sweetness, that much spice, then the clove, so it all comes together. Mess with that, mess with the formula, and you might as well—”

      “What’s this foolishness?” Jetha set down her tray with a clunk. “Enough bickering. Everyone dig in. Chop-chop, before it gets cold.”

      Ben grabbed a lump of tinfoil and unwrapped it to reveal a steaming wedge of cabbage stuffed with meat and herbs. He poked it with his fork and juice ran out. “Now these flavors here, they could use some refinement. Some peppers, maybe, to offset the—”

      “Eat.” Jetha flicked him with a handkerchief, setting the whole table giggling. Ben took a bite and groaned.

      “Okay. I take it back. This is glorious.” He grabbed another portion and set it on my plate. “Trust me. Aunt Jetha’s cooking changes lives.”

      I picked the tinfoil open. Ona reached for one herself, and she unwrapped her dinner in silence. She squinted at it for a moment, as though unsure whether to trust it, then took a bite and chewed. Her eyes watered from the spices, and she went for her mug, gulping till she spluttered.

      “That’s not bad,” she said, once she had herself under control. I kicked her under the table, and she forced a smile. “I mean, it’s good. It’s delicious. So, pomegranates, where do those grow? In the dirt, or on vines?”

      “On trees, actually,” said Jetha. “You’ll see them this winter, if—”

      “If Lazrad lowers our quota for the off-season. I heard she might not this year.” Ben addressed himself to Jetha, ignoring Ona completely. Jetha waved him off.

      “No L-bombs at dinner. You know the rules.” She slapped a round of flatbread onto his plate. “You can fill your mouth with this, if you feel one coming on.”

      Ben shot her a look, a sort of mutinous glower, and I felt my throat close up. His anger was palpable, like a heat wave in summer. An answering fire rose in me. Ona wasn’t Lazrad, not even close. She hadn’t earned his ire. I had to make him talk to her, make him see her the way I did.

      “Ona found an apple seed once,” I said. “She tried to grow it in secret, under one of those bulbs. What do you call those? Ona?”

      “Grow bulbs.” She stuffed more cabbage in her mouth and lowered her head. I stared at Ben, willing him to say something, but it was Jetha who responded.

      “I’m guessing it didn’t work?”

      Ona didn’t say anything. I kicked her again, but this time, she ignored me.

      “The soil was too harsh,” I said. “Or the light wasn’t right. We did get a weed, though, one of those, uh...”

      “Bindweeds.” Ona looked up at last. “I can’t believe you remember that. How old was I, three?”

      “You were four,” I said. “That nurse came down to do your first physical, and she had an apple in her lunch. And you stole it.”

      “I didn’t steal it. She threw the core in the garbage, and I rescued it.” An odd expression flitted across her face. “I tried it. Did I tell you that? I nibbled around the top. There were a few bites still on there, and I couldn’t resist.” Her cheeks went pink, but her tone stayed defiant. “The skin’s actually the good part,” she said. “All the flavor’s in there. And it’s chewy.”

      “Did you ever get another one, just for yourself?” My heart skipped a beat as Ben spoke up at last. Ona made a sound, not quite laughter.

      “I thought I would, being a Decemite. We’re supposed to get better food, but it’s all bars and pastes, just... nutrients in tubes. Everything we could want besides taste.” She dragged a chunk of cabbage through its drippings and took a cautious bite. “Here, the food’s all taste. I’d say it’s too much, but I can’t stop myself eating it.”

      That earned her a laugh, even from Ben. I relaxed just enough to swallow the lump in my throat. Chatter filled my ears, the children’s high laughter, overlapping conversations. Ben and Jetha bickered over the next swap meet, how much fruit they could get for how much cloth, whether fresh fruit or jam was the better bargain. Annalisa held forth on which berries could be used to stain the lips, and I found myself listening with interest. I’d seen Lofties do that, paint their lips pink or scarlet, but the rest of us had a dress code, and it didn’t include makeup. Annalisa herself didn’t seem to be wearing any, but her hair fell in ringlets too perfect to be natural. Her tunic was embroidered and gathered at the waist. She had a confidence about her that reminded me of Ben’s, and I wanted that for myself.

      “That’s not true.” Ona set down her mug with a thump. The table went quiet, and I felt my stomach clench. Something had changed, turned poisonous, in the moment I’d gotten distracted. I glanced at Ben, but he was laughing, mopping his brow with his sleeve.

      “I’m not blaming you,” said Jetha. “The coup I’m referring to happened long before you were born. But before it did—”

      “I’m not listening to this.” She stood and snatched a flapjack off the table. “I’m going back to my room.”

      “You can if you want,” said Jetha. “I’m talking to my children. And it is true that once, Echelon was one city, no Dirt and no Sky, no Lofties or ground-dwellers. A place you wouldn’t recognize.”

      Ona stayed where she was, her back to the table. I could see she was tense, the way her shoulders rose and fell. Jetha let her be, turning her smile on the kids. Her voice settled into a comfortable singsong as she got into her story.

      “There was a time when we’d go to Echelon, walk their streets, try their cooking—not every day, but on festival days, they’d open their gates. And the gretha harvesters would trade with us, and that was all year round. They’d come to our swap meets or we’d barter at the vents, one sheep for ten gas tanks, a bag of carrots for a mask. We have ledgers from those days, full of notes and observations, chits for favors owed. Wedding gifts, even—my great-great uncle married an Echelon girl. They settled under the Dome. I’ve often wondered...” She smiled to herself, though not without a hint of sadness. “It was different, back then. The harvesters were friends to us. They were volunteers, not slaves. They could—”

      “Being Selected is an honor. We’re not slaves.” Ona spat the words through clenched teeth. She spun clumsily on her heel and stumbled into the table. A jug of juice tipped over, spilling red on the tablecloth. Jetha’s smile didn’t waver.

      “Then they gave you a choice when they shot you full of nanobots?”

      “I wish they had,” said Ona. “I wish they had asked, so I could’ve told them yes. What I do is keep my family safe, and everyone else’s family. I don’t know who’d say no to that, but I wouldn’t think much of them.” She turned and stalked off, leaving an awkward silence in her wake. Ben reached across the table to mop up her spill.

      “She’s forgetting our families,” he said. He looked at me. “I guess I do that too, sometimes. I forget she’s still your sister. But you see, don’t you, how they’ve filled her head with lies? She can’t think for herself. She can’t—”

      “That’s enough,” said Jetha. She glared at Ben and he shut his mouth. I watched Ona go, speechless. What she said about keeping families safe, I could get behind that, but at the cost of innocent lives?

      “Myla? Are you all right?” Jetha reached for my hand, but I drew back. I needed time to think. Ona was still the little sister I remembered, teasing me in the same old ways, working my nerves just like always—but lately, her thoughts didn’t sound like her own. Even her inflection was odd, like she was reciting by rote. She was still in there somewhere, of that I was sure, but something else was in there with her, something ruthless. Something blind.

      “I should go after her,” I said. “Make sure she’s okay.”

      Ben looked disappointed, but he bobbed his head in assent. “You should come back for dessert, though. Aunt Jetha made jam.”

      I mumbled something noncommittal and struck out after Ona. I didn’t want jam. I wanted Ona to fit in, or at least try to. I wanted Ben to help her do it, but he didn’t seem to think she could. I’d thought Jetha might get through to her, with her gentle way of talking, but Ona took everything amiss.

      I found her on my bed again, my pillow cradled to her chest. I sat down next to her and kicked off my boots.

      “You okay?”

      “They’re liars,” she said, and she wiped her face on my blanket. “They—they take everything and make it ugly. That’s how they see us. Did you hear what she said about the Dirt?”

      “About how it didn’t use to exist?”

      “No, before that.” She sniffled. “She said it’s a prison. Not just when the old blocks were built, but today. She said we’re all prisoners, only we can’t see it. She doesn’t know...”

      “Doesn’t know what?” I moved closer so I could rub her back like I did when she was little and she got sick. Her shoulders tensed, then relaxed.

      “They think it’s a punishment, being born in the Dirt, but it’s not. It’s a tradeoff. The Lofties get sunlight and fruit and easy lives, but they can’t be Selected. They can never leave the Dome or go anywhere but their towers. And they’ll all die someday, every one of them. With our nanobots... how old is Lady Lazrad?”

      I thought about that, my hand slowing on Ona’s back. “A hundred and ten, maybe? A hundred and twenty?”

      “And she could live to two hundred, maybe longer—and so could we, with our gift.” She stared through me, expression rapturous. “That’s what it is. You see that, right? It’s a gift, and it’s only for us. They keep saying we’re victims, but would victims have that?”

      I kneaded Ona’s shoulders, at a loss for words. I’d never felt like a victim, not exactly, but Jetha’s question to Ona had stuck in my head. If I’d been asked if I wanted my “gift,” what would I have said? What if I’d known about Outside? I dug my thumbs in a little deeper. “What about Mom and Dad? They’ll die in the Dirt.”

      “But they’ll know we didn’t.” Ona’s smile softened into something strange, almost beatific. “They got the same shot we all do, a shot at immortality. Who in their right mind would turn their back on that? Who’d take it away from their kids?”

      I stood up, disturbed. I’d never heard Ona sound less like herself. “Mom cried when you got Selected.”

      “Mom cries all the time,” said Ona. “Just answer me this: If the Dirt’s a prison and we’re slaves, why would we get the chance to live forever?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. Ona was still smiling. I turned my back on her. “Maybe they’re wrong, but that doesn’t make them liars. They just want you to see—”

      “What?”

      “They want the same thing we do—our families safe and sound. They’re not trying to brainwash you, or turn you on Mom and Dad.” I glanced back over my shoulder, flashing her a smile of my own. “It can’t hurt to hear them out, right?”

      “It—” Ona went quiet as someone clambered up the ladder. We listened in silence as their footfalls drew near.

      “Myla?” Ben knocked on the door, but didn’t come in. “You two decent in there?”

      “No. Go away.” Ona flung my boot at the door. I caught it and set it back down.

      “Don’t listen to her. Come on in.”

      Ben poked his head in, flushed as though he’d been running. “Sorry to barge in so late. I was just wondering, Myla—you said you wanted to see the stalagmite room. It’s still locked, but you wanna see something better?”

      Ona snorted. “Is this what passes for courting with you rebels? Are you courting my sister?”

      “Courting?” Ben stifled a snicker. “You still call it that?”

      I glowered at Ona, but I was curious. “What is it called out here?”

      “Dating, if you’re serious. Making time, if you’re not.” He looked at the floor. “But that’s not what I’m doing. I’m just asking you on a walk. You can say no, if you—”

      “I’ll come.” I stepped into my boots and knelt to lace them up. Ona shot me a look, one I recognized as pure butthurt. I ignored her, but Ben didn’t, offering a conciliatory smile.

      “You can come too,” he said. “I’d have asked you to start with, only you rolled your eyes when I came in.”

      “And I’ll roll them twice when you go.” Ona covered her mouth and yawned. “You do what you want. I’m going to sleep.”

      I thought about apologizing for her, but Ben was laughing. Maybe he was starting to get her humor, or maybe it just didn’t bother him, but either way, he didn’t seem offended. I got to my feet and reached down to muss Ona’s hair. “You can keep my pillow,” I told her, “but go back to your own bed. Your mattress has lumps.”

      Ona wriggled where she lay, making herself comfortable. I shrugged and left her to it. I could think of worse things than a lumpy night’s sleep.
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      Ben led me past the Haven, past the elevator to the rigur mines. The ceiling sloped down where the lights ran out, and we had to stoop to keep going. Ben took my arm to guide me past a spill of rocks, and I leaned into him without thinking. It was cold, this deep in the mountain, and drafty from the mines. I could smell something green, something mossy and promising, and my spirits perked up.

      “Just down here,” said Ben. His lantern bobbed as he slid down a shallow incline. I followed him round a dark bend into a glittering galaxy, still water at our feet reflecting a million points of light scattered over our heads and all around us. Ben’s lantern swayed and made them twinkle. I clapped without meaning to, a spontaneous expression of joy.

      “You like?”

      “It’s...” I trailed my fingers down the wall, over stars of white crystal. They felt cold to the touch, cold and jagged. I jumped back with a shout at a sudden sharp pain.

      “Yeah. You probably shouldn’t touch those. I was going to warn you, but...”

      I stuck my finger in my mouth and tasted blood. The cut was healing already, but the new skin still stung. “Are these diamonds?”

      “No, gypsum flowers.” Ben sat by the water’s edge on a moss-covered stone. “Diamonds wouldn’t sparkle like that, not in their raw state. These, though, they’re like stars, I think. Like how I’d picture stars.”

      “How you’d picture them?” I picked my way down to where Ben sat and claimed a spot next to him. “Can’t you just go out and look at them?”

      “I wish.” He set his lantern on the ground and his features went soft, his eyes black and depthless, his smile a dusky line. “You can still see the moon on a clear night, but the air’s too polluted for starlight to get through. There used to be this festival where they’d fly kites, tie lights to their frames so they’d look like constellations. But the wind rarely blows, these days. We haven’t flown kites in years.”

      “I wish I could have seen it,” I said. I really did. It sounded kind of magical, lights bobbing on the breeze.

      We sat for a while, steeped in the quiet of the caves. I’d come to understand the Outside silence, appreciate it even. There were layers to it, and subtleties—the great, roaring quiet that swallowed everything you were, the tiny sounds hidden underneath. Water dripped and bubbled. Faint footfalls echoed down the hall. I could hear Ben’s breathing, slow and deep, and I felt my own slow to match it. My heartbeat thrummed in my ears, and I closed my eyes to listen. Ben’s pinky brushed mine, a tiny, accidental contact, and I didn’t move away.

      “I’m sorry about Ona,” I said. “At dinner, I mean. That wasn’t about you guys.”

      Ben picked up a pebble and skited it across the water. It skipped twice and sank. “Did she tell you that?”

      “Not exactly, but... you should’ve heard her after, twisting herself into knots trying to justify how they treat us.” I rubbed at my Dirt-brand—a tattoo, in my case, as burns didn’t scar me. It still meant the same. “I’m scared for her. Being a Decemite’s her whole life. It’s that way for all of them. They Select them so young, it’s like they’ve never known anything else.”

      “We’re all born into something,” said Ben. “But nobody’s life stays the same. If you’re strong, you adapt. If you’re not—”

      “Ona’s strong.” Resentment knotted in my guts, not toward Ben exactly, but over the pettiness of it all, Dome versus Outside, Decemites versus thieves. Kids killing kids over gas and metal. Ona squabbling with half the camp, clinging to her assigned role. “I think she knows something’s wrong,” I said. “It’s just, she’s been told one story all her life—this story where being a Decemite means she’s the hero. Out here, she’s the opposite of that. What’s left for her if she lets go of everything she’s been taught? A life of rejection? Of never belonging anywhere?”

      “It wouldn’t have to be like that,” said Ben. He skipped another rock, getting five jumps this time. “She wouldn’t be the first Decemite with no home to go back to, or the first to end up with us.”

      “What?” My eyes flew open. “Other Decemites? Living Outside? Where are they now?”

      Ben scratched his chin. “I’m not sure. There was one a few years back, joined a farming camp out west. But I heard he died.” He picked up another rock but didn’t toss it. “He got sick, I think, some kind of fever. He was pretty young, too, maybe twenty.”

      I laughed, half-relieved, half-disappointed. “He couldn’t have been a Decemite, then. Decemites don’t get sick. Did you ever meet him yourself?”

      “Not me,” said Ben. “Aunt Jetha did, but she wasn’t there when he died.”

      “Maybe she heard wrong, then. Maybe he’s still alive.”

      “Maybe he is.”

      I watched the light from Ben’s lantern dance on the water. It was a nice thought, that some of those lost Decemites weren’t lost after all. That they’d built lives on the Outside, maybe happy ones. I wanted that for Ona, and I wanted it for myself, a place we could belong.

      Ben bumped his elbow against mine. “What’s wrong?”

      “Huh?”

      “You’ve got a cloud over your head all of a sudden.”

      “Not all of a sudden.” I tipped my head back to admire the spray of gypsum flowers. “I’ve been fighting with Ona. That’s new for us. It feels... bad.”

      “Is it, though? New, I mean?” Ben’s lips quirked up. “You two are hilarious together, that push-and-pull you’ve got. Like your own private language, only mean.”

      “That’s different,” I said. “That’s just us bagging on each other. We’ve done that all our lives. Really fighting, though—that’s not us.” Something raw opened up in me, something pink and defenseless. I picked at it like a scab. “Thing is, I’m adopted. And she said something recently that made me feel...”

      Ben took my hand, but he didn’t say anything. I thumbed at a rough spot on his knuckle.

      “She called our parents her parents. She never did that before. And now we can’t stop fighting, and I’m scared I’ll really lose her.” A lump rose in my throat, and I scrubbed dampness from my eyes.

      “It wouldn’t be your fault if you did,” said Ben. “It might not even be hers. I can see you two love each other, but people grow apart. Even in close families, it happens—one person believes one thing, one person believes another, and they get to a point where they’re speaking two different languages without even knowing it.”

      “Maybe we’ve been doing that all along.” I winced. It felt wrong, putting that raw feeling into words. I didn’t want it to be true, but I had to admit my shorthand with Ona—that push-and-pull Ben found so amusing—was how we’d always bridged that language barrier. We’d avoided our differences by making light of them, but now the stakes were higher. Some things couldn’t be bantered away.

      “Ona’s always been a believer,” I said. “Not just a believer. An optimist. She’d talk about when she was Selected, not if. She never thought about whether... I mean, she never questioned any of it, whether it was right. Whether it was even what she wanted.”

      “I’m guessing your parents are the same?”

      “They’re mostly just resigned.” I lowered my eyes, ashamed. “I’m not saying they’re bad people. They’re my parents, and I love them. But they just go along—” I stood up abruptly, my pulse pounding in my ears. “They’re like everyone down there, too tired to fight. Too tired to even dream. Even I’d get that way sometimes, after a long shift, just... there’s this rhythm you fall into, and it’s easy to march to the beat. You don’t think and you go through the motions, and at the end of the day it just... hurts less.”

      “Myla.” Ben stood up too, and he turned me to face him. His eyes were dark with consternation. “What about you? What do you want?” He took my hands and I went still, my vision narrowing to just him.

      “To make my own choices and face the consequences,” I said. The words came out ragged, and I swallowed. “My gran—my real gran, my mother’s mother—read my cards before I left. That’s what she said I had to do.”

      “And you want to?”

      “I do.” It felt dangerous saying these things, thoughts I’d never dared utter aloud. “I want to choose my own path, even if—even if nobody else follows. Even if Ona can’t forgive me.”

      “Don’t ever feel guilty for that.” Ben squeezed my hands and pressed his thumb to my Dirt-brand. “They gave you their mark, but that doesn’t make you one of them. You could be one of us. You have the heart for it.”

      “I want to be,” I said. My heart was racing. Ben stood before me, a shape in the shadows, and I pulled him toward me. He laid his hand on the small of my back. I kissed him, a little clumsily, and he kissed me back. It felt simple, in that moment, hardly a choice at all, just a quiet act of sharing in the dark. I curled myself into that feeling, Ben’s fingers in my hair, his lips rough against mine, and willed it to last forever.

      When we broke apart at last and I made my way back to my quarters, I found Ona fast asleep. To my dismay, I felt relieved. I wanted to bask in my secret, not open it to her judgment.

      I crept under the covers and thought of Ben’s hand on my back, how wanted that had made me feel—a simple gesture, but he’d held me to him. He’d held me the whole time, like he didn’t want to let go. I hoped soon, he’d hold me again.
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      I didn’t make it back to the lab the next morning, or the morning after that. It wasn’t that I didn’t try. Jasper pulled some overtime the night I kissed Ben, and he was asleep at his desk when I jimmied the lock. Ona woke up before me the day after that, and insisted we grab an early breakfast together. By the time I’d wolfed down my flapjack and made more for Ben’s cousins, shift change was nearly over.

      I stayed up all night the third night and snuck out before dawn. The lab was empty this time, but not idle. Jasper had left the centrifuge running, its steady whirr loud in the tight space. His computer was in sleep mode, but I could hear the hard drive working, burring its way through some conundrum. I pushed the keyboard out of the way and switched on the radio.

      “Okay, Lock. Where are you?” I reached for the headset and tuned the dial to 940. Lock’s signal wasn’t broadcasting, but I sent three blips anyway. At first, nothing happened, and I thought I’d missed my chance. I’d left it too late, and Lock had... given up? Been discovered? I reached for the transmitter again, and static buzzed in my ears.

      “That you?” Lock’s voice came through strained, half a whisper.

      “It’s me,” I said. “You okay?”

      “Depends on your definition of okay.” He chuckled. “I waited for you, you know. I waited every day. Built my whole garbage antenna three times over.” He swallowed, a soft click down the line. “I thought you gave up on me.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s just... never mind. I’m here now.” A smile tugged at my lips. “What’s a garbage antenna?”

      “A leaning tower of trash and tinfoil, so I can get a signal in my pit.” Lock groaned deep in his throat. “It’s a whole thing—I gotta take it down when they’re here, bust up my whole rig. Then I put it back together, just praying I’ll hear your voice...”

      “Whose? Mine, or Sa—” I bit my tongue on Samson’s name, remembering Lock’s warning. “Sorry. Are they treating you okay, besides keeping you in the trash? I mean, they haven’t hurt you, right?”

      Lock didn’t answer at first. He pressed his talk button, but only silence came through. “They’ve actually...” He made a sound, sort of a hum. “I fought pretty hard when they came to drag me back. Broke one of their arms. Blackened a couple of eyes. So I’m not their favorite person, and fair enough. But they’ve been pretty decent, considering.” The line went quiet again, but Lock didn’t cut the transmission. I could hear him shifting around, kicking trash out of his way. “I’m not cuffed down here. And they feed me pretty good. They even come talk to me, a couple of them, though it might be they’re just guarding me. Making sure I don’t get out.”

      I leaned back, relieved. “How’d you get the radio?”

      “Oh, that was down here already. All smashed to bits, of course, but not too broken to fix.” Static burst and crackled, and Lock cursed aloud. “Sorry. The signal’s kind of—look, could you do me a favor?”

      “That depends on what it is.”

      “Figured you’d say that.” He let out a quiet sigh. “It’s nothing bad. Nothing dangerous. Just, there’s a camp we used to trade with, or there was. It’s northeast of here, high in the mountains. Your Ben would know it. Time was, he called it home.”

      I pressed the headset to my ears. Ben’s home—I wondered if Lock meant the place Ben’s dad had died. The home they’d fled too late.

      “We quit trading there a year back,” Lock went on. “They said—Prium Lazrad said the mines collapsed. A gretha explosion. But I heard a different story. Derrick, he says they just... It doesn’t matter.” He cleared his throat roughly. “I need you to find out for me. Did the mines collapse, or...?”

      Or did Lady Lazrad leave the miners to die?

      “I could ask around,” I said, slowly. “But I can’t leave the settlement. Not by myself.”

      “I need proof,” said Lock. “Not he-said, Lazrad-said. I need to know for sure.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do you think?” Lock’s breath hitched, and for a while, he didn’t say anything. “I mean, do you need me to say it? We all know the Lofties lie to us, but mostly... it’s for our own good, right? Or I thought it was. But...” Lock didn’t release the talk button. I waited for him to say something else, but he sat there just breathing, that but hanging in the air. At last, he let go, and I listened to the static, unsure how to respond.

      “I’ll try,” I said, finally. “I don’t know what I’ll find, but I’ll try.” I lifted my headset for a second and heard chatter in the distance, the camp stirring from its slumber. “I should go,” I said. “They’re waking up.”

      “Don’t.” Lock coughed and lowered his voice. “I mean, not yet. A couple more minutes. I didn’t ask, are you okay? How’s Ona?”

      “She’s good.” I smiled, though he couldn’t see me. “Thanks for asking. For caring.” My eyes prickled. “That means something, you know—not just you asking, but you going after her. Getting yourself thrown in the trash. I didn’t think anyone would.”

      “Some of us do believe in loyalty,” he said. “To Echelon, sure, but to each other, as well. Speaking of which, you never said how you’re doing.”

      “I’m good, too.” I looked down at myself, at the soft pants I was wearing, the warm tunic. My boots were brand new, in the slouched Outside style. “Better than good,” I admitted. “You should see it here. The kids get to play, and they stay in school past ten. There’s music to listen to, books to read. And we ate with them last night, with Ben’s whole family. They were laughing, telling stories. It felt... I don’t know.”

      “Not like home?” He sighed. “My mom has the Undercrud. Dad’s always working. Dinner at our place was me eating leftovers over the sink.”

      “My folks were on opposite shifts,” I said. “Me and Ona ate together when we could. But here, it’s like—I mean, it’s a hard life, but they’re good to each other. They care.”

      “And they’re good to you too? And to Ona?”

      “They are,” I agreed. “I could live here, I think. If things worked out.”

      “I wouldn’t try to stop you,” said Lock. He coughed again. “Music, you said? That’s what I’m looking forward to, after I Ascend. If I Ascend. I suppose now, that might be tough. But I used to think about that, real music, and something to play it on. That’s all it’d really take, and I’d be happy.”

      I smiled, but something wasn’t right. “You coughed just then,” I said. “And you were coughing last time too. You’re not sick, are you?”

      “Not sick. You know we don’t get sick. It’s the smell.” He made a gagging sound. “It’s not so bad if I don’t think about it, but that doesn’t mean I want to breathe it.”

      My thumb jerked on the talk button as laughter drifted down the hall, Jasper’s low rumble, a child’s giddy squeak. “I’m out of time,” I said. “I’ll call back when I can. Same time, same band?”

      “Same time, same band,” echoed Lock. “And thank you. It was good talking to you. I...”

      “Yeah?”

      “Nothing. Just, I’m glad you called.”

      “I’m glad too,” I said, and I shut the radio off. I pushed everything back where I’d found it and darted out of the lab, just in time to spot Jasper coming around the corner. He saw me too and waved.

      “You’re here early,” he said. “No Ona?”

      “Not yet.” I elbowed the door open. “You forgot to lock up.”

      “Did I?” Jasper’s brow knit in consternation. “Well, clearly I did, but that isn’t like me.” He slipped past me and plopped down at his computer. “Was there something you needed?”

      “I wanted to use the radio,” I said. “I liked the music, before.”

      “Ah, I should’ve guessed.” Jasper patted the radio like a pet. “Everyone loves the Carillon. But I’m afraid I’ll be using it a while. Why don’t you come back after lunch? I’ll be doing some house calls, so you can listen while I’m out.”

      “Thanks.” I grinned wide and waved goodbye, relieved I’d got away with my deception. I felt a bit slimy, leveraging Jasper’s easy trust to my advantage, but I hadn’t hurt him really, or his precious Carillon. I’d make it up to him later, maybe polish his beakers.

      I jogged back to the main hall and found Ona at breakfast, stirring jam into her porridge. Ben sat slouched across from her, looking on in disapproval.

      “That’s not meant to be sweet,” he said. “You sprinkle salt, stir in butter, maybe. Not jam. Never jam.”

      Ona glopped in more jam and stuck out her tongue. Ben rolled his eyes and waved me over.

      “Tell your sister porridge isn’t sweet.”

      “It sort of is, isn’t it?” I helped myself to a bowl and took a spoonful. “I mean, it’s salty if you add salt, but just on their own, the oats taste sweet.”

      “You two are hopeless.” Ben grabbed a heel of bread and mopped his bowl with it. “Just wait till winter. I’ll show you real breakfast—eggs on toast, scrambled eggs. Omelettes, mm...” He shuddered all over, eyes glazed with rapture.

      “You have eggs? Like from birds?” Ona’s eyes went round.

      “From chickens,” said Ben. “You don’t have them back home?”

      Ona and I exchanged glances. Living chickens? Eggs to eat? I licked my lips, imagining something salty, sort of meaty in the middle.

      “I didn’t think there were still birds.”

      “There weren’t till ten years ago,” said Ben. “Not here, at least. But they survived past the mountains. There’s a colony up there, and that’s all they do—farm eggs for trade.”

      I tried to picture that, a whole colony full of chickens, fluttering about, preening their tailfeathers. Singing—did chickens sing?

      “I’m going to bug Jasper,” said Ona. “He always has fruit.”

      “I’ll catch up to you later.” I stirred my porridge to cool it and took another bite. I wondered what Lock was eating, back at the camp. He’d said they fed him fine, but there was fine and there was fine, sustenance versus pleasure. I watched Ben suck butter off his fingers and frowned. “Hey, Ben?”

      “Mm?”

      “Your old base, where was that?”

      “My old base?” His eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly. “You mean the one Lazrad suffocated?”

      I winced. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to poke at old wounds.”

      Ben set his bowl aside and laced his fingers behind his head. “It was up north,” he said. “In the mountains, past the snow line. Why do you ask?”

      “Just something, uh... Ona said.” I cleared my throat, as though to rid it of the lie. “She was talking about some place northeast of here. She said the mine collapsed.”

      “Then she lied. Or she was lied to.” Ben stood up, knees popping. “There was only ever one mine northeast of here, and nothing collapsed. We ran out of rigur and Lazrad cut us loose. Whatever candy-coated nonsense Ona’s spouting—” He took a deep breath and let it out. “Meet me at the gate in an hour, okay? When you’re done with those breakfast plates.”

      “What for?”

      “You’ll see.” He nudged his bowl my way and winked at me. “Happy scrubbing.”

      “Yeah, well, happy...” I fumbled for a retort, failed to muster one, and flipped Ben off instead. He just laughed and walked off, and I went back to my breakfast.
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      I scraped my way through the remnants of breakfast as quickly as I could, stacked the bowls back on their shelves and tamped the cookfires down to embers. By the time I got through, Ben was waiting, gloved and masked, a heavy coat draped over his arm. He tossed me one, too, and a pair of thick gloves.

      “You’ll need these,” he said, “but just carry the coat for now. Can’t have you sweating yourself to death.”

      I pulled on my gloves and the mask he handed me. “We’re going out?”

      “You want to know about the old base, right? Well, I’ve got the day free. Figured we’d take a field trip.” He handed me a tank and secured his own, its hose bobbing foolishly as he clipped it to his mask. I hooked my own up quickly, already moving toward the exit.

      “Jetha’s okay with this? I’m allowed out?”

      “It’s educational. Why not? It’s not like you’ll be alone.” Ben clipped a blaster to his belt, and my brows went up.

      “What do you need that for?”

      “Shooting you dead if you make a break for it.” He bumped up against me and grinned. “For mutants, of course. We don’t get many this far out, but it doesn’t hurt to be prepared.” His lips tightened, and I got the sense there was something he wasn’t telling me, but then we were out in the open, the desert sun beating down on our heads. I tilted my face up to take it in.

      “Still not tired of that, huh?”

      “I went seventeen years without it,” I said. The sky was brownish today, a faded shade of copper. The sun hung like a coin, too bright to look at. “I threw up the first time I saw it.”

      “What, the sun?”

      “Yeah.” I blinked away its afterimage. “It wasn’t what I was expecting. I had this image in my head, rays splashed out over the sky. Like a painting, I guess.”

      “And reality made you sick?” Ben glanced up and chuckled. “It is like that sometimes. After it rains. The sun comes through the clouds, and, yeah. There’s rays.”

      “I want to see that.”

      “Wait for spring and you will.” Ben struck out to the north, the dry grass crunching under his boots. I followed behind him, trying to imagine how rain felt, how it sounded on the dirt. How the creek bed would look swollen to flooding, sticks tumbling in the current. Rain in the Dirt just meant flash floods, waterlogged socks and the hiss-thunk of the pumps.

      A light breeze blew up as we left the plains behind us, heading into the mountains. I sighed with relief as it cooled the sweat on my neck. I wanted to take off my mask and luxuriate in it, but Ben kept looking back at me, checking I was still there.

      “Let me know if you need to slow down,” he said. “It gets pretty steep up ahead.”

      I nodded, but I felt like I could keep going forever. The path wound gently up the mountainside, choked in places with furze and washed out in others. We put our coats on where the furze thinned, though the cold wasn’t extreme. The path got steeper farther up, and we clambered over rock spills, testing each step as we went. We waded across a shallow stream and stopped to admire a plume of water cascading from above.

      “That’s more impressive in spring,” said Ben. “Washes out the whole path, though. You’ve got to go round the long way.” He touched the stock of his blaster, and I frowned.

      “Have you ever had to fire that?”

      “A warning shot here and there.” He unlatched it and held it out. “Want to try?”

      I wasn’t sure I did. I’d never liked guns, their hard lines, their black muzzles. In the Dirt, a close look at one meant your number was up. Gran’s words came back to me—He broke the rules. He had to die—and my chest felt tight.

      “You don’t have to,” said Ben.

      “No, I will.” I reached for the blaster and nearly recoiled at how cold it felt. It was heavy as well, more solid than I’d expected. I held it awkwardly, two-handed, away from my body.

      “Point it away from me first, then turn off the safety.”

      I swung the muzzle toward the foothills. “Where’s that?”

      Ben reached out and tapped a lever on the stock. “Push that away from you when you’re ready to fire.”

      I eased my thumb up to the lever. It resisted when I pushed on it, then clicked home. “What should I aim at?”

      “Doesn’t matter. You won’t hit it.” Ben moved behind me and set his hands on my shoulders. “You’ve got to relax. Shake these out—these too.” His hands slid down to my hips, and I felt my ears burn. “Go on, just... buhh.” He did a wet-dog shake.

      “Buhh,” I repeated, feeling silly. I dropped my shoulders and widened my stance, gave my hair a toss.

      “That’s better,” said Ben. “Still stiff, but better.” He pointed over my shoulder, at a hollowed-out stump. “Now picture someone you hate. Imagine their face on that stump, smirking like they own you, all smug and self-satisfied, and ready... Aim. Fire.”

      I jerked back on the trigger. The blaster jumped in my hand. I squinted and the stump was gone, lost in a shower of debris.

      “Did I hit him?”

      “Him?” Ben laughed. “Not quite, but close. You fired into the dirt.” He stepped back, brows raised. “Who were you picturing? Not me, I hope.”

      “Not you.” I lined up for another shot, slowing my breathing as I did. “There’s this Decemite back home, Samson. Everything you think about the Decemites, it’s true about him.” I pictured his face, how he’d looked at Sky Station. Smug was the word for him, snide, fighting the giggles as I fought back tears. Like my loss was a joke to him, the best he’d ever heard. And then there was Ona, the way her shoulders tensed at the sound of his name. He’d hit her. Hurt her. My finger twitched on the trigger.

      “Squeeze this time. Don’t pull.” Ben moved closer, his breath tickling my ear. “Aim between his eyes, exhale, and fire. Do it right in that space between breaths.” He laid his hand across my lower back, same as he’d done when he kissed me, and I felt myself relax.

      “Drop dead,” I whispered, and I fired. The stump blew apart with a crack. Ben let out a whistle.

      “You’re good.” He took back his blaster and re-engaged the safety. “Disturbingly good, even. Either you’re a stone-cold natural, or you hate Samson’s guts.”

      “Hate. Yeah. You could say that.” I wiped my hands on my pants. My hands felt greasy. A metallic smell hung in the air, like the factory back home. It made my skin crawl where I’d set my shoulder to the autoclave, where my skin had bubbled and burned. I licked my lips and imagined the tang of blood.

      “Are you okay?” Ben holstered his weapon and reached for my hand. I bit my tongue to keep from flinching.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I guess it just finally hit home, what it would mean to point one of those at someone.” I wiped my hands again and stuffed them in my pockets. There’d been a thrill to it, picturing Samson downrange, his skull flying apart at a twitch of my finger. In the heat of the moment, I’d wanted that. I could do it, I thought, and the thought disturbed me.

      “We should go.” Ben cast his gaze toward the horizon. “It’s past noon already. We don’t want to be climbing down in the dark.”

      I nodded and zipped up my coat. A chill had settled into my bones, whether from the altitude or what I’d just done, I couldn’t tell. Ben led the way past the remains of an old shed, and when the path forked in two, he took the steeper curve. Cliffs rose to either side of us as our path sloped down, and soon the sky was reduced to a bright slash above. Ben took out a flashlight and thumbed it on.

      “This was it,” he said. He trained the beam straight ahead. It glanced off an old projector, rusted out and useless. “Mind your head going in.”

      I ducked down and squeezed through, blinking as my eyes adjusted to the dark. I could make out a circle of houses, much like the ones at camp, and a pen that might once have held sheep. Ben drew a shuddering breath.

      “You all right?”

      “It’s... just like I left it.” He handed me the light. “Look around if you want to. I—”

      I raked the beam over what was left. It wasn’t much—a few firepits in a circle, a painted awning fallen on its side. I stifled a gasp as I spotted a pile of rags, vaguely human-shaped, and understood what it was. “We don’t have to do this,” I said. “I’ve seen now. I know they lied.”

      “No, you don’t. Not yet.” The words came out hollow, and Ben swallowed. “Come on. Mine’s this way.” He took the light back and led me deeper into the caves. He moved without hesitation, even in the dark, and I wondered how often he’d trod this same path, what ghosts it held for him. I caught glimpses of artwork stenciled across the walls—flights of butterflies, schools of fish—and of doors left ajar, lives abandoned on the other side. Someone had left a blue cloth half-woven on a loom. A pile of old books lay rotting in the room beyond that.

      “Get on,” Ben said. He motioned me onto an elevator, older than the one back at base, its cage green with verdigris. “There’s no power, but there’s a lever. You take that side.”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant at first, but I got the idea quick enough. Ben took one side of the lever and I took the other, and we worked it like a seesaw. The pulley creaked over our head, and we began our slow descent. Ben’s breathing grew ragged, maybe from effort, maybe emotion. My own shoulders ached, and I put my back into the task. The temperature plummeted, numbing my fingers through my gloves. I was shivering by the time we reached the bottom. Ben raised his flashlight and swept it over the mine.

      “This kept us going thirty years,” he said. I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I said nothing. Ben got off the elevator, and I followed. He led us down one featureless tunnel, then another, into a wide cavern bisected by a stream.

      “It’s—”

      Ben laughed so loud I jumped. His shoulders shook, and his flashlight shook too, scattering crazy light across the walls. He gathered himself with an effort, thumping his free hand into his thigh. “I couldn’t wait to work here. Here, if you’d believe it.” The bitterness in his tone made my stomach curdle. “Dad did, so I wanted to, as well. To be down here, where he was.” He stepped over the stream and shone his light on the far wall. A low bench lay along it, an old helmet still poised at one end. “They ate their lunches there. I did too, when I was on water duty.” He sank down on the bench and dropped his flashlight at his feet. It rolled a few inches and stopped. Ben buried his face in his hands. His mask slid up a little, and he jerked it back down.

      I edged toward him, feeling ashamed. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

      “Don’t.” Ben dropped his hands and leaned back. “Just sit with me, okay?”

      I sat with him in silence, both of us gazing into the dark. The stream chattered at our feet, the cheerful sound out of place in this no-man’s-land. I listened to Ben’s breathing, deep and steady, and after a while, he took my hand. It felt strange, holding hands through gloves, but I squeezed back anyway and hoped he’d find some comfort in it.

      “The tunnels go for miles,” he said at last. “It’d take too long to walk them all, but we can go deeper if you want.”

      “No.” I picked up the flashlight and shone it around. A few mine carts sat on their tracks, still now, and empty. “Nothing happened here. I can see that.”

      “Nothing but the end of the world.” Ben ran his fingers down the wall. “The rigur from here could be in your sister.”

      I shifted uncomfortably. I didn’t like that thought.

      “Anyway, we should go. Time gets away from you in the dark.” Ben straightened his mask and stood up. I tried to peer through his goggles to make out his expression, but all I saw was my own reflection. The ride back up felt like a punishment, my back screaming in protest as I worked my end of the lever. It was harder work going up, and I leaned into it. I deserved it, my share of the pain. Ben wouldn’t have come here if not for me. Blaming Lock would’ve been easy, but I’d dragged Ben into it all on my own. I could’ve gone to Jetha, or anyone, but I’d picked Ben. I’d run straight to him, knowing full well what it’d mean to him.

      Ben lifted his mask when we got to the top. He coughed twice, harshly, and spat down the shaft.

      “Don’t beat yourself up,” he said, once he’d gotten his mask back in place. “Maybe I don’t look it, but I’m glad we did this.”

      “You are?” I didn’t believe him.

      “I think those dreams might stop now. The ones where I make it here, and Dad’s still alive.” He leaned on the railing and sighed. “Seeing it like this, all quiet and... done with... I think the past can sleep now. I think I want it to.”

      I stepped up behind him, slipped my arms around him and held him. Ben’s hand settled over mine. For a long time we stood there, two specks of life in a dead place, taking comfort where we could.
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      That night, I slept fitfully and woke before dawn. I made my way to Jasper’s lab and let myself in. Lock answered my signal almost immediately, and without the usual pleasantries.

      “Well? What’d you find?”

      “Derrick was right,” I told him. “The mine’s still standing. No explosion. No collapse.”

      Static swallowed Lock’s reply, and I adjusted the dial.

      “Sorry. Say again?”

      “My signal’s dying. Just a sec.” I heard rustling, then more static, and a muttered curse. Something thumped in the background, and Lock came back on. “I think it’s my batteries,” he said. “I might not have long. Are you sure it’s still standing? Like, a hundred percent?”

      “I saw it for myself.”

      “You saw...” He went quiet for a moment, and when he spoke again, his voice was strained. “Tell me exactly what you saw, and where you saw it.”

      “Up in the mountains, northeast of you. We went down into the mine. It’s all still there waiting, like they could come back at any time.”

      “So that means—hold on.” The air went dead. I sat and listened to static and tried to picture Lock on the other end, maybe monkeying with his radio, maybe mulling over the situation. He didn’t sound like himself today. He seemed jumpy, distracted, like he’d—

      “Is there a man at your base with half his face burned off?”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “At your base. Is there a burned man?” His question snapped across the airwaves like a challenge. I sat up a little straighter.

      “Starkey,” I said. The councilman who’d called me round and healthy. “You know him?”

      “We trade with him.” Lock’s breath crackled through my headset. The edge had gone off his voice, and he just sounded tired. “Then it is the same place. The same people. They ran out of rigur and we left them to die.”

      I couldn’t deny that, so I said nothing at all. After a minute, Lock cut back in.

      “Starkey never said anything.”

      “He probably thought you knew.”

      “Well, we didn’t.” Lock made a choking sound. “I’d have shot us, if I was him. If half my friends got wiped out and I showed up to trade, and—and you know what I said to him? I said I was sorry, like it wasn’t our fault. Sorry about your people. Sorry for your loss. Like we didn’t—like we weren’t—”

      “You didn’t know.”

      “I have something to tell you.” I heard him swallow, then a burst of static. “They’ve been talking in camp. You need to watch out. There’s been—” His voice crackled, then splintered into noise. “—still there? You’ve got—”

      “You’re breaking up. Try again.”

      My headset squawked. “—hear me?”

      I hissed in frustration and gave the Carillon a whack. Lock’s signal didn’t come back.

      “Lock? Come on. Answer me.”

      A shot rang out, somewhere close by. I tore off my headset and leapt to my feet. I could hear shouting now, and children’s frightened shrieks. Someone raced by, headed deeper into the caves. I dashed in the opposite direction, toward the commotion. Was this what Lock had tried to warn me about? Some kind of attack?

      I spotted Ona as I burst into the main hall, sprinting toward the fissure. She was barefoot, in her nightclothes, and the breath caught in my throat.

      “Ona!”

      She didn’t look back. I ran faster, catching up to her at the gate. A crowd had gathered there, guards wielding pistols, miners brandishing the tools of their trade.

      “Someone’s out there,” said Ona. “One of the guards took a shot at them.”

      I looked for Ben, but didn’t see him. Jetha elbowed her way through the crowd and waved us back.

      “Get back with the children. We have strangers outside.”

      “Strangers? What strangers?” Ona craned to see. I froze as Ben’s voice rang out, and I realized he was out there.

      “Last chance. Identify yourselves.”

      I darted past Jetha and peered between the guards. I picked out Ben’s silhouette, hazy through the membrane. He was down on one knee, rifle couched at his shoulder. I couldn’t see who he was aiming at, but their voice wavered across the distance a moment later.

      “Don’t shoot. We’re—” The shout broke into wheezing. Ben went tense. A new voice called out, as breathless as the last.

      “Look, we’re on fumes out here. I’ll take off my mask. Just...”

      “They’re refugees,” said Jetha. “Everyone hold your fire.”

      I squeezed through the crowd for a better look. A thick fog had settled outside, and I watched as a lone woman emerged, hands raised above her head.

      “No farther,” called Ben. “Lower your mask on my count.” He counted down from three, and the woman dropped one hand. She loosened her mask and lifted it from her face, swaying as she did. She took one faltering step, then collapsed. Her mask fell in the dust, and it took all my willpower not to rush to her side. Ben went instead, scooping her up and hurrying her inside. Jetha raised her own mask and stepped out to take his place.

      “The rest of you, come forward single-file. Children first, and anyone out of air.”

      I watched, wide-eyed, as a toddler came forward. His mother came with him, holding his mask to his face. More children staggered from the fog, some coughing, some leaning on each other for support. Ona made a strangled sound, and I reached for her hand.

      “Their masks don’t fit,” she said. “Those are their parents’ tanks. The adults must be—”

      My mouth went dry as a man and a woman shuffled forth, passing a single mask between them. Ona jerked her hand free and shoved her way out to meet them, catching the man as he fell. The woman kept going, eyes glazed behind her mask. She stumbled past Jetha, into me, and I took her by the elbow to lead her inside.

      “My husband—my—”

      “Right there with my sister.” I nodded in his direction, but she shook her head.

      “That’s Sean. He’s our doctor. My husband was...” She turned back toward the fissure and doubled over, wheezing. I held her upright as she coughed up ropes of yellow phlegm.

      “Shh. Try to breathe.”

      “I can’t, without him.” She spat and wiped her mouth. “He broke his leg. They were carrying him. Did you see—is he—?”

      I peered past her, at the refugees gathering at the gates. Most were on their knees or sprawled out flat, eyes closed, gulping for air. One of the children was crying, loud wails that echoed off the walls. I spotted Ona comforting a toddler, Jetha helping an old man into a coat. The guards were still scouting for stragglers, flashlights glowing eerily in the fog.

      “They’ll find him,” I said. The words rang false in my ears, but she didn’t seem to hear me anyway. She hardly seemed to register me at all.

      “There just wasn’t time,” she said. “We did everything we could, but there just wasn’t time.” She sank to her knees as though all the strength had left her. I sat down next to her, unsure what else to do.

      “What’s your name? I’m Myla.”

      “Emma. He’s Jenner.” She drew her knees to her chest and stared fixedly at the fissure. “They were carrying him—Dad and Granddad. I don’t see them either.”

      I took her hand and squeezed it, and kept my mouth shut. Odds were she’d lost everyone she had left. Holding out hope just seemed cruel.

      “We thought—we were sure they’d still trade with us. We brought their precious rigur, even if it wasn’t as much as they wanted. We just needed a few tanks, enough to take us upriver.” Emma’s voice grew thick, choked with loss and anger. “That Prium Lazrad said we should’ve planned for this. Planned for what? For an earthquake? For three shafts collapsing at once? Even if we had our own excavators, how fast does he think we can dig? We’re finished now. Finished. Scattered and done.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Save your sorrow for your turn.” Emma sniffed and sat up straighter. “You’re young now, but you’ll learn soon enough. You can’t mourn all our dead. Not without drowning in your tears.”

      I held her hand in silence as the guards trooped back inside. They came in twos and threes, empty-handed. Ben brought up the rear, carrying a mask and nothing else. He whispered something to Jetha, and her expression turned grim. Emma cried quietly, face buried in her sleeve. She didn’t look much older than I was, maybe twenty-five or twenty-six, but I had no doubt she’d been through this kind of loss before.

      Jetha clapped her hands for attention, and what little conversation there was petered out.

      “Most of you know the drill, but for those of you new to our camp, our priority over the coming days will be the comfort of our guests. They’ve survived a terrifying ordeal. We will offer them safe harbor.” She surveyed the refugees and nodded to herself. “We have more guests than we have roofs, so Ben, Sasha, Jonah, you’ll be doubling up. Ona and Myla, you too. Go grab some mattresses, and don’t forget linens. Jasper, Crick, you’re on triage, and—”

      “Do you need me to get you anything?” I squeezed Emma’s hand again, but she pulled away.

      “Sounds like you’ve got your marching orders. Go on. I’ll be fine.”

      I very much doubted that, but it didn’t seem like I was helping much, either. I followed Ben in a daze, figuring he’d know where the mattresses were kept. Ona fell in beside me, looking as shellshocked as I felt.

      “Myla?”

      “Hm?”

      She glanced at Ben and shook her head. He led us to a long canvas tent at the back of the main hall.

      “We’re down to just bedrolls,” he said, indicating a pile of thin mats rolled up in one corner. “Blankets are over here, and pillows... pillows—” He cursed aloud, and with so much venom I drew back. “Of course we’re out of pillows. Of course we are.”

      “We could take extra blankets,” said Ona. “Folded up, they’re the same thing.”

      “No, they’re not.” Ben swept a pile of them off the shelf, then knelt to gather them up. “Sorry. I just...”

      I knelt down beside him and tried to catch his eye. He was still wearing his mask, but even through his goggles, I spied the tracks of fresh tears.

      “You okay?”

      Ben shook out a blanket and folded it with care, coaxing crisp corners from the limp fabric. “You know why we do this so fast? Find everyone a place?”

      “So they can grieve in private?”

      “So they won’t have to watch when we bring in their dead.” Ben reached for another blanket and shook the wrinkles out of it. “A lot of them almost made it,” he said. “They were practically at our door—this father still holding his kid. Some guy on a stretcher—they’d carried him all this way. We’ll have to go back later, and...”

      “I’ll come with you,” I said. I expected Ben to argue, but he nodded instead.

      “We’ll be heading out in a few minutes. Get those beds set up and meet me at the gate.” He snagged a bedroll for himself, and two blankets to go with it. Ona tossed me one, and I tucked it under my arm. It was lighter than I’d expected, barely thicker than my jacket. I took two more blankets to pad it out.

      “We should take these for ourselves,” said Ona, as we headed for our room. “Pile your stuff on yours. I’ll be on mine when they come, so they’ll have to take our beds.”

      “Yeah.” I tossed my bedroll up the ladder and climbed up after it. Most of the refugees had gathered around the main cookfire and were staring into the coals. One of them saw me looking and scowled. I turned away quickly, embarrassed.

      It didn’t take us long to spread out our bedrolls and arrange our blankets on top. I piled my few possessions on mine and headed for the door, but Ona called me back.

      “Wait. How many do you think there are?” She smoothed out her blanket and lay down on it. “Because I counted eighteen. They were talking about their village, but there’s only eighteen. D’you think there’s more still coming?” A note of desperation had crept into her voice. She sat up abruptly and asked again—“Well, do you?”

      “Some of them might’ve gone to other colonies,” I said. “But, Ona, did you—”

      “What?”

      “Your mission.” I gripped the door handle, swallowing nausea. “Prium sent you to scout for rigur, right? Do you know how long he’s been doing that? If he has other teams on it?”

      “Ours was the first,” she said. “But it wouldn’t have taken long. The Outsiders have to dig to find it, pick a likely spot and hope. We have sensors that detect trace amounts in the soil.” Her knuckles went bloodless as she gripped her blanket tight. “It’s not what you’re thinking. Echelon wouldn’t—”

      “Leave a whole village to die because they couldn’t meet their quota?” I laughed without meaning to, loud and harsh. “Hate to break it to you: we did. And once we’ve got our own mine, why let any of them live?”

      “No.”

      “Think about it. Why trade with the Outsiders, once they’ve nothing left we want? They steal gretha. They kill Decemites. Wouldn’t it be easier if they all just—”

      “No.” Ona shook her head furiously, as though the force of the gesture could fend off the truth. “It could just—it could go back to how it was before. Like Jetha said. We could trade them for cloth, or for sheep, or for—” A harsh sob escaped her, and she brought her fist down on her leg. I crouched down next to her and caught her by the wrist.

      “Lazrad can’t have her own mine. You get that, right?”

      Ona’s eyes went dull. She stared through me into nothing, still shaking her head. “Even if I believed you, even if all that was true, what could we do to stop it? I’m one Decemite. You’re not trained, which makes you... half a Decemite. Lazrad has fifty of them, every one more experienced than us. Every one loyal, willing to follow any order.” She yanked her hand back and jerked her blanket up over her knees. “Anyway, you’re wrong. We don’t bother them till they bother us. That’s the rule. Why would that be the rule if we’re just going to wipe them off the map?”

      “Maybe it’s not the rule. Maybe it’s time you faced that.” I got to my feet and backed toward the door. “Think about where I’m going. What I’m about to do. Think about that and quit lying to yourself.”

      Ona laid her head on her knees and sniffed. I left her guarding our bedrolls and headed for the fissure. The camp had given me a lot, food and shelter, a place to belong. It was time I gave something back.
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      The recovery group was smaller than I’d expected, just Ben and three others, plus me. Ben jogged up to meet me, brow knit with concern.

      “It’s not too late to back out,” he said. “I wouldn’t think less of you if you did.”

      “I’d think less of myself.”

      His lips quirked up at one side. “Fair enough, then. Grab a tank, and we’ll—”

      “Change of plans.” Starkey strode up and dumped a pile of vests at our feet. “We’ve got company up by the ridge.” He spotted me and his lip twitched. His scars looked wet in the lamplight, barely healed. “We won’t need you for this.”

      I bristled at his dismissal. “For what? I can help.”

      “Get yourself killed, more like. Go on, shoo.” He shouldered me aside and raised his voice to address his men. “Turns out our guests almost died skirting a Decemite patrol. It’s time we gave the trespassers an escort home.”

      “Decemites? At night?” Ben paused, vest half-cinched. “That can’t be right.”

      “They’re all telling the same story,” said Starkey. “Our friends left their camp with gretha to spare. They’d have made it here safe, except they trekked ten miles out of their way to avoid five Decemites in a buggy. It looked like they had engine trouble, so with any luck, they haven’t moved.” He glanced at me and scowled. “What are you still doing here? Go home.”

      “I want to come.” I tugged my mask into place. “I’m from Echelon, remember? And I survived out there before.”

      “For what, a day? These are Decemites. You don’t have—”

      “Take her,” said Jetha. She strode up behind Starkey and laid a hand on his shoulder. “You can’t turn down an inside edge.”

      “Can’t I?”

      Jetha just looked at him, arms crossed. Starkey sneered back at her, yellow teeth gleaming dully. Ben nudged me in the ribs.

      “You really want to do this?”

      “I need to.” I grabbed a vest off the pile and felt its heft. It was lighter than the ones the Decemites wore, and frayed along the seams. “This’ll really stop a blaster bolt?”

      “It’ll limit the damage,” said Ben. “Leave you burned instead of dead.”

      I laughed, more to relieve my tension than as an expression of amusement. “Do you want me to come?”

      Ben pressed his lips together and said nothing. I shrugged into my vest and buckled the straps across my chest. They were tight, too tight, and I tugged at them till I could breathe. Ben hooked my tank to my back, and I coupled the hose to my mask.

      “Now, this goes on your belt.” Ben handed me a blaster, an old Echelon model, clunkier than his own. “Don’t forget the safety. A lot of folks panic and try to fire with it on.”

      “I won’t panic.” I hooked the blaster to my belt. Its weight felt unnatural, too heavy. I hitched up my pants and frowned.

      “You’ll get used to it,” said Ben. “Come on. We’ll—”

      “Myla!” Ona’s voice rang out from above. She vaulted over the railing and raced toward us. “Where are you going?”

      Starkey made a disgusted sound. I lowered my head.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Don’t you dare. Don’t you—” One of the guards caught Ona and held her to his chest. Ben took me by the arm and we hurried out the gate. Ona screamed, and then the guard did. I spun on my heel, just in time for Ona to grab me by the vest. She jerked me toward her and shook me hard.

      “Where are you going? Tell me it’s not true.”

      “Get back inside,” I said. “This isn’t about you.”

      “Then it’s true. You’re hunting Decemites.” She grabbed for my blaster, and I threw her off. She stumbled and went down, landing hard in the dirt. Tears stood in her eyes, and I saw she was trembling. “What are you thinking? Those are your people too.”

      “I’m thinking they don’t belong here.” My own anger took over, surging up like bile. “You know what they’re here for. You know it’s not right. You say you want to help, but actions speak louder than words. I’m just doing what you’re too—” I cut myself off before I could blurt out something I’d regret. Ona glared at me, daring me to say it.

      “Go on. I’m too what?”

      “Nothing. Never mind.”

      She clenched her fists and her lip quivered. “Don’t you want to go home? Don’t you want to see Mom and Dad?” Her voice broke, raw with hurt. “You don’t, do you? You’re picking them over us.”

      I held up my hands as though to fend off a blow. “It’s not like that,” I mumbled, but maybe it was. Maybe I had made a choice, one I couldn’t take back—and maybe I didn’t want to. Starkey cleared his throat and I turned away. “Go inside. We’ll talk later.”

      “You’re serious?” Ona’s voice cracked. I couldn’t look.

      “Just go.”

      She went, breathing fitfully, boots dragging in the dirt. I let out a harsh breath of my own. Starkey clapped his hands, all business.

      “All right. Form up.”

      We formed a line, Starkey first, then the rest of us. Ben came behind me, bringing up the rear. We set out across the dry grass strung out single file. The fog thickened as we went, deadening the sounds of our passage. Had it not been for Ben dogging my heels, I’d have thought I was alone. He caught me and steadied me as I stumbled over a stone.

      “I guess I know the answer to this, but do you have any combat experience at all?”

      “I ran into some mutants when I was searching for Ona. I had to push through them to escape.”

      “Push through them...” Ben slapped himself on the forehead, knocking his mask askew. He righted it with a sigh and jogged up to walk beside me. “Listen, Decemites aren’t mutants. They’re armed and dangerous. They can think and plan, and they don’t crumple if you smack them hard enough. You’ll stick close to me, okay? If I say ‘frog,’ you’ll jump, and if you’re in a tight spot—if I can’t protect you—” His voice dropped to a growl. “You want to kill a Decemite, you splatter its brains. Shoot it anywhere else, it’ll heal and keep coming.”

      “What?” My stomach did a slow roll. It? Like an animal? A thing to be—

      “Oh. And whatever you do, don’t lose sight of your leader.” Ben dropped back into position. “The fog’ll play tricks on you if you let it. Send you chasing your own shadow.”

      “What?” I picked up my pace and blinked as the hazy silhouette I’d been following gave way to a more solid form. The effect was unsettling, more so because I hadn’t noticed. I’d gone from following my leader to trailing my own specter, and when had that happened? How hadn’t I known? A sudden claustrophobia seized me, and I resisted the impulse to tear off my mask. The fog was thick as soup, and far from dispersing the heat, it seemed to batten it to my skin. I was sweating already, prickly-hot under my vest. Panic fluttered in my throat, and I ground my teeth. I couldn’t lose it out here, not with so much at stake. One foot in front of the other—

      As though sensing my disquiet, Ben matched his pace to mine. “I won’t let you get lost,” he said. “Just remember, there’s a trick to it. If the person you’re following has a halo—just a faint one, like a shimmer round their head—that’s your shadow. If they don’t, you’re A-OK.” He gestured at the figure marching ahead of me. “Or in Marko’s case, just look for his stupid scarf. Why he’s gotta wear that thing—”

      “Quiet in the ranks.” Starkey’s voice floated back to us, ghostly in the fog. Ben snickered, but he stopped talking. I focused on Marko’s scarf, hanging damply down his back. I wondered who’d made it for him. Maybe his mother, maybe a girlfriend. He reached up and touched it every so often, as though to make sure it was still there.

      We followed the creek bed to the north, the faint burble of water guiding us along. A rat ran beside us for a while, perhaps hoping for a treat. It abandoned us at a shallow, stagnant pond, diving in as we kept going. The ground inclined up, first shallowly, then steeply, and the fog burned off as we climbed. Starkey stopped at a plateau and waved for us to gather round.

      “The Decemites were just past here,” he said. “We’ll follow the ridge as far as possible. Everyone stay low. Anyone sees anything, make like a snake.”

      “He means hiss,” whispered Ben. “Just quick, like sss. It won’t alert the Decemites, but we’ll know to stop.”

      “Got it.” I crouched down and followed Marko up the ridge. A sluggish breeze stirred, blowing dust in our faces, more so as our cover thinned and we dropped to our bellies. We kept going with dirt-streaked masks, our jumpsuits drenched with sweat. I lost track of everything but the sun in my face and the pebbles in my boots, the faint puffs of gretha escaping from my mask. I missed the hiss when it came, but Marko froze ahead of me and Ben grabbed my boot. I stopped where I was and bit my tongue. Starkey gestured to our right, a quick incline of his head.

      I raised my head cautiously, and my heart leapt into my mouth. The Decemites stood below us, clustered around their buggy. The hood was open, and one of them was tinkering inside. Starkey motioned for us to separate, and we did, lining up along the ridge. He waved us forward, and we descended, forming a crescent around them as we went. Closer and closer we crept, till their conversation drifted our way, mumbled snatches of nothing, words lost in the breeze. One of them laughed, and the rest of them joined in. I inched a little closer, and my fist closed around a rock. I could throw it and hit one of them, if I wanted, just—

      Starkey signaled a halt. I stopped breathing. One of the Decemites bent to lace his boot. I fancied I could hear him doing it—the zip of his laces, the tik of aglets on leather.

      Starkey unholstered his blaster, quiet as could be, and pointed it straight up.

      I mouthed a protest—don’t—but he fired a warning shot. Plasma tore across the sky, pink as a wound. The Decemites turned to look.

      “We have you surrounded,” called Starkey. “Turn back the way you came, and there’ll be no call for hostilities.”

      “You sound pretty hostile to me.” One of the Decemites reached for his blaster. My mouth went dry. I knew his voice, that fake Lofty accent. Samson, in the flesh. I drew my own weapon and trained it on his feet, thumbing the safety off as I did. I had no desire to kill him, but I liked the idea of making him dance.

      “We’re not interested in a fight,” said Starkey. “We’d just like you off our land.”

      “Your land. That’s a good one.” Samson raised his blaster. He aimed almost carelessly, but fired with frightening accuracy. Starkey’s cover blew apart, sandstone crumbling to dust. Starkey rolled and fired back. He hit Samson in the leg and sent him to his knees. His squad returned fire just as we did, plasma bolts sizzling through the air. I fired three times in a panic, aimed, and fired again. I couldn’t tell if I hit anyone, but the Decemites’ buggy sank on a flat tire. The Decemites fell back behind it, and for a moment, silence reigned. I glanced at Ben, just in time to see him dive for cover.

      “Look out,” he shouted. I covered my face instinctively as a smoke grenade sailed over the ridge. Black fog billowed forth, robbing me of my vision. I turned back the way I thought I’d come and tripped over a rock that shouldn’t have been there. Starkey was shouting, yelling for us to gather, but his voice seemed to come from everywhere at once. Ben called my name, but another sound had my attention—pebbles rattling down the bluff. Boots scuffing, panting. The Decemites were climbing, gaining ground. I kicked rocks over the edge and got a curse for my pains, and a stick thrown back. Someone shouted a warning, ours or theirs, I couldn’t say. I retreated from it anyway and found myself back-to-back with Ben.

      “Go for the eyes,” he said. “They’re strong, but they’re human. That still hurts.”

      I nodded, realized he couldn’t see me, and grunted my assent.

      “If you—”

      I heard a dull thud, and in that instant, Ben was gone. I whirled to look for him and encountered a black shape instead. It charged, and I did too, striking it full-force with my shoulder. We went down together and skidded in the dirt. My vest came unbuckled and flapped around my body.

      “What are you—what are you doing?” The shape clawed at my mask. “It’s me, stupid. Samson.”

      An unholy glee surged in my belly, and I grinned. “Good. I’ve been wanting to do this for a while.” I drove my fist into his guts. The air whuffed out of him and I did it again. He gasped and whooped and shoved me hard.

      “You’re not one of mine. Who the—” He went for my mask, but I was faster. I slammed my head into his goggles and laughed as he howled.

      “Hurts, doesn’t it? Here. Have some more.” I did it again and was rewarded with a crunch. Samson’s next scream was a gurgle, wet and nasal. “That’s for my sister. And this one’s for me.” I jerked my knee up with a shout, straight into his crotch. Samson gagged and squeaked. A sick sort of elation washed over me, and I laughed again.

      “Get—” Samson took a swipe at me. He missed, and I fought the urge to spit on him—to rip off my mask and show him the depth of my contempt. The impulse disturbed me, and I struggled to my feet. I wanted away from him, but he got up and followed. He stumbled after me bowlegged, driving me toward the other Decemites. I could see him now, with the smoke clearing, eyes red and baleful, nose a crooked mess. He bared his teeth, streaked with blood, and snatched my mask away.

      “You. You’re that crybaby.” He laughed, high and wild, and tossed my mask aside. “You’re strong for a worm, but let’s see you try to breathe.”

      “Watch me.” I advanced on him, tasting copper. My fists twitched at my sides. Everything went bright, bright and sharp, and I dug my nails into my palms. I wanted to pulverize him. Pound his skull to bonemeal. I wanted him to hurt, not just pain, but helpless pain, the kind that left you—

      “Myla!” Ben barreled into Samson from behind. I jumped back with a cry. I hadn’t seen him. Hadn’t heard him. I’d been wholly bent on Samson, on revenge.

      “Get your mask!”

      I blinked, uncomprehending. Ben might as well have been speaking another language.

      Samson whirled, swinging wild. Ben ducked and nearly fell. I stared at him, ears ringing. He kicked my mask toward me, and still I didn’t stir.

      “Myla. Move!”

      Something twanged inside of me, like a rubber band snapping into place. I dropped to my knees and scrabbled for my mask. My hands shook as I fumbled it over my head. I’d been about to... I wasn’t sure what. Kill Samson, maybe. With my bare hands. I hunched over, stomach cramping. I needed to puke, maybe, or—

      Ben screamed. I jerked upright. Samson was holding him like a lover, embracing him from behind. In another world, it might have seemed tender, Samson’s cheek pressed to Ben’s, his arms looped around his chest. He saw me looking and smirked. His biceps rippled as he squeezed.

      I flew at him, too late. I heard a snap, then a crunch, and Samson crowed out loud. Ben made an awful, gutpunched sound. He went limp and Samson dropped him, face-first in the dirt. I drew my blaster and aimed it at Samson’s head.

      “What are you going to do, shoot me?”

      “Splatter your brains,” I agreed.

      His eyes went wide. My finger twitched on the trigger, but I didn’t fire. Samson ducked and I dove after him, and I brought the stock down on his head. Something cracked, maybe my weapon, maybe his skull, and he crumpled at my feet. I left him there and ran to Ben. He lay where Samson had left him, bleeding into the dirt from some wound I couldn’t see.

      “Ben?” I knelt and turned him over. His mask was intact, but he wasn’t moving. When I laid my hand on his chest, I felt nothing, no breath, no pulse. Frantic, I clawed at his vest. His blood stained my hands, and I felt sick.

      “Myla.” He lifted his hand and dropped it with a gasp. “Go—”

      “Don’t try to talk.” I looked past him and saw smoke and shadows. A blaster bolt tore through the smog and I threw myself down, shielding Ben’s body with my own. He coughed weakly, and I knew I couldn’t wait. “I’ll get you home,” I said. “Just hold on, okay? Keep breathing. You’ll be fine.”

      Ben made a choking sound. I squeezed his hand once for comfort and gathered him to me.

      “Scream if you need to. This’ll hurt.” I slung him over my shoulder and took off running. Ben didn’t scream. He didn’t make a sound, and I didn’t hold back. I ran as though all Lazrad’s Decemites were after me, half-flying down the slope. Without the fog to hinder me, I knew my way back, due north along the mountains. Halfway there, Ben’s breathing roughened, and I switched his tank for mine. He made a soft sound of confusion but didn’t open his eyes. With any luck, he’d remember none of this, nothing after his encounter with Samson.

      Nothing would have to change.
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      I slowed to a shamble, approaching the base, weaving and stumbling as though I could hardly support Ben’s weight. Once I knew the guards had spotted me, I let myself fall. Ben slid from my shoulder and I eased him onto his back, head pillowed on my knees.

      “Who’s there? Identify yourselves.”

      I lifted my mask, just enough to show my face. “Myla and Ben. And he’s hurt. We need help.” I doubled over him, panting. Playing my part. The guards rushed to meet us, far too slow.

      “You—are you hurt?” The first guard crouched beside us, a woman I didn’t recognize. She took Ben’s pulse and frowned, then turned her attention to me. “Is that your blood or his?”

      I glanced at my sleeve, stiff with dried blood. “His. All of it. I’m fine.”

      “Then get yourself inside and find Jetha. Hurry up.”

      I didn’t want to leave Ben, but I’d done all I could for him. And I could see Jetha already, waiting just beyond the fissure. I left my mask on as I went to her, knowing I’d have to lie.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I got him back as fast as I could, but—”

      “No time for that.” Jetha took my arm and steered me away from the gate. “Report from the beginning. What happened? Where’s the rest of your team?”

      “My—my—but Ben—” I choked on my words as the guards carried him in, sprawled on a stretcher, one arm hanging over the side. Jetha turned me to face her, grip firm on my shoulders.

      “I see Ben. Where’s everyone else?” Her voice was gentle, but her gaze was steady. I drew calm from it and stood up straighter. My voice barely shook as I gave my report.

      “We found the Decemites up the ridge, past that pond. Just where Starkey said. They—Starkey fired a warning shot, and they fired back. They threw a smoke grenade. I didn’t see the others after that. Just Ben.”

      “Did you see what happened to him?”

      I closed my eyes, wishing I hadn’t. I could still hear that crunch, and Ben’s breath rushing out of his body. “Samson—one of the Decemites—he knocked my mask off. Ben...” My throat closed up. Ben had tried to save me. He’d rushed Samson, fought him, all for me. This was what I’d been dreading all my life, my lies catching up with me—only they’d caught up with Ben instead. “He was trying to save me,” I said. “Samson crushed his ribs. I couldn’t see where Starkey went, so we—so I dragged him away. Carried him. All I could think about was getting him home.”

      “You did well,” said Jetha. Her praise made my stomach clench. I didn’t want it. Couldn’t stand it. I shook her hands off my shoulders.

      “It’s my fault, what happened. I got...” I couldn’t explain what really happened, how I saw Samson and saw red, how I went for him, drunk on violence. How I froze when it mattered, shocked by my own rage. “I couldn’t take the shot,” I said instead. “I had Samson dead to rights, but I couldn’t pull the trigger.” That was true too, I realized. I’d wanted to hurt him, but the idea of putting a plasma bolt through his brain turned my insides to jelly. I pressed my hand to my forehead, fighting a wave of nausea.

      “You should rest.” Jetha guided me to a stone bench and helped me sit down. She unhooked my mask and lifted it off my face, unbuckled my vest to let me breathe. “Not wanting to take a life is nothing to be ashamed of. And you might well have saved one while you were at it.”

      “Don’t say that. Please.” I wanted to hide, just find a dark corner and fold myself into it, vanish into my shame. I hid my face in my hands and willed Jetha to go away. One more touch, one more kind word, and I thought I might be sick.

      “Do you—”

      “They’re back.” One of the guards rushed to the gate, and Jetha went after him. I held my breath as Marko trudged in, then Starkey. The guards came last, leading Samson in chains. His nose had healed crooked, and his chin was streaked with red. He fixed me with an evil look, but I ignored him. There were supposed to be two more, Robert and...

      “We drove off the Decemites,” said Starkey. “But we lost John and Robert.” He took off his mask and tucked it under his arm. “Jetha, I’m sorry. Ben and Myla are—”

      “Home safe.” Jetha gestured at me. “Ben’s in bad shape, but they made it back alive.”

      “They—” Starkey’s brows drew together as he looked me up and down. “How’d you get back ahead of us? With an injury, no less?”

      “We, uh...” I swallowed hard. “Panic. Adrenaline. I don’t remember, just...”

      “Panic.” Starkey practically spat the word at my feet. “Children in combat—this is what happens. Didn’t I warn you? Next thing, we’ll have them down the mines.” He did a jerky about-face, and I realized his anger wasn’t for me. He rubbed his scar as though it hurt him and glanced toward the tents. “John had no family, but Robert’s mother will be waiting. Best I get it over with.”

      Jetha touched his arm. “Hey, Joe. I’m sorry. I’ll go if you’d prefer.”

      “My mission, my responsibility.” Starkey stalked off, and my guilt pricked me hard. I might not have been able to save them all, but I could’ve protected Ben, at least, if only I’d been honest.

      Jetha sat down beside me to watch Starkey go. “He’s not wrong,” she said. “Time was, it would’ve been unthinkable, sending children out to fight. Something Lazrad did, not us. And for Joe Stark, especially—his own kids died fighting, and his grandson as well.” She patted my hand and sighed. “You should go and wash up. You’ll feel better.”

      I got up and went, limbs heavy. Crossing the main hall was like wading through treacle. I felt slow, not with physical exhaustion, but with something weightier. I couldn’t hold a thought in my head or remember where I was going. Someone dropped a mug and I jumped. I went the wrong way past the council chamber, down a half-familiar hall. I came to the cell I’d shared with Ona and crept up to the door.

      “I can hear you out there,” said Samson. I didn’t answer. I leaned on the door, then slid down it, coming to rest with my head on my knees.

      “That’s you, isn’t it? Ona’s sister?” He laughed, and my skin crawled. I hated the way he said her name, all light and mocking. Gran had told me something once, how to deal with a bully—Just smile and look right through him, she’d said. Like he doesn’t exist. I closed my eyes and willed Samson not to exist. To vanish from here and now and from my memory, like he’d never been born at all.

      “You’re a traitor,” he said. “And a worthless one. You know what my mission was? To bring back Lock, maybe Ona if he was with her. You? Well, no one mentioned you.” He snickered. “I don’t think they even know you’re gone. I saw your mom in the mess this morning, stuffing her face without a care in the world. Think she’d miss that bean pie more than you."

      I pressed my palm to the door. Samson’s insults didn’t register, just Mom. She was okay? I bit my lip hard as my eyes swam with tears. I wanted Mom and Dad, and Gran, and home.

      “So you’re a rebel now, huh? You know what we do to rebels, don’t you?”

      I closed my eyes and wept. Mom. I needed to see her. I never would again. She’d never hug me again, or crack my door at dawn, making sure I was okay before she left for work. Samson was still talking, but I couldn’t hear him. I was ten years old again, the night of my Selection. Mom and Dad had celebrated, and I’d thought it was a consolation prize for me—carrot cake instead of nanobots—but I couldn’t remember ever seeing Dad so happy, not before and not since. He’d danced with Mom that night, spinning her around the kitchen till Mrs. Pratt pounded on the wall.

      “You’ll end up a mutant,” said Samson. “All rotten and drooling down your chin.”

      I wiped my face and stood up. Lock. They’d come for Lock. He wasn’t here, but the Decemites must’ve known something was. They’d come too close to the base to pass for coincidence. Sooner or later, they’d be back. I had to tell someone, Jetha or Starkey. Someone who’d know what to do.

      “What, you’re leaving?” Samson rattled his chains at me. “Aw. And we were just getting cozy. You’ll come back, though, won’t you? Keep me entertained?”

      I turned and left. At least Echelon wouldn’t know I was out here just yet. Samson had seen my face, but no one else had. The grenade had seen to that. I could still smell the smoke, not the clean scent of wood smoke, but something sharp and chemical. My skin itched with it, and I scratched. My mind wandered, and so did I. I passed Jasper’s lab, and the stalagmite room, and wasn’t the infirmary somewhere down here? A knot formed in my stomach, and I gulped back bile. Ben wouldn’t remember what had happened. He’d been out for the count, but that didn’t change what I’d done. Didn’t absolve me of my lies.

      “You can go in if you—”

      I shrieked as Jasper addressed me. He jumped back, hands up.

      “I’m sorry. I thought you saw me. You’ve been standing there ten minutes.”

      I blinked. Ten minutes? I’d been wandering, and then...

      “Are you all right?” Jasper waved a hand in front of my face. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “I don’t know. All of them. Stop waving them like that.”

      He leaned close and looked into my eyes. “Your pupils look fine. What’s your name?”

      “Myla Hyde.”

      “I... don’t know if that’s right or not.” He chuckled. “Well, I know the Myla part. I never got your last name. Ben’s awake, though. You can go in if you want.”

      “Thanks.”

      I forced myself to look at Ben as I marched to his bedside. He lay flat on his back, covers around his hips. His ribs were bandaged, as was a gash on his arm. His skin looked grayish, a sickly ashen hue. He turned his head away as I approached.

      “Go away, Myla.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and he sighed.

      “Sorry for what?”

      I stared at his bandages and said nothing. I didn’t know where to start.

      “You carried me home,” said Ben. He pulled his blanket up to his shoulders. “You did it like it was nothing. You ran.”

      “You were awake for that.” I sat down heavily, all the weariness of the day catching up with me at once. I wanted to sleep—no, I wanted to be asleep. To be dreaming, somehow, with this whole day still ahead of me.

      “You can tell me how you did it or you can leave right now.” Ben turned to me, eyes baleful. “And don’t bother lying. I’ve had enough of your lies.”

      “So have I,” I whispered, but if Ben heard me, he didn’t react. I glanced over my shoulder, but Jasper was nowhere in sight. We were alone, me and Ben, and he’d seen what I could do. The time for holding back was over. “I have nanobots,” I said. “But I’m not a Decemite. My parents were. They had me in secret. I was born this way. I’ve been hiding it my whole life.”

      “Even from me.” Ben laughed bitterly, wincing as the bandages pulled over his ribs. “You’re still hiding now, aren’t you? Born with nanobots—a likely tale. You’re an Echelon spy, and you led ‘em straight to us.” He raised himself on one elbow, gritting his teeth through the pain. “How’d you do it, a homing beacon? Or did you just steal a radio, maybe when you snatched that sniffer?”

      That hit close to home, and I bit my lip. I hadn’t stolen a radio, not exactly, but I’d used Jasper’s without permission. What if I had given us away? What if they’d heard, somehow?

      Ben snapped his fingers. “Well?”

      “I didn’t. I’m not.” My eyes prickled, and I scrubbed at them. “Why’d I bring you back, if I’m a spy? Why’d I save your life?” I cringed at the words coming out of my mouth. Saved his life? I’d nearly ended it. He’d been hurt because of me, and I was justifying it like a coward. “I’m sorry. There’s no excuse, except... there isn’t any.”

      “That’s what I get? There isn’t any? No explanation, even?” His arm shot out and he grabbed me by the wrist. I staggered as he jerked me toward the bed. “I trusted you. I kissed you. I deserve more than ‘there isn’t any.’”

      I opened my mouth, but no words came. I’d lied to Ben out of fear—fear of rejection, fear of judgment. Fear of losing out on whatever it was we had. It felt selfish, in retrospect, like taking advantage. Like I’d shown him what I wanted him to see and reaped the benefits. I had no explanation, none that made sense with the truth out in the open, and I stood and hung my head.

      “What, nothing to say? Well, I have something to say to you.” His grip tightened on my wrist. “You’ll tell the council you’re a Decemite, or I’ll tell them myself. Now, get out.” Ben fell back on his pillows, breathing hard. I fumbled for something to say, an apology, a plea, but Ben cut me off with a shout. “I said, get out. Go. I don’t want to see you.”

      This was the rejection I’d feared. The rejection I’d earned. I accepted it meekly and left, breaking into a run as I passed Jasper’s lab. I ran till my lungs burned, deep into the caves, and still it wasn’t far enough. No cave, however deep, could swallow up my guilt.
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      Ona found me in the caves and sat down beside me, setting her lantern between her feet. “Jetha said you came this way. Aren’t you hungry?”

      “No. I don’t know. What time is it?”

      “After dinner.” She thrust a wax paper bundle into my hands. Juice dribbled between my fingers, and I licked it off. “The main course was soup,” said Ona. “I brought you a spiced lemon.”

      I unwrapped it and sniffed it. My mouth watered, and I took a bite. Ona sat and watched me eat, her gray eyes worried.

      “I heard it was bad out there.” She hugged herself and frowned. “I heard two men got... They didn’t come home.”

      I sucked on my lemon. I didn’t want to talk about it. I wanted to go back a day and do everything differently. Do the right thing.

      “I heard they caught Samson.” Her eyes gleamed. “Did you talk to him?”

      I thought about telling her no. Truthfully, I hadn’t. He’d talked and I’d listened, barely... and had he really seen Mom? My eyes stung anew, and I blinked. “I saw him,” I said. “He was looking for Lock. And for you.” Mostly Lock, but I didn’t feel the need to say so.

      “I knew it.” Ona grinned, triumphant. “See? I told you we’re not victims, or slaves, or whatever. They came for me. I knew they would. Echelon protects its own.”

      I snorted. “What about me? Am I not one of their own? Samson didn’t come for me.”

      “He probably thought you were dead.” Ona got up and bounced on the balls of her feet. “Who else came? Was it A-team? I knew it. I knew it.”

      “Who are you trying to convince?” I finished my lemon and wadded the peel into its wrapper. “Listen, I... Something else happened today.”

      “Yeah?” Ona was still jiggling, practically dancing where she stood. I licked my lips.

      “I carried Ben home. I thought he was unconscious, but he saw. He knows.”

      Ona went still. “You mean he knows knows?”

      “He knows I have nanobots. He called me a Decemite.” The tart taste of the lemon turned sickly on my tongue. “He said if I don’t tell the council, he’ll rat me out himself.”

      “That’s fine. It’s fine.” Ona knelt and grabbed my hands. “It just means we have to leave. Even you see that now, right? I know you liked Ben, but you’re one of us. And I’ve been thinking about it, how we’ll get you back inside.” Her eyes blazed with excitement, luminous in the gloom. “We’ll say they experimented on us. They put my blood in you, and now you’re a Decemite. It’s the perfect cover. They’ll train you. You’ll come with me. We’ll go on missions together.”

      I couldn’t muster a laugh, so I rolled my eyes instead. “You can’t honestly believe that.”

      “Of course I do. Them coming for me, that just proves it. You’re precious now, or you will be once they know you’re special, same as me. You can stop hiding. Be a hero. We’ll Ascend together, live in Sky together. All this’ll be just a bad dream.” She tugged on my hands. “Come on. We have to go.”

      “What, now? Where?”

      “Home, of course.” She tugged again, yanked me to my feet. I came unresisting, too stunned to fight back.

      “You really want to go back there? After seeing all this?”

      “All what?” She glanced around her. “So the food’s better. Life’s less boring. But look at today, those refugees, their families. Their lives are over, and that could happen here too.” Her expression darkened, and she lowered her voice. “Besides, about those experiments—they will try it sooner or later, taking our blood. They’ll shoot holes in us, poison us, see how much we can take.”

      I snorted in spite of myself, and she shook me.

      “No, don’t laugh. It’s true. I can prove it.”

      “Prove it? How?” A cold dread shot through me. “Did Jasper do something? Did he hurt you?”

      “Maybe. I think so.” Ona stepped back, and for the first time, she looked afraid. “Remember he talked about a rash? Little red bumps?” She lifted her shirt, and I stopped breathing. It was faint but unmistakable, the rash across her ribcage, a scattering of what looked like bug bites.

      “How long have those been there?”

      “I don’t know.” She scratched at them and winced. “I first noticed them a few days ago. They sort of come and go. But that’s what he was talking about, right? He must’ve done something to me. Messed with my bots.”

      “Or they could be malfunctioning. I’ve heard of that, I think.”

      “Either way, I need to get home.” Ona pulled down her shirt and tucked it into her pants. “Even if it’s a glitch, they can’t fix it here. Isn’t that what Jasper said? I need a real doctor, someone qualified. You’ll come with me, right?”

      I shook my head slowly. Whatever was wrong with Ona, I couldn’t picture Jasper being responsible. Experimenting on kids didn’t seem like his style. He was a father himself, and a good one, from what I’d seen. I couldn’t see Jetha agreeing to it either, or even Starkey. The Outsiders cared for their kids, protected them fiercely. We weren’t theirs, exactly, but they’d taken us in. “I have to warn them first,” I said. “Before I can think about leaving.”

      “Warn them? About what?”

      “That the Decemites are looking for you. That they’re coming here. And about their rigur hunt. If Echelon‘s about to have its own mine, the camps need time to prepare.”

      “And if Lazrad finds out you told?” Ona looked down at her feet. “I’m not a monster. I was there today too. I don’t want that to happen to everyone out here. But Mom and Dad...”

      I took a jerky step forward and threw my arms around her. “I know. I’m scared too. But Ona, if they find out—if they know one of us talked—you need to say it was me. Samson’ll back you on that. I knocked him around pretty hard, and he saw my face. He knows it was me. I’m already a traitor, but you tried to stop me. You did. That’s not a lie.”

      Ona didn’t move, didn’t say anything. I held her tighter, whispering into her hair.

      “You’ll still be a hero. Mom and Dad will be safe.”

      Ona hugged me back, so tight I couldn’t breathe. “I don’t want to say that about you. Even if it’s true.” Her chest hitched. “Just... please come home. I hated us fighting today. I don’t want us to be enemies.”

      I buried my face in her neck and shut my eyes. I didn’t want that either, or to put her life at risk. But the Outsiders needed me too, and I couldn’t turn my back on them.

      “I’ll be back,” I said. I stepped back, then grabbed her arm again and squeezed her wrist where her bracelet was. I needed a dash of her luck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I found the council chamber almost empty, just Jetha and Starkey and a couple of soldiers, all hunched over an ancient laptop. Starkey made a face when he saw me, but Jetha smiled.

      “Oh, Myla. Did you see Ben?”

      My cheeks burned and I looked away. “I did, yeah. But I have something to tell you.”

      Starkey grimaced. “Can it wait? We don’t have time for—”

      “I think we do.” Jetha gestured for me to sit. I stayed where I was, fidgeting with the hem of my tunic.

      “It’s about Lazrad,” I said. “She’s been sending out Decemites to scout for a new source of rigur. That’s what Ona was doing when you caught her. Once Lazrad has her own mine, she won’t need yours, so...”

      “So she’ll cut us off entirely.” Starkey slammed his laptop shut. “Of course she will. Of course.”

      “Wait, she’s going to mine it herself?” One of the soldiers got up, a heavyset woman I’d often seen guarding the gate. Ilsa, her name was. She scowled. “That can’t be right. She doesn’t have enough Decemites. Unless she’s going to use civilians—and if so, why not use us?”

      “Because she is going to use Decemites.” The other soldier slumped back against the wall, his face a mask of resignation. “Didn’t Jasper say that’s how they make them? Inject them with rigur, or some such? With her own private mine, she can make as many as she wants. She can make a thousand of them. She can do anything she likes, build more Domes, build them over our villages—”

      “Consider the source.” Ilsa jerked her thumb at me. “We know she’s a liar and a thief. She’s just trying to throw a scare in us, soften us up for whatever’s coming.”

      “She saved Ben’s life.” Jetha frowned at Ilsa, who promptly sat down. “I think Myla’s earned some trust. Enough we can hear her out, at least.”

      “I have something else to tell you,” I said. I picked at a hangnail, fighting nerves. “I have been lying, but not just to you. I’ve been lying all my life. My parents were Decemites—both of them.”

      Starkey made a sound of surprise. Jetha leaned forward, as though to say something.

      “I know. That’s not allowed. But they did it, and they had me. And I’m...” I took a fork from the table and drove it into my palm. Ilsa yelped. Starkey’s brows went up. I held up my hand and wiped it clean. The wounds had knit already, three dots of pink new skin. “I’m not a Decemite. I’m not trained, but I have nanobots. I’ve been hiding them all my life. I’m not supposed to exist, so...” I was rambling. I bit the inside of my cheek. “If anyone found out back home, my parents would pay the price—Ona’s parents, I mean. They adopted me, knowing what I am. I’m telling you so you’ll know—so you’ll know I’m with you. I’m trusting you with everything I have.”

      “We wasted gretha on a Decemite.” Starkey laughed. “I should’ve guessed. Panic. Adrenaline. Oh, you’re quite the liar.”

      “Liar or no liar, how many Decemites is that, now, we’ve seen outside the exper?” Jetha looked troubled. “Including Ona and today’s patrol, and that one Ben caught with Myla—”

      “Sergey saw some too, just south of the Spire.” Ilsa stood up again and began to pace. “Too many, and nowhere near the vents. Too far into our territory.”

      “They’ve been scouting,” said Jetha. “That’s not a lie. That skirmish today was almost in our laps. There’s a chance they know we’re here. And if they don’t, they will soon. They’ll track us back to camp.”

      “I’ll beef up patrols,” said Starkey. “We can’t leave this to chance.”

      Ilsa gave a tight nod. “I’ll move the kids out of the main hall. To the Haven, just in case.”

      “Make a game of it,” said Jetha. “Let’s not scare them till we have no choice. Tell them it’s a drill, but it’ll be like a sleepover. Get some games together, some sweets to pass around.”

      “On it.” Ilsa brushed past me. I stood rooted to the spot. It was a relief, in a way, having everything in the open, but Jetha hadn’t commented on my confession or my fate. She was watching me now, and I couldn’t tell what she was thinking.

      “Have you told Ben what you just told us?”

      I nodded. “He figured it out.”

      “You can’t hide it any longer. You—”

      Her lips kept moving, but no sound came out. My ears were ringing. I was shaking—no, the ground was—and—

      “Myla. Run.”

      I ran, not away from the vibrations, but toward them. An explosion, in camp. In the caves. They were here, the Decemites.

      My warning had come too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Two steps down the hall, the main lights cut out, plunging the caverns into a torchlit gloom. I kept running. The ringing in my ears gave way to screams, and the chaos of pounding feet. Someone barreled past me coming the other way, nearly colliding with me in the dark. I smelled sweat and something else, something rotten and cloying—burning gretha. My eyes streamed and stung with it, and my skin began to itch. The stench flooded my nose and mouth and made me want to retch.

      I spat and kept going, straight into a storm of elbows. The fleeing crowd engulfed me, and I fought back. Ona was out there, and Ben. I had to get to them. My heart battered against my ribs as I bulled my way through.

      “You’re going the wrong way!” Somebody shoved me. I resisted the impulse to push back with all my might.

      “My sister’s back there,” I said.

      “Who, the Decemite? Forget her.”

      “This was probably her,” came another voice. I snarled and struggled, and with a shout, I broke through. I snatched a torch off the wall and ran with it, back toward the gate. Smoke billowed up to meet me, thick as soup. My torch flame crackled purple, a sure sign of a gretha leak, and I pulled up my collar to cut the stink. More refugees streamed past me, black shapes in the dark.

      “Ona?”

      Nobody answered. A siren began to wail, a thin and broken sound.

      “Ona.”

      “I’m here.” She grabbed my arm and clung to me. “The guards are down. We have to go.”

      “Go? What? We can’t.” A man staggered past us, choking on the smoke. His skin gleamed wet and raw, and I rubbed my own burning cheek. “Did you see what happened?”

      Ona shrugged. “A gretha explosion. There must’ve been a leak.” She tugged at me. The whites of her eyes glinted orange. I could hear fire down the hall, rushing wind and crackling flames. I took Ona by the hand and ran toward it. We burst into the main hall at a sprint—into a hellscape of smoke and flickering lights. The main generator was ablaze and canted over on its side. Cookfires flared purple, spitting angry sparks. Masked figures charged through the flames. A flashlight blinked on up above, and a tiny silhouette tottered three steps and fell. Ona gasped, and I gripped her hand tighter.

      “There’s still kids up there,” I said. One of the ladders caught fire, the old wood burning quickly. “Quick. We need to—”

      I felt the breath punched from my body as a second blast flung me off my feet. Something grazed my leg, leaving behind a molten streak of pain. I saw white, then red, the big air purifiers going up with a roar. I went down like a sack of potatoes. My head struck the floor and bounced. For a moment, I could only lie there, one arm twitching as the bones knit. I was vaguely aware of a weight on my belly, something warm and heavy pinning me down. I groped at it and it elbowed me, a harsh jab in the ribs.

      “Ona? Get off me.” I sat up with a cough. “That wasn’t an accident.”

      Ona gawked at me, eyes wide. “We need to—we—”

      “Get the kids to the Haven.” I scrambled to my feet and dragged her with me. “Come on. Get it together.”

      “Your—your torch went out.” She clung to my tunic. Her nose was bleeding, black streaks down her chin. “It’s dark. I can’t—”

      “What’s the matter with you? Since when were you afraid of the dark?”

      “B-behind you.”

      I turned around. At first, all I saw was red, the shells of the air purifiers belching flames. Then I looked down and saw it, a pile of bloodied rags, barely human in form. My stomach lurched with revulsion as I recognized Ilsa. She was dead beyond a doubt, splayed like a doll. Her face was gone from the nose down, her throat gaping wide. Her gaze met mine, accusing, and I bit my tongue on a whimper.

      “She was just standing there,” said Ona. I ignored her and knelt, squirming out of my jacket. It was grubby and threadbare, but I shook it out anyway and laid it over the carnage—a sentimental gesture, but it seemed the least I could do.

      “You covered her up.” Ona’s voice went thin. “You—you—”

      I stood up and slapped her, hard enough to sting my palm. “She’s dead. That’s all I could do. Now...” It occurred to me Ona probably hadn’t seen anyone dead before. I hadn’t, myself, till the day I fled the Dome. “Try not to think about it,” I said. “Go look for anyone alive, and make sure you keep them that way. Can you do that?”

      “Alive. Yeah. I’ll do that.” She turned and ran, and I lost sight of her in the dark. I crept in the opposite direction, toward the gate. The smoke was thick, so I navigated by sound, the panicked bleating of sheep to the south, the whine of the projectors to the east. That was a good sign, at least, that the gate hadn’t blown. When I’d smelled gretha, I’d thought—

      A sound caught my attention, boots scuffing in the dirt. Unhurried footsteps, headed for the gate. I flattened myself to the wall and waited, and an armed figure separated itself from the shadows. I knew him for a Decemite, unmasked and breathing easy, blaster clasped loosely in one hand. He strode past me smooth as silk and paused to listen. I held my breath and waited, but he didn’t look my way. He primed his weapon instead and raised it. I couldn’t see the projectors, but I could hear them. I knew what he was planning. I flung myself at him with a shout.

      “Wha—?” The Decemite squawked as his blaster fired off target. He spun on his heel, and his lip curled. “You again.”

      “Samson.” My heart stopped. If Samson was out, that meant—

      He came for me, grinning. I thrust my torch in his face, unlit but still smoldering, and he batted it aside.

      “That the best you can do?” He knocked me off my feet and I dragged him down on top of me. I got a hand in his hair and twisted. Samson cursed and tore free.

      “Don’t think this’ll go like last time.” He tensed and drew back, winding up for a blow. I jerked aside just in time to avoid his fist down my throat. He swung again and connected, and my vision swam with stars. He was stronger than I was, and better trained. I didn’t stand a chance without surprise on my side.

      “You did this?” I kicked at him and missed, spat at him and didn’t. He jumped back and I went for his blaster, sending it skittering toward the gate. We both scrabbled after it on our knees. I was faster at first, and he dragged me back by my tunic, tearing the seam down one side. I got my hand in his face and groped for his eye. I found his mouth and he bit me, teeth grinding on bone.

      “Ugh! What’s wrong with you?”

      He snatched his blaster and turned on me, aiming it square between my eyes. “What are you? How are you fighting me?”

      “Hate,” I gasped. “It’s hate. I hate you.”

      “Don’t give me that.” He crowded me back till his blaster kissed my forehead. “You’re a Decemite, aren’t you? Or rather, you’re a thief.” Samson bared his teeth. “I don’t know how you did it, but you got your hands on what we got. What’d you do, sleep with a—”

      I slapped him without thinking, knocked his blaster out of my face.

      “Those bots are Echelon property,” he said. He wiped blood off his chin. “Lazrad’ll want them back.”

      “Well, she can’t have them.”

      “Can’t she? I think—”

      A great, coughing roar cut him off, then a chorus of screams. I heard creaking, then rumbling, and a terrible crunch. The whole mountain shook, shedding dust on my shoulders.

      “What the—?”

      Samson smirked. “That’ll be my backup. Time to say goodnight.” He raised his blaster once more. I ducked and caught it, and we fought for it. Dirt rained down on our heads. I squinted through the dust. Samson punched me.

      “I don’t need you alive,” he hissed. He brought his foot down on mine and ground his heel in hard. “They can harvest your nanobots just as easily once you’re dead.”

      “You sure about that?” A rock clipped my shoulder, and I winced. I’d never heard of anyone being stripped of their nanobots, alive or dead, and I doubted Samson had either. I drove into him with all my weight, jamming his blaster under his chin. He leaned into it and laughed.

      “Gonna shoot me this time?” Samson’s grin widened. He held his blaster where it was, muzzle to his jaw. “Go on. I dare you. Blow my brains out.”

      I forced my finger through the trigger guard, on top of his. Fire blazed in Samson’s eyes, red and orange and hateful.

      “You want me dead, don’t you? What are you waiting for?”

      I swallowed. I couldn’t move. Sickness took hold of me, a rancid churn in my guts. I thought of Ilsa’s dead eyes and the boy by the vents. If I shot Samson now, he’d be like them. He’d be over and done with, no more chances, just gone.

      “Too slow.” He wrenched the blaster from my grip and turned it on me. “That’s why—”

      His head blew apart in a shower of bone and sludge. I felt warmth on my face, tasted copper on my tongue. Samson fell and I caught him, a dead weight in my arms. I sank to my knees, still holding him, his blood pooling in my lap. His pulse raced for a moment, then slowed and stopped. I shivered all over, cold to the bone.

      “Get up.” Jetha holstered her blaster and held out her hand. I stared at it for a moment, then did as she said, letting Samson slide off my lap. His corpse made a belching sound, and I gagged.

      “Don’t mind him,” said Jetha. “Are you hurt?”

      I looked down at myself. I was filthy and bloody, but none of the mess was mine. “I’m fine.”

      “Good. Now, listen: They’ve nuked two out of three of our gretha stores. I need to help round up what’s left. You need to go after Ben.” She thrust a tank into my arms and snapped her fingers in my face. “Myla. Did you get that?”

      “Rescue Ben. Yeah, I heard you.” I took off at a trot, Samson’s blood cooling on my skin. The main hall was quiet now, just Jetha’s footfalls and mine, and the patter of falling rubble. The smoke thinned as I headed for the infirmary, but the silence only deepened. I called out and no one answered. Panic fluttered in my chest. What if Ben had tried to run? What if he’d collapsed? Had I passed him in the dark and never known?

      “Ben?”

      My own voice called back to me, faint and mocking.

      I sprinted headlong through the blackness, pursued by my own echo.
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      The lights were still on in the infirmary, running on emergency power. I blundered into the glare, blurry-eyed, and struck a crash cart with my hip. It spun away in a clatter of scissors and masks, bandages flying like confetti. My tank clanged to the floor.

      “Don’t come any closer.”

      I froze where I stood. Ben was sitting up in bed, clutching a cane like a weapon. The blood drained from my face, leaving me dizzy.

      “Ben?”

      “Stay where you are.” Ben’s gaze bored into me as he swung his legs over the side of the bed. He was slick with sweat and trembling, lips drawn back in a grimace. He gripped his cane as he stood, tendons standing out on his knuckles. I raised my hands in submission.

      "You don’t have to—”

      “Shut up.” He took a shaky step forward and went down like a stone. His knees hit the floor and he cried out in pain. I abandoned all caution and ran to him, catching him as he slid to the floor. To my horror, he recoiled from me, batting furiously at my chest.

      “Sorry. I’m sorry. I just—”

      “Get off. Get away from me.” He grabbed his cane and swung it at me, a glancing blow to the temple. I backed off, arms raised, and he hit me again. It didn’t hurt, not physically, but I shrank from him anyway, ducked my head and endured the assault till Ben’s cane clattered to the floor. He clung to the bed, as far from me as he could get, breath coming in great, gagging whoops. I backed away, hands up.

      “Ben? Please—”

      “What did you do?” Ben’s chest hitched, and he groped for his cane. He was crying, I realized, cheeks wet with tears. “What did you do?”

      “Don’t look at me like that.” My own voice broke, and I crossed my arms over my chest. “It wasn’t me,” I said. “It was the Decemites. They’re back. Jetha sent me to take you to the Haven.”

      Ben stared at me, eyes narrowed. He dragged his cane toward him and pulled it into his lap. “Who did you kill?”

      I jerked back like he’d slapped me. “Kill? I didn’t—” I looked down at myself, and the breath caught in my throat. “It was Samson,” I managed. “He was going to shoot me. Your aunt shot him first—right on top of me. I didn’t... this wasn’t me. You really think I’d—you think I’d—” I couldn’t finish. I pressed my lips together on a whimper.

      “Stop that. Don’t...” Ben crept toward me. The anger had drained from his face, leaving wariness in its wake. “Aunt Jetha’s alive?”

      I nodded, unable to speak.

      “And you’re not here to—?”

      I shut my eyes tight, holding back tears.

      “I’m sorry.” Ben reached out and touched me, palm rough against my cheek. “Myla. Are you okay?”

      I sniffled and coughed, and nodded again. My throat was so tight it hurt, my stomach all tied up in knots.

      “I really am sorry,” said Ben. “I know you. I know that’s not you. You don’t have murder in you.” He tucked my hair behind my ear and let his hand drop to my shoulder. “It’s just, I heard explosions, then you ran in, looking like—like you just had a miscarriage in an abattoir, and—”

      “Like I—what?” I covered my mouth, horrified at the visual. Laughter burst through my fingers, the hysterical kind. I doubled over with it, breathless, hair hanging in my face. I laughed myself dizzy, and Ben held me through the storm. He drew me to his chest and stroked my hair, rocked me till my wheezes turned to gasps.

      “That was disgusting,” I said.

      “I know.” Ben struggled to his feet and helped me up after him. We both stood swaying, holding each other upright.

      “We have to go.” I raised my head with an effort and looked Ben up and down. “Put your mask on. It’s smoky.”

      Ben masked up, and I helped him strap his tank to his back. He was sweating, still, tense with pain. I took his arm and slung it over my shoulder.

      “We need to move fast, so don’t be too proud to lean on me.”

      “My pride’s not an issue,” said Ben. “My endurance, on the other hand—” He grunted in pain, and I stopped to let him recover.

      “Focus on breathing,” I said. “And on sticking to the shadows. The Decemites are strong, but they can’t see in the dark.” I stiffened at the sound of blaster fire, distant, but edging closer. Ben lowered his head and began to walk. We made our way through the caverns in silence, stopping when we heard footfalls, hurrying forward when we didn’t. The blaster fire grew closer, and in the main hall we saw it, purple smoke lit pink by the ghastly flare of plasma.

      “We have to run,” I said. I felt Ben nod, and I pointed toward the gate. “We’ll hug the wall till we reach the projectors, then cut across. Keeps our exposure to a minimum.”

      Ben nodded again, and we shambled and stumbled through the smoke, Ben half-falling, me half-carrying him. His breath came in fits and starts. His sweat soaked through my tunic. I was sweating myself, from the heat more than the exertion. The smell of burning gretha clung to us, but I found myself grateful for the way it masked the reek of burning flesh.

      “Just—just a little farther.” I held Ben up as we raced past the projectors, lifted him outright to cross a field of debris. The smoke thickened and we ran blind, finding our path by luck alone. I nearly collapsed with relief as I recognized the sound of babbling water. We’d found the spring. The Haven lay just ahead.

      “How bad is it?” Ben stopped me just outside, eyes red in the torchlight. “Are we—”

      “I don’t know.” I leaned close to reassure him. “Ona was helping with the kids, last I saw. The Decemites took out two of your gretha stores, but Jetha said there’s one left. I haven’t heard that go up yet, so...”

      “So we might last a week.” Ben nodded grimly. “All right. It’s bad, but there’s time. Time to trade, or if not—”

      A blaster went off, too close for comfort. I hustled Ben through the big double doors, into Jetha’s waiting arms.

      “Myla. Ben. You made it.” She helped Ben off his feet, lowering him to a bedroll. The pillow at his head was a sack of cornmeal, but he sank into it gratefully, eyes fluttering shut. I looked around for Ona but didn’t see her.

      “Did my sister make it back?”

      “She did, but she went out again.” Jetha shook her head. “I told her not to, but she said she heard more kids.” She gripped my arm. “Tell her thank you if you find her. She’s been—this place would be half-empty, without her.”

      “You can’t go back out there.” Ben sat up with a groan. “We’ll be putting up the membrane any second. Sealing off the Haven after that.”

      “I can’t just leave Ona.”

      “You—” He grabbed my hand and pulled me down, holding on with surprising strength. “We can’t let you in once we seal the doors.”

      “I know. I’ll be fine.” I smiled through my fear, all teeth. “I can breathe out there, remember?”

      “And what about the Decemites? You’re not a soldier. You can’t fight a whole squad. Ona’ll be fine. She’s one of them. But if they catch you, if they think you’re on our side—”

      “I’ll show them this.” I held up my Dirt-brand. “I’m your prisoner. I’m escaping. I’ll be fine.” I didn’t believe that for a minute and I was sure he didn’t either, but I jerked my hand away and sprinted for the door. Ben shouted after me, but I kept running.

      I raced back the way we’d come, boots pounding in the dirt. I listened for blaster fire and heard none. A sick chill prickled my skin as I realized I couldn’t hear any human sounds but my own—my breath, my pulse, the whoosh of fabric between my thighs. Did that mean the Decemites had won? Or that we had? I hadn’t heard another explosion, but that didn’t mean much. The Decemites could’ve snatched the gretha for themselves, or simply opened the tanks and let it dissipate.

      “Ona?” I called her name as I burst into the main hall. No one answered. I ran for our quarters, thinking maybe she’d gone back there, only to freeze as the silence changed. I cocked my head and listened to the creaking of support beams weakened by the blast, the crackling of dying fires—a whole lot of nothing, but—

      I turned around slowly as the membrane dimmed behind me. The generators had stopped, that high, constant whine falling silent. I watched the projectors fizzle out, first one, then the other. The membrane flickered and fell. Outside air rushed in, harsh and sulfuric, and I gasped as the smoke blew away. Bodies lay piled at the gate, and just beyond. The guards had been shot to death, probably when the Decemites arrived. The others—a low moan escaped me as I realized they must’ve tried to run. They must’ve fled the blast, only to suffocate on the Outside. Their bodies lay contorted, mouths gaping wide. I closed my eyes, but I could still see them in my head, and Ilsa, and Samson, and...

      “What have we done?”

      “Ssh. Come with me.” Someone grabbed my hand—Ona—and I let her lead me away. She dragged me behind a tent and took my face in both hands. “What happened to you? Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. I—” The air tasted of sulfur, and I spat. “The blood isn’t mine. We have to get to the Haven.”

      “No.” Ona moved deeper into the shadows and pulled me with her. “The Decemites are here for me. They’re just looking for Samson, and then we’ll—”

      “They won’t find him.” I gestured at myself, at the gory spectacle I’d become. “This is his. He’s dead.”

      “You killed him?” She jerked back, then she grabbed me again and flung me against the wall. “Why? How could you? He’s still one of—”

      “I didn’t.” I stood pinned, unresisting, and hung my head. “We fought. I got his blaster, and I had it under his chin, but I couldn’t do it. I swear.”

      “Then who did?”

      “Does it matter? He’s dead.” I could still smell him on me, that wet, meaty stink. “Please, Ona. Just look at me. You’ve known me all your life.”

      Ona let me go, but she didn’t step back. She stood there, too close, pale with shock. “This doesn’t have to be all bad,” she said. Her expression tightened. “It was just him who saw you, right? As far as the others know, you’re a prisoner, same as me. You can see Mom and Dad again. We can—”

      “I can’t, and you can’t either.” It was my turn to grab her, and I shook her hard. “Don’t you see? They need us here. We can help harvest gretha. We can keep them safe. If we go—”

      “What about Mom and Dad?” Ona lowered her voice at the sound of approaching footsteps. “They need us too. Echelon needs us. What happened here today... it’s like home before Lazrad, when the Dome kept collapsing. Without us, without Decemites, we’ll go back to that. Only instead of a hundred people, it’ll be tens of thousands. That’s our people, everyone we grew up with, and—”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can.”

      I took a deep breath. “I can’t,” I said again. “And I won’t.”

      Ona’s face fell. “Then—” She glanced over her shoulder as someone called her name. “Take this,” she whispered. She slipped off her bracelet, the one I’d made her, and pressed it into my hand. “Wear it. Stay safe—and I love you.” She hugged me quickly and fiercely, then pushed me away with equal force. I staggered back, stunned, as she ran to join the Decemites. I wanted to run after her, call out to her at least, but the Decemites had surrounded her and were leading her toward the gate.

      “We’re just waiting for D-team,” said one. “Then we’ll head home.”

      “I found Samson,” said another, voice thick with disgust. “They blew his head clean off. Animals.”

      “We’ll let D-team know. They’ll take it out of their hides.”

      I dropped to a crouch, muffling my panicked breathing in my sleeve. They’d sent another team? What more could they want, after everything they’d done? And take it out of our hides? Rage boiled in my guts, turning my spit to acid. Samson had earned what he’d got. Most of our dead were children, and he’d been happy—gleeful, even—to see them suffer and die. Who’d avenge them?

      A flare went up outside. One of the Decemites snapped his fingers.

      “All right. That’s our cue. They’ll clean up the rest.”

      Someone laughed. I clenched my teeth. Ona said nothing, and I hated her for that. She’d lived with the Outsiders, same as I had, and rescued their children from the blaze. I willed her to speak, to say anything at all, but she followed the Decemites without a word. I waited till they were out of earshot and turned to go.

      “Myla? Are they gone?” A tiny voice piped up, almost at my feet. I whirled and saw no one, and blinked in confusion.

      “Who’s there?”

      “Me.” A pile of sacks shifted and a little girl crawled out, mask clasped to her face. She tugged her tank after her, unable to lift it, and plopped down where she stood. “Mom told me to wait here, but she never came back.”

      “Let’s try the Haven, then, hm?” I scooped her up, tank and all, and she laid her head on my shoulder.

      “I’m tired,” she said. “It’s hard to breathe.”

      “I know it is. Just hold your mask on tight. Can you do that for me?”

      She nodded, hair tickling my neck. I broke into a trot, then a sprint. The little girl went limp, and I held her mask on for her, willing her to breathe. They’d seal the Haven soon, and if we weren’t inside, she’d die in my arms. We were close, so close—I could hear chatter from below, and the wails of the bereaved. I ran faster, lungs burning, squinting to see.

      “Don’t—” I choked on smoke and cleared my throat, coughed up a raw-throated warning, not nearly loud enough. “Don’t close the door. Don’t close—we’re coming.”

      I couldn’t tell if they’d heard, and I plunged headlong through the gloom. I tripped and caught myself, forced myself to run faster. The little girl had wet her pants. I shook her and her head lolled to one side.

      “Don’t be dead. Don’t be...”

      I could see the lights of the Haven, the membrane’s purple shimmer. I shouted again, loud and wordless, and Ben appeared in the entrance. He saw me coming and limped toward me, catching me as I stumbled inside.

      “Barbara!” A woman darted forward, wild-eyed. She snatched the girl from my arms and tore the mask from her face. “Open your eyes. Please, Barbara. Breathe for me.”

      “Get back from the exit.” Ben pulled me to him as the big double doors swung shut. I heard the whir of machinery, massive tumblers shooting home. Behind me, someone coughed. Barbara’s mother was sobbing, and I buried my face in Ben’s chest.

      “She’s alive,” he whispered. He drew me closer, one hand in my hair. “She’s opening her eyes, see? You made it.”

      I couldn’t look. I closed my eyes and clung to him, all the terrors of the day crowding in on me at once. We’d made it, but what now? We were trapped in the Haven, and D-team was on its way. I drew a deep, shuddering breath and coughed it out. “There’s more of them. More Decemites. They’re—”

      “Okay. It’s okay. You did your part.” We sank down together, and we held each other. I could hear the Decemites in the distance, the occasional shout, the faint hiss of blaster fire. They’d come for us soon, and we’d make our last stand. The thought was strangely comforting: This was the worst. It was happening. It was now.

      “We don’t need to fear this,” I muttered. “Just get through it.”

      “What?” Ben bent to listen, but I pulled away. It wasn’t time to give in yet, and I hadn’t earned my rest. I went to the door and pressed my forehead to the steel. Maybe the Decemites could break through. Maybe they couldn’t. Either way, I’d be waiting. I’d get us through this.
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      “I have a job for you.” Jetha took me by the elbow and steered me away from the door, away from prying eyes. She looked around, lips pursed, and made a clucking sound. “I need you to pass out some lightsticks, but at the same time, if you see anyone burning fuel, you need to get them to stop. There’s no power to the air purifiers, and once the oxygen runs out...” She glanced at the gretha tanks and exhaled sharply. “Hand out lights. Keep them calm. Can you do that?”

      I took the basket of lightsticks and slung it over my arm. “How do they work?”

      “Snap them in the middle and shake them up. Each one lasts twelve hours. There’s enough for three per family, but don’t let them light them all at once.”

      “Got it.”

      Frightened faces turned my way as I set out on my rounds. A sick sense of déjà-vu dogged my steps—I’d seen these faces before, wide-eyed and hopeless. I’d seen them at home when the watch came around, not the regular patrols, but the cleanup squads. The ones who left your shift one man light, and a vacancy on your floor. There’d been a rhyme for that, even, a ghoulish jump rope chant—Cleanup squads are coming and they’re going to get you too! Squads are coming, one-two-three, and out goes y-o-u!

      “Have you seen my husband?” A woman about Jetha’s age reached past the lightsticks and grabbed my wrist instead. “He’s tall with gray hair, two fingers missing. Is he here?”

      “I’m not sure. What’s your name? I can—”

      “Kate. And he’s Boris. He’ll be looking for me.”

      “I’ll let him know where to find you.” I pulled away, but she didn’t let go. She drew me in closer, nails scoring my skin.

      “Boris. Don’t forget. He was right behind me, running. He kept telling me, ‘keep going.’ He has to be here. Will you look for him?”

      “I will.” I tried to ease loose, but Kate had me in a death grip. I knelt down beside her and nodded at her lantern. “You’ll have to put that out, okay?”

      “What?”

      “You can’t have anything burning. It’s, uh—it’s a small space. Too much smoke.” I kept my voice low and calm, hoping to soothe her. “Do you know how to use the lightsticks? You just sort of bend them, then you shake them, and they’ll glow.”

      “Oh, I don’t—” She let go of me and reached for her lantern. “This is fine. Keep your sticks. Just go find Boris.”

      “I’ve got this.” Starkey crouched next to me and took the lightsticks I was holding out. “Kate. Hey. You with me?” He waved me off and I went. That sickness stayed with me like a weight on my stomach, awful and leaden and impossible to ignore. It grew with each plea, with each name I gathered—mothers and grandmothers, husbands and sons, all missing, all desperately missed.

      “I don’t get it,” came a voice, disembodied in the dark. “Don’t they have families? Don’t they have hearts? How can they—”

      Someone laughed, a quick, sharp bark. “Not like us, they don’t. Look at that one right there, all bloody from fighting, and handing out lights. Look at her smiling—doesn’t faze her at all. Where d’you think her family is? I told you, they’re not—”

      “Hey. Hey. You missed us.”

      “I’m sorry.” I smiled even wider and turned back the way I’d come. Behind me, the tirade continued, how the Dirt was full of rats, all drowning in the same pool. How we clawed each other to the bottom trying to scramble out. It hurt because it was true—not all the way true, but true enough. I’d left the Dome in search of Ona, but having found her, I didn’t want to go back. Even if that meant I never saw her again.

      The family I’d missed sat huddled in their tent, a man and his wife maybe five years my senior, and three little girls trying to read a picture book in the dark.

      “So you three are sisters?” I pulled out three lightsticks and held them aloft. “That means you each get one.”

      Three little hands darted out. I waggled the sticks just out of reach.

      “Share them one at a time. Can you do that? Let the first one go out, and then crack the next.” My smile felt fake, my laughter crazed, but the girls laughed with me as they took their sticks.

      “They’re pretty,” said the youngest, waving hers like a wand. “Fairy lights.”

      “That’s right. Fairy lights. You enjoy those.”

      I straightened up and went on about my rounds. My basket lightened too quickly, and I rationed out two per family, then one. By the time I came full-circle, I was empty. Ben was still where I’d left him, stretched out on a bedroll near the door. He beckoned me to his side.

      “You don’t get one,” I said. “Sorry. I ran out.”

      “That’s okay.” He managed a watery smile. “That means—that means more survivors than we thought.”

      “Guess it does, at that.” I slid my hand next to his, but didn’t quite dare touch him. “I’m sorry about before. About the lying.”

      “I’m sorry I called you a spy.” He sat up with an effort and laced his fingers with mine. “Did you find Ona?”

      I hunched forward against a sudden pain, Ona’s farewell ringing in my ears. Stay safe—and I love you. A low sound escaped me, a rat-in-a-glue-trap sound. “She—she—”

      “Oh, Myla.” Ben pulled me to him, but I shook my head.

      “She’s alive,” I said. “But she left with them. She went... home. If I can call it that now. If I—”

      “Don’t.” Ben stroked my hair, slow and tentative. “She made her choice, yeah? Isn’t that what you wanted, the freedom to choose?”

      My eyes stung, but no tears came. “I wanted her to choose differently,” I said.

      “Maybe one day she will.” He pushed my hair back from my face. “Nothing’s forever. That’s one thing you’ll learn out here. Life’s full of surprises, and some of them are good ones. Some of them make you—”

      “All right, eyes up here.” Starkey banged on a saucepan, the sound echoing off the walls. The chatter died around us, even the children going quiet. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Jetha covering the gretha tanks, draping them in burlap.

      “I won’t take up much of your time,” said Starkey. He looked uncomfortable, sweat beading on his brow. “It seems a contingent of Decemites has decided to remain behind. They’ve set up camp just outside, but I want to assure you they cannot breach the doors.” He swung his arm for emphasis, and his saucepan struck the wall. The clang was ear-splitting. A child began to wail.

      “Sorry. That wasn’t—” He set down the saucepan, his lip drawing up in a snarl. I realized he was trying to smile. “The purifiers are out, so when the air runs out, we’ll be down to gretha. You’re all, ah—”

      “Keep doing what you’re doing,” said Jetha. “Stay still. Stay calm. Conserve your breath. We’re working on our exit strategy, and—”

      I leaned close to Ben and dropped my voice to a whisper. “How much gretha is left?”

      “Forty-eight hours’ worth. Not much more.”

      “There’s five of them out there. At least fifty of us, besides the kids.” I surveyed the cavern, eyes narrowed. “We could move them to the back. Pile up the tents for cover. The rest of us could rush the Decemites. Bring them down.”

      Ben shook his head. “The space is too tight. We’d be fighting one on one. They’d go through us like chaff, and we’d be done.”

      “But—”

      “Even if one of us broke through, what could we do? Our trucks all run on gretha. We’d be on foot, and it’s sixty miles to camp. That’s a day’s run at least, and then—”

      “Not for me.”

      Ben went still. For a moment, his throat worked, then he took me by the arms. “No. It’s too dangerous. You’d be throwing your life away.”

      “I wouldn’t. I’m—”

      “You’re still just one person.” His nails dug into my skin, hard enough to leave bruises. “There’s five of them with blasters. They’d tear you in half.”

      “We have blasters too,” I reminded him. “You could cover me—you and Starkey and Jetha. Whoever’s a good shot. We throw the doors open. Start firing right away. I break through, and—”

      “And if you don’t? If a shot goes astray, or you’re not fast enough?”

      “Then I’ll die. Then we’ll all die.” I pressed my forehead to his, cradled his skull in my hands. His breath came hot against my face. I closed my eyes and inhaled the scent of his fear. “It’s the same either way,” I whispered. “They mow us down now; everyone suffocates later. This way, at least we stand a chance.” I ran my hand down his neck to soothe away his gooseflesh. “Please. Let me try. I want to save you.”

      “Save us.” Ben shuddered all over as he took a breath. “I can’t... It’s not my call.” He let me go at last and fixed his eyes on mine. His gaze was steady, though his hands shook at his sides. “Your mind’s made up? You want to do this?”

      “I do.”

      “Then I’m with you.” He stood up with an effort and squared his shoulders. “Aunt Jetha? Over here.”
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      “Put this on,” said Starkey. He held out an empty gretha tank. “Best they think you’re one of us, till it’s too late.”

      I strapped the tank to my back and Ben buckled it tight. Jetha handed me a mask, and I put it on. Behind us, preparations were almost complete. The children were crowded in back, a wall of grain sacks stacked before them. The grownups who couldn’t fight had formed a second bastion behind the grain, lined up shoulder to shoulder, three deep.

      Jetha drew me aside, eyes dark and worried. “You know where you’re going, right?”

      “Due west to the Spire, then straight toward the Dome. The camp’ll have a fire burning. If I hit the gorge I’ve gone too far.”

      “Right.” She clasped my hand in both of hers. “You’ll still need to get your hands on some gretha. That means finding a Decemite team, tailing them to the vent, and waiting for them to fill at least half their tanks. You won’t have time to spare.”

      “I’ll have help,” I said. “Everyone back at camp. They do this all the time, right?”

      Jetha frowned. “Can you even run that far?”

      “Farther.” I grinned with a confidence I didn’t feel. I’d never tested my endurance, not like this. “I’ll be back before you know it. Before the last of the lightsticks runs out.”

      “See that you are.” She let go of my hand, and Ben called my name. He’d gone back to where the children were and was shoring up their shelter with bedrolls. I trotted over to join him, hiding my nerves under a smile.

      “I wish I could go with you,” he said.

      “You’d just slow me down.”

      He laughed at that, and I laughed with him. “For luck,” he said, and he kissed me. His lips were hot and cracked and tasted faintly of smoke. I kissed him back anyway, lingering longer than I should.

      “This isn’t goodbye,” I said.

      “It—”

      “All right, lovebirds.” Starkey snapped his fingers, and Ben and I broke apart. I gave his hand one last squeeze, and it was time to go.

      Ben unclipped his blaster and joined the firing line. I pulled my mask over my face and hooked it to my tank. Starkey waved me forward and I moved into position, back flat to the wall, to the right of the door.

      “You remember your cue?”

      I nodded. “Stay hidden till the firing stops. Then I run.”

      Starkey’s lip twitched. “You might only have a moment. We’ll clear you a path, but these are Decemites. It won’t last long.”

      “I know.”

      “Then, on my signal.” Starkey raised his arm. Blasters rose down the line, thirteen muzzles, all we had. I took a breath, then one more, and Starkey dropped his hand. Jetha released the lock and the doors swung open. Blaster fire flew, blinding in the dark. I heard a shout from the Decemites’ side, maybe pain, maybe surprise, then the hiss of answering fire. A scream pealed and cut out, like a radio switching off. I dropped to a crouch, ready to run.

      “Stay low,” roared Starkey. “Hold the line.”

      A body dropped with a thud, one of ours. I didn’t look. I didn’t dare. I dug my nails into my palms.

      “Get down.” Starkey charged forward, through the firing line. I smelled spirits, something strong, then Starkey’s face blazed orange. He drew his arm back and I glimpsed fire—a tumbling arc, a blinding flash, and glass shattered in the hallway. Flames burst to life, bright as day. Starkey flung himself flat and I barreled past him, eyes burning as I charged.

      “Get her!” Nails scratched at my ankle. I kept running. The doors slammed shut behind me and I heard the lock whirr into place. I careened blind through the smoke, arms up against the flames. My foot came down on something slippery, and I crashed to all fours. I slid and scrambled, skinned my knees. My palms bled, and I cursed. My ears rang with screams, and the crackling of fire. I heard Starkey, or imagined I did, telling me to run. I picked myself up and obeyed, the echo of my footfalls dogging me through the halls.

      A sulfurous wind whipped around me as I burst into the main hall. I gasped, choked, and staggered back the way I’d come. The cavern was full of Decemites, four squads at least, shambling drunkenly through the ruins. One of them turned my way and pointed, and the rest turned to look. I tore my tank from my back and hefted it like a weapon.

      “Ahhh...” The Decemite plunged toward me and my gorge rose. His face was ruined, half-flayed, his jawbone exposed. His neck had swollen with pus, the skin black and weeping. Not a Decemite—a mutant. I flung my tank at him as hard as I could and bolted for the fissure. They came for me, surrounded me, and I bulled my way through, kicking and elbowing and bellowing my rage. The mutants moaned and gurgled, tore out handfuls of my hair. I scratched black, bloodless lines into their skins, exposed sinew and bone underneath. The smoke rose up, choking, and my vision doubled and blurred. Still I fought, and I broke through, and I blundered on, arms out.

      Something jumped up and tripped me as I left the smoke behind. My hand came down on something sharp. I howled and crawled on, through the remains of the projectors. The Decemites had blown them to bits, left them strewn across the fissure. They’d—

      I stopped where I was, nausea rising in my throat. Two halftracks blocked my exit, backed taillights to taillights across the gap.

      “No.” I lurched forward, clawed at the tracks—metal, immovable, no space to crawl between. I dragged myself upright and swore. No room to climb over, no place to squeeze around. No external door handles. No way through. I pounded on the window and found it solid as steel.

      “All for nothing.” I kicked the door hard, then kicked it again. I felt my toe break, and something broke inside me. All this—all this, to be thwarted by a truck. Trapped—

      A solid weight barreled into me, and I nearly lost my footing. I spun on my heel, and I was surrounded. The stench of offal overpowered me, decay and human waste. The mutants closed in on me, twice as many as before. They pressed in around me, panting like lovers.

      “Where did you—where—where—” I bashed one of them across the face and knocked its jaw askew. It dropped at my feet, maggots bursting from its skull. Two more came at me, and I swept their legs out from under them. “Where are you coming from?” I thundered. As if on cue, metal shrieked to my left. I turned to look and another one forced its way in, through the wreckage of the air purifiers. It caught its arm in an exposed grate, and when it pulled free, it left its hand behind.

      I ran toward the mutant, triumphant, and batted it out of the way. It looped around and came after me, but I didn’t care. I kicked my way through the wreckage, through wires and twisted metal, a spill of shattered rock. I felt the breeze on my face and pushed toward it. My clothes caught and tore, and my skin along with them, but I’d scented my freedom, too close to give up. One of the mutants caught my ankle, and I jerked free. It grabbed again and tugged me back. This time, I put my boot through its face. I kicked and kept kicking like a swimmer angling for the surface, grabbing handfuls of rock to drag myself on. I saw the sky, and the moon, and I shrieked my victory. My throat bled, raw and ragged, and I screamed louder still. I screamed all the way through, out into the dark, and I kept screaming as I ran. I could see it now, plainly, what the Decemites had done. Three more halftracks sat idling in the grass, each towing a large, empty cage. Their lights were still blazing, and the mutants swarmed around them, a warning to anyone who might think to come to our aid.

      They saw me and reeled toward me, some muttering, some groaning. I ran faster. Out here in the open, they were no match for my speed. I circled them easily and leapt over the creek bed. The sulfurous air burned in my lungs. I savored it and the ache in my thighs. I pushed harder, wanting more. It felt good to exert myself, to test my limits. This was it, what I’d been born for—this night, this pain. This was what my freedom had won me, and I wanted nothing more. I’d save them. I’d save them all, and then—

      I laughed without meaning to and clapped my hand over my mouth. More laughter bubbled up and I swallowed it down. It knotted itself into a stitch in my side, and that sobered me up. A cramp, a fall, one careless moment—it wouldn’t take much to end my run. One false step, and Ben would wait in vain, and Starkey, and Jetha, and the children huddled in their corner.

      I pressed my hand to my side and kept going. The Spire rose in the distance, silvery in the moonlight. Far beyond lay salvation, and past even that, the Dome.

      The Dome. Past salvation.

      My lips drew back in a grimace, and I picked up my pace.
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      I stumbled to a stop, bare-faced, hands held high. The red light of dawn blazed behind me, casting Lita in shades of gold and rose, and me in silhouette.

      “One step and I’ll fire.” She adjusted her rifle on her shoulder. “State your name and your business.”

      “It’s Myla. You know me. I was with Lock, remember?” I gulped for air, still panting from my run. Lita squinted at me, unmoving.

      “What’d we have to eat the night you came in?”

      My mouth watered at the memory of hot fat and salt, a bellyful of warmth. “I’m not sure what you’d call it,” I said. “You’d just come from a swap meet. You and Derrick had a rabbit. Ben had, uh... leeks. Everyone had different things, and we cooked them in the pot.”

      “Step forward slowly, until I say stop.”

      I inched forth as steadily as my nerves would allow, counting every step. Lita stopped me at ten and shone a light in my face. I watched her expression shift through disbelief and annoyance, finally settling on wry amusement.

      “So I did hear him right. Unbelievable.” She lowered her rifle and waved me through. “We’ve been expecting you. Ben radioed ahead, but the Haven needs a new antenna like yesterday. I wasn’t sure if he said you were a Decemite, or you wanted ours.”

      “Both, actually.” A plan had begun to coalesce during my run, but I’d need Lock to make it work. “You still keeping him in the trash?”

      “Ben told you about that?” Lita had the grace to look embarrassed. “We didn’t know where else to put him. Even chained up, he’s pretty fast. And he’s strong like you wouldn’t believe. Well, I guess you would, being—”

      “Let me see him.”

      Lita’s smile vanished. “The landfill’s up that way, fifty yards past the tents.”

      I went where she pointed, and pretty soon, I caught the scent, lye powder and potato peelings, all dipped in warm rot. A kitchen-sink smell. I pulled my mask over my face and crouched by the grate.

      “Lock? You awake?”

      “You actually came for me?” His voice drifted up, thick with sleep and confusion. “Is Ona with you?”

      “She went home,” I said. It didn’t hurt any less admitting it a second time. She probably was home by now, tucked in her own bed. I tried not to picture that, not to want it for myself. My envy would keep, and my loss. Right now, every life in the Haven hung on my success. I’d need Lock on my side to come through for them. “Lock. If I pull you up out of there, would you...”

      “What?”

      I rocked back on my haunches, unsure where to begin. “You, uh... you know that mine you sent me to? The one you thought collapsed?”

      “Yeah.” Lock made a sound, a sort of strangled grunt. “I swear, I didn’t—”

      “What do you think that rigur’s for?”

      He leaned back to look at me. “For the Dome. For the projectors. What does that have to do with anything?”

      “It’s for you. To make your nanobots.” I pushed the grate back to see him better. “It’s how they make Decemites. With rigur.”

      “What? Who told you that?”

      “Nobody. They didn’t have to.” I scratched at my arm. “They’ve got these sniffers—you run them down the wall, and if there’s rigur there, they beep. Well, I turned one on Ona, and it screamed. And that’s not all. Lazrad wants—”

      “Wait. Wait a second.” Lock was shaking his head like a dog with a flea. “Why wouldn’t they tell us, if—”

      “Lazrad wants her own mine,” I said. “That’s what Ona was doing past the exper.”

      “Her own...” Lock went still. “So we wouldn’t have to trade for it.”

      “And what happens then?” My chest hitched. “She won’t need us anymore. Your friend Starkey—remember him? She’ll have no use for him. Did you know he had kids? Grandkids?”

      Lock backed away, but he had nowhere to go. His heels hit the wall and he stood there, shoulders slumped. “His kids. Are they—”

      “Dead. For a while now.”

      Lock’s expression didn’t change, except he shut his eyes. He stood there in the dark, ankle-deep in trash, and I couldn’t find it in me to feel sorry for him. I folded my arms and waited for him to get it together. After a while, he looked up.

      “Why are you here?” He started toward me. “Something happened, didn’t it? They came for me, right?”

      “No.” I swallowed painfully, acid in my throat. “That might’ve been their excuse, but they weren’t there for you.”

      “Then—”

      “They blew up our gretha stores. Chased us to our safe room. They’re waiting outside, biding their time till our air runs out. Their mission was us, wiping us off the map.” I waited for Lock to deny it, dredge up some alternate explanation. Instead, he sat down, and the shadows hid his face.

      “It’s mostly kids,” I said. “It’s families, civilians. We’re just people, Lock. Not rebels, not brigands, just people trying to live.”

      “I know.” He didn’t look up. “I told you, we’ve been talking. Everyone here, they’ve got family back there. Lita and Derrick have a two-year-old. That’s why they’re out here, making sure...”

      “And that’s why I’m here. To ask for your help.”

      Lock surged to his feet so suddenly I jumped. “I tried to warn you. I swear I did.” He thumped his fists on the wall. “My battery died, but I begged them. I begged them to pass it on. They wouldn’t believe me. They—”

      “What?” My stomach churned. “What are you saying?”

      “D-team’s been out there all week. Rounding up mutants. Lita thinks they’re exterminating them, but—”

      “—but it’s us they’re exterminating.” I hunched over, feeling sick. “They’re at our gates now. A whole mutant army. We’re cut off from the outside. From anyone who could’ve helped.”

      “I’m sorry.” Lock slumped against the wall. “I’d have warned you sooner, but I had to be sure. Or I thought I did. Looking back, I can’t—” He coughed and wiped his face. “I’m sorry. That’s all.”

      I closed my eyes. I couldn’t look at him. I could smell Samson’s blood on me, and sweat, and death. I pressed my palms to the dirt and dug my nails in.

      “Myla?”

      “If you could do something now, help me save who’s left...” I let the question hang in the air. Below me, Lock shifted, paper crackling under his heel.

      “I know what you think of me,” he said. “What you must think of us all. But no one signs up for this thinking how many kids can I kill?” He let his hands drop to his sides. “I won’t move against Echelon. I’ve got family too. But a rescue mission, I can do that. What’d you have in mind?”

      I sat where I was, breathing through my mouth. My thoughts lay scattered, shot to nonsense. Lock was saying the right things, telling me what I needed to hear—what I’d been aching to hear from him since my plan had taken shape—but in truth, I hardly knew him. Couldn’t read him. Didn’t trust him. His betrayal would spell ruin, but without him—

      “You still up there?”

      I closed my eyes and saw the Haven going dark, the last lightstick petering out. I heard children’s cries turn to wheezes and fade away. I had no choice but this one, nobody but Lock. He moved closer, boots creaking.

      “Talk to me.”

      One last test. I took off my mask and held it up where he could see it. He gasped, right on cue, and I dropped it in the pit.

      “Myla? What are you doing? What—?”

      I heard scrabbling and leaned forward. Lock was down on his knees, gagging and retching as he scrabbled through the trash. I watched him for a moment, let him dig.

      “You want to save me that bad?”

      His head jerked up. I saw despair in his eyes, and defeat. Spit streaked his chin, thick and shiny. “Run,” he croaked. “Get—I can’t find—”

      “Look at me.” I took a deep breath and let it out. Lock stared, slack-jawed. He stood up slowly, as though it hurt him, and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

      “How are you doing that?”

      “Forget how. I just needed you to know, if we’re going to—”

      “Not till you tell me the truth.” Lock squinted up at me. “I mean, is that supposed to be a threat? ‘Help me, or else?’ I already said I would. Or are you—”

      “It’s not a threat.” I lay flat on my belly and stretched out my arms. “Jump up and grab me. I’ll pull you up.”

      Lock didn’t move. He eyed me suspiciously, one hand over his mouth. “Tell me first. Who are you? Why are you like us?”

      “My parents were Decemites,” I said. I said it without fanfare, without preamble or explanation. I was tired, exhausted really, sick of justifying my existence. “You can believe me or not, but that’s what happened.”

      “I thought those babies always died. I thought that’s why we couldn’t—” Lock huffed laughter. His shoulders shook with it, and he crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t know if I believe you. I don’t know what to think.”

      “Do you believe I need your help?”

      Lock edged toward me, craning to see me better. “Yeah. I believe that. As for the rest of it...” He sucked air through his teeth. “I don’t want to believe it, but what would lying get you?” I waited for him to say something more—that I hadn’t earned my nanobots, that I shouldn’t exist—but he just bent to flick a potato peel off his leg. “I’m coming up,” he said. “Ready to catch me?”

      I nodded. Lock jumped. He missed my hands the first time, fingers slipping through mine. The second time, I grabbed him, and I dragged him out of the pit. He flopped over on his back and turned his face to the sky.

      “So you hid it all your life.” He pushed his hair out of his face. “Must’ve been... I can’t imagine.”

      Hearing him say that made me want to cry—not so much the words as the way he said them, quiet and reflective, without judgment. I coughed past the lump in my throat. Lock raised himself on one elbow.

      “What do you want us to do?”

      “We need gretha,” I said. “We need a whole lot of it, enough to last the month. More than these guys can steal in a day.”

      “So you want to do a harvest.” Lock sat up, looking thoughtful. “I can help you with that. But how’ll you get it to the base? You’ve still got those mutants, and a whole Decemite squad. I can’t help you with them. They’re like family, most of them. Not only that, but my actual family—”

      “I know.”

      “You’re not trained for this. For any of it.”

      I bit my lip. “I know that too.”

      “You might look like a Decemite, but you’re not one. Just you against D-team, it’d be...”

      He trailed off. I stared him down and waited. The sun was climbing behind the mountains, dull today, and hazy. Lock glanced at it, and back at me. I couldn’t read his expression, the way he clenched his jaw. A soft sound escaped him, not quite a sigh.

      “I’m not even going to ask what you’ve been through today. Just—” He reached for me, then pulled back. “Are you up for this? Now?”

      I nodded. I had to be.

      “I need to hear you say it.” He looked me up and down. “The harvest’s hard work, even for a Decemite. If you’re tired, if you’re—”

      “I’m fine.” I got to my feet. I was bursting with nervous energy, half-sick with it. I needed to act, to run, to move. I drove my fist into my palm. Lock frowned, but he stood up as well.

      “If we’re doing this, we should hurry. Daylight’s wasting.” He turned back toward camp and I followed. A nameless dread settled in my guts—fear of failure, of betrayal, I couldn’t tell. I ground my teeth till my jaw ached, then ground them some more. Once Ben was safe, once they all were, I could blow apart like a dandelion and scatter to the winds. Till then, I’d hold it together.

      Till then, I had to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Lock leaned back in his seat as our buggy rattled up the slope. He looked pale in the morning light, almost greenish. He gulped hard, and I shifted away from him.

      “What’s the matter? Carsick?”

      “I get queasy when I’m not driving,” he said. He shot Derrick a baleful look, then turned it on me. “Plus, you may not’ve noticed, but you reek of death.”

      “Well, you smell like garbage. Like a dog that rolled in—”

      “You kids quit your bickering.” Derrick twisted around to glare at us. “Myla. You sure he’s not leading us into an ambush?”

      “Pretty sure. I—”

      “Mm.” Lock pressed his hand to his mouth. His chest heaved, and he gagged. Derrick scowled at him.

      “You puke back there, you clean it up.”

      “I won’t,” said Lock. He swallowed wetly. “And I’m not out to get you killed. Where we’re going, it’s...” He turned his head to the horizon and took several deep breaths. “Even the Decemites avoid it. It’s this deep, narrow vent, barely enough room to squeeze through. Only worth harvesting if everywhere else is tapped out. We’ll—” Lock bent over abruptly, hanging his head between his knees.

      “Is he throwing up?” Derrick spun around again. “He is, isn’t he? Painting my upholstery?”

      “He’s not.” I laid my hand on Lock’s back and stroked carefully. He shuddered but didn’t protest. After a while, his breathing settled. Derrick crested the rise and the terrain evened out.

      “Gonna need you to sit up a second. Is this where we’re headed?”

      Lock pulled himself upright and shaded his eyes against the sun. A purple haze shimmered on the horizon, the mark of a gretha vent.

      “Yup. That’s the one.” Lock sounded relieved, but his mouth turned down as he glanced back the way we’d come. “I don’t see the others yet.”

      “And you won’t for a while.” Derrick slowed down, coming up on the vent. “How long’ll it take you to fill the tanks we’ve got?”

      “Six tanks, two at a time...” Lock stroked his chin, considering. “An hour, maybe two—plus a while to get down there.”

      “So don’t worry about it. Lita’ll snatch some empties off the Decemites and be here when you’re ready for more.”

      “If she’s not, we needn’t bother. Six tanks, a whole camp—”

      “I said she’ll be here. Plus, we’ve got runners hitting the swap sites, rounding up more.” Derrick’s voice dropped to a snarl. “How many can you fill if you go at it all day?”

      “Maybe eighty if the pressure’s good. Sixty if it isn’t.”

      “Then we’ll get you eighty. You just worry about your part.” Derrick cursed as the buggy skidded down an incline. Lock winced and cradled his stomach. I ignored both of them, eyes fixed on the vent. The gretha was thicker now, belching out in plumes and billows. It engulfed us, damp on our skins, and I bit back a sound of revulsion.

      “Why’s it so wet like that?”

      “Steam,” said Lock. “The springs are boiling.” He wiped his face with his sleeve and sat up straighter. “Pull over here. Any closer, the ground gets shaky.”

      Derrick pulled over and we got out. Lock went to the back and pulled out two hoses. He hung one over his shoulders and passed the other to me. I stumbled and nearly dropped it, startled by its weight.

      “What’s this thing made of, lead?”

      “Steel,” said Lock. “Reinforced against the heat.” He rooted through the back of the buggy and hissed. “No harnesses. No carabiners. This is gonna suck.” He tossed me a rope and I caught it, and we struck out for the vent. Derrick followed behind us, dragging two tanks on a sled that creaked under their weight. Its runners dug deep grooves in the sand. The gas thickened as we went, cloying and suffocatingly hot. Lock slowed his pace as visibility dropped to nearly zero.

      “Stay behind me,” he said. “The drop’s sudden, and... yep. Here we are.” He stopped moving, and I crept up beside him. The earth fell away at our feet, red-slicked rocks plunging into blackness. The drop was sheer, with no footholds that I could see, and my legs turned to water.

      “How do we get down there with just ropes?”

      “Hang on and hope,” muttered Lock. He dropped his hose on the ground and motioned for me to do the same. I did, and the earth trembled, shuddering underfoot. My knees trembled with it, and I stiffened to keep from falling.

      “Give me that,” said Lock. He took my rope and uncoiled it, and he looped it around a stump. His face contorted as he tested his weight against it, but the stump didn’t budge. Lock grunted his approval and beckoned me to his side. “C’mon. Stand here.”

      I stood where he told me, with my back to the vent. Lock nudged my legs apart and thrust the rope between them. I jerked back, unsettled, but Lock rolled his eyes.

      “Relax. I’m not copping a feel.”

      “I didn’t think you were.” I pressed my lips together and forced myself to stand still. Lock’s hands weren’t the problem. The rope was, and the drop, and the warm, wet sensation of my hair plastering itself to my neck. Everything was slippery and haphazard, one slim rope between me and an agonizing end.

      Lock turned me to the side and looped the rope over my hip, then up across my chest. He did it in one quick, expert motion, hardly touching me at all.

      “Okay so far?”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Wrapping you so you won’t fall.” He passed the rope across the back of my neck and from there, down my arm. “Here. Hold on tight.”

      “What?”

      He closed my hand over the rope and held it there. “You hold onto this and rappel down the vent. Pay out more rope as you go. Gravity’ll do most of the work. Just, whatever you do, don’t let go.”

      I gripped the rope tight. It felt slick against my palm.

      “If I do lose my grip?”

      “You’ll fall and you’ll die. Even we can’t survive a drop like that.” Lock bent to retrieve his own rope, cocking his head as he did. “You hear that sound? That hissing noise?”

      I did hear it, more a rush than a hiss. I’d been hearing it a while, I realized, since Derrick stopped the buggy. It whispered to me, carrying Lock’s warning on its breath—You’ll fall and you’ll die. You’ll fall and you’ll die. Even we can’t—

      I pressed my knees together and whimpered, suddenly desperate for a toilet.

      “Myla?”

      “Huh?” I jerked to attention and nearly slipped. “Sorry. I—”

      “I said, if you hear that sound stop, you press yourself to the rock and hold that rope like your life depends on it.” He hooked a finger under my chin and tilted my face toward his. “You sure you can do this? I’ll have my hands full. I can’t catch you if you fall.”

      “I’m sure,” I said. I’d never been less sure of anything in my life. Lock let his hand drop and adjusted his own rope.

      “When that hissing stops, the pressure builds up,” he said. “When it lets go, steam spouts from below. It’ll scald you, but it won’t kill you. Unless you let go.”

      “Don’t let go,” I repeated. I took an experimental step back and felt the rope slide across my palm. It felt rough, a little prickly.

      “I’ll go first. You follow.” Lock shuffled back toward the vent. I held my breath as he eased himself over the side. His rope went taut, and I saw him flinch as it dug in. “See? Nothing to it.”

      I waited for Lock to vanish from sight, and then it was my turn. I clutched my rope and backed up slowly. My heels grazed the edge, and I felt my footing crumble beneath me, pebbles rattling into the void.

      You’ll fall.

      I braced my heels on the rock and leaned into thin air.

      And you’ll die.

      I pushed off and dropped, too fast, too hard. My rope burned my palm, and my neck, and between my legs. I twisted, swinging freely, and a scream tore from my throat. I felt myself list, my rope pulling loose where Lock had spun it around my arm. I saw my own death, as though from outside myself—my body tumbling ragdoll-style, my makeshift harness unravelling—then the breath fled my lungs as I slammed back against the rock. I found a handhold and clung, my heart pounding against my ribs.

      “Myla? You okay up there?”

      I spluttered. Croaked. My mouth was a desert, my throat closed tight. My lungs wouldn’t expand. I hung there, not breathing, my rope digging into my crotch.

      “Don’t try to go too fast,” called Lock. “Brace your feet on the wall and keep your legs wide.”

      I twitched and coughed. I couldn’t move. My bladder twinged uncomfortably, and I tensed every muscle in my body.

      “Don’t you dare,” I whispered. I willed my fear back into its box. This wasn’t so bad, just a quick jaunt down the abyss. People did this for fun, or they had before the Dome. Spelunking. They’d loved it. They’d loved it so much they’d brought their kids along, picnicked among the stalagmites. How scary could it be?

      “Easy as pie.” I braced my toes and shifted my weight back, just as Lock had said. This time, I went slower, in bumpy fits and starts. I could hear Lock below me, rope slithering against his jacket. I matched my rhythm to his as best I could, resting when he rested, pushing off when his boots scraped the rock. I made friends with the wet-nettle rasp of the rope against my palm, kept focused on that to keep from looking down.

      “Take cover,” said Lock.

      I blinked. My foot skidded on the rock. Cover?

      “Against the wall, now.”

      I jolted back to my senses. The vent had gone quiet, and when had that happened? I folded inelegantly and pressed myself to the rock. A rotten smell filled the air, lichen and damp. Lock reached up and grabbed my ankle. I doubted it’d help much if I fell, but I took comfort in it all the same.

      “How long till—”

      The steam let loose with a roar, a great scalding plume shooting up from the depths. I felt heat on my back and fluid in my chest, drowning and boiling all at once. I gasped till my lungs burned, and then I held my breath. My legs shook and spasmed as the steam soaked my pants. It hurt worse than anything, like being skinned alive. Blisters rose down my back, and I felt them stretch and rupture. I felt my heart race and my guts spasm, and maybe I wet myself, or maybe it was water—hot water, boiling water coursing down my legs. I was slipping, losing my footholds, my grip loosening on my rope.

      “That’s—that’s the worst of it.” Lock’s voice caught and broke. I wondered if he was hurt. I blinked and realized I was crying, silent tears of pain. Lock made a sound like he had something caught in his throat. “You okay to keep going?”

      I shuddered. I wasn’t. My skin was healing already, but a phantom burn remained, an awful deep itch that didn’t quit. I found my voice with an effort and pushed away from the wall.

      “Can’t turn back now.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Lock’s boots thunked on stone. I focused on that, on settling back into our rhythm, but my muscles wouldn’t obey. I flopped and slid to the bottom and crumpled where I landed, the rope slipping through my fingers as all my strength abandoned me at once. Lock crouched beside me and pulled up my tunic to inspect my back. He hissed through his teeth and slid his jacket under my head.

      “That’s okay. You’re okay. Just lie there for now.”

      I tried to get up anyway, but some strange palsy had overtaken me, everything twitching at once, nothing responding as it should. Lock took a cold flare from his jacket and sent it up the vent. Blue sparks floated about him, winking out one by one. Gretha rose from cracks in the rock and pooled around his feet. The effect was unsettling, and I tried to look away. Lock glanced at me and smiled, as though sensing my unease.

      “Almost there,” he said.

      I lay and watched, helpless, as Derrick lowered the hoses and Lock set them up, fitting the nozzles into the cracks and hammering them in tight. When he was done, he returned to me, and bent to catch my eye.

      “Think you can move yet?”

      I tried to nod and found I couldn’t. Lock scooped me up and shuffled back from the cracks. He wedged us into a natural alcove, protected by a fall of rock, and settled me against his chest.

      “It won’t be so bad in here, with the steam.” He put his fingers to my throat and felt for my pulse. “You’re not hurt. It’s just shock. You’ll sleep for a while, and you’ll feel better.” His fingers combed through my hair and came to rest on my back. “We’ll have to get up in an hour or two, dig out some new vents, but the pressure’s stable for now. You can rest.”

      Lock’s voice was soothing, and I felt myself relax. The pain was still there, that maddening phantom itch, but it was bearable now, down to a dull roar. A foolish thought occurred to me, and I snickered into Lock’s shirt.

      “What? What’s so funny?”

      “You don’t smell like crap anymore.” I sniffed loudly and giggled, muffling the sound in his chest. “I think we got steam cleaned. Like a big load of laundry.”

      “Well, there’s a bright side.” Lock mussed up my hair. “Come on. Go to sleep. You’re talking crazy.”

      I didn’t think I’d be able to, but Lock’s heartbeat was soothing, and the vent was warm and dark. I drifted, then dozed, and I might have dreamed of home. For a moment, upon waking, I was certain I was back there, curled up in my own bed, listening to Ona in the kitchen. Lock had moved at some point, and my head was in his lap. I slapped at his thigh, trying to plump my pillow, and he swatted me away.

      “Hey, what’s the big idea? I let you sleep half the morning, and you gotta beat me up?”

      I sat up quickly, embarrassed. “Sorry. I was dreaming. What time is it?”

      Lock dug a chisel out of his rucksack and thrust it into my hand. “Time to get to work.”

      I sat up and stretched, relieved to find I could. My spine crackled as I stood. “What are we doing, exactly?”

      “Drilling new holes,” said Lock. “It’s not just one reservoir—there’s pockets of gretha, some little, some big. We can’t fill all those tanks from just one.” He flattened his palm to the rock, frowned, and moved it to the right. “Feel for spots where it’s warm, where the earth’s kinda vibrating. That’s where you’ll want to dig.”

      I did as he said, and soon enough, I found a spot. I set to work with my chisel, going slow to avoid any sparks. Lock finished before I did and switched the first hose over.

      “We’ll be digging a lot of these,” he said. “Feels like the big bubbles have shifted. We’ll be sucking up the dregs.”

      I nodded and kept going, carving bore after bore. When the steam spouted, we hid. When it died down, we dug. My knees began to burn. Blisters burst across my palms. Above us, the light faded through purple and orange to a dull asphalt gray.

      “Time to go soon,” said Lock. “But we got a good harvest.”

      I glanced at my rope, hanging limply down the wall. A muscle twitched in my back. “So, what, we climb back up?”

      “They’ll pull us up. Derrick’ll flare us when they’re ready.” Lock stood and grunted. “Lita’ll be there by now, and the rest of the camp. Don’t worry. It’ll go quick.”

      I leaned back against the wall and closed my eyes. “You trust them, don’t you? Derrick and Lita?”

      Lock shifted, maybe nodding, maybe shrugging. “I’m not blind,” he said. “Stupid, either. Some folks might think I am, the way I talk, but I can see well as anyone what’s in front of my face.” He bumped his boot against mine. “They know what honor is, and compassion, and family. They’ve got no call to hurt us, especially now we’re pulling their tails out of the fire.”

      I smiled in the dark, but one question still lingered, one that’d been bothering me a while: Would Lock hurt them? Had he, already? If push came to shove, if Lazrad called for blood, whose side would he choose?

      “Lock?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Have you ever—”

      A loud hiss cut me off. Blue sparks filled the air and Lock shaded his eyes.

      “That’d be our signal,” he said. “Question time’ll have to wait.” He zipped up his jacket and strapped his rucksack to his back. It was a relief, if I was honest, not having to ask. Not having to hear his answer. I wasn’t sure what I’d do if Lock’s hands were dirty.

      “Hold still. I’ll harness you back up.”

      I stood there and let Lock tie me securely, making sure I wouldn’t slip free on my way up. He was careful, gentle even, and I couldn’t picture him taking a life. Not without reason. Not—

      He tugged twice on my rope and I felt it go taut. My feet lifted off the ground and I hung on with both hands. My respite was over. It was time to get moving.
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      Lock took the driver’s seat on the way back to camp. I squeezed in beside him, straddling the transmission column, and Derrick piled in on the passenger side. The back seat was full of tanks, the flatbed overflowing with them. We’d got a good haul, five buggies stuffed to bursting.

      “Gotta hand it to you,” said Derrick. “This’ll keep ‘em going a while. Right through the month, if they’re careful.”

      “He’s talking to you,” said Lock. I twisted around, surprised.

      “Were you?”

      “Who else?” Derrick winked. “You’re not a real Decemite, so I can be nice to you.”

      “Seriously?” A great weariness settled over me, and I let my head loll back. “I don’t get you guys at all. You say you’re all equal, the opposite of Echelon, but then there’s me and Lock. We’re both from the Dirt. We both had no choice. But he passed his Selection and I failed, so that makes him garbage, but I’m fine?”

      Derrick held up both hands. “Whoa. I never said—”

      “I’d never have made it down there without him. Wouldn’t have known what to do if I did. But I get thanked, and he’s—”

      “Derrick’s just giving me a hard time.” Lock bared his teeth, not quite smiling. “It’s a guy thing, y’know? It’s all good.”

      “And tossing you in the trash? You good with that too?”

      “Okay, no. Listen.” Derrick’s smile faded as he turned to Lock. “That trash thing was foul. You know I feel bad about that. Just, we had no place else to put you—no place secure—and we couldn’t let you go.” He sat up straighter as Lock’s grip tightened on the wheel. “Thanks for today. Really. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Didn’t I?” Lock’s knuckles went white. “Seems every choice I make comes down to who I’ll hurt less.” A muscle jumped in his jaw. “I get you your gretha, you take down D-team. That’s five of my friends, five kids I grew up with, and you’ll do your best to blow their brains out. I turn you down and your kid dies instead, and your mom, and everyone you know. You can call that a choice. I’ll call you deluded.”

      Lock stomped the gas and our buggy lurched forward. Derrick fell back in his seat. I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me, though I was breathing just fine. For a while, no one spoke. Black clouds rolled in from the south, obscuring the moon. Lock leaned forward, squinting.

      “Where’s your dome?”

      Derrick jerked where he sat. “What?”

      “Your projector. Your camp’s just ahead, but I’m not seeing purple.”

      “’Cause we’re taking that with us.” Derrick yawned, and I wondered if he’d been dozing. “We don’t know what we’re going home to, what’s working, what’s not. We’re taking our projector in case theirs is busted.”

      Lock’s brow furrowed. “Then, what about—”

      “We’ll get a new one. It’ll take a day or two, but...” He unhooked his seat belt as we rattled into camp. “Guess this is where we part ways. Lock, man, it’s been—”

      I seized Lock by the wrist as he went for his buckle. “You need to come with us. Finish what we’ve started.”

      Lock’s lips twitched down. “I can’t. You know that.” He pulled free, but I held his door shut.

      “Come on, Myla. Give it a rest.”

      “Do it for D-team.” I felt tired and bitey, out of sorts, like a kid up past bedtime and determined to have my way. “We could chase them away. Get them out alive.”

      Lock nudged me aside. “It’s not as simple as that. What if—”

      “What if you don’t come, and we’re not enough?” I grabbed his sleeve and tugged. “Please, Lock. It’s dark in there. You can wear a mask. No one has to know it’s you.”

      “Stop it.” Lock pulled away, but I didn’t let go.

      “I’ve never begged in my life, but I’m begging you now. Please, Lock. Come with us.”

      “You’re killing me.” Lock let his head thunk against the steering wheel, then bashed it a couple more times for good measure. His hair flopped in his face. “Derrick? You want me along too?”

      “Yeah.” Derrick glanced at Lita. She was loading up the big flatbed, checking everyone’s tank as they climbed on. “Look, I wasn’t going to ask, but just us on our own, we don’t stand much chance. If you tagging along means my kid keeps his mom... I shouldn’t put that on you, but so help me, here we are.”

      “Then here I am, I guess.” Lock leaned back in his seat. “You riding with us, or with Lita?”

      “With her.” Derrick hopped out and slammed the door behind him. “We’ll lead the way. You two are on rear guard.” He jogged away quickly, before Lock could change his mind. I stared at my lap, half-ashamed, half-triumphant. Lock didn’t say anything at all. Soon the convoy pulled out, us along with it. I watched the desert roll by and the Spire come into view, a blacker void against the gathering clouds.

      “I’m curious,” said Lock, swerving to avoid a boulder. “What was it like all those years, having the same powers as us, but none of our responsibilities?”

      I flinched. Lock was angry, and not without reason. “I had responsibilities,” I said. “Just not the ones you had.”

      “Yeah? Like what?”

      “Like not being seen. Not slipping up. Not letting it show for a second, what I was. Knowing if I did, it’d be my family paying the price.” I wondered how Ona was doing, and Mom and Dad. In the end, they had paid, though not the way I’d imagined. I’d broken up our family, left them—

      “So that’s it.” Lock nodded to himself. “It makes sense now. Spend your whole life protecting three people, you lose the big picture.”

      I glared at him, nettled. “And the big picture’s what? Lazrad getting her own mine?”

      “Not Lazrad. Not any one person. The Dome might shield Echelon, but we shield the Dome—us Decemites. Nobody else. Your base goes down, that’s, what, a hundred people? We can’t keep the gretha flowing, that hundreds of thousands gone like that.” He shot me a wounded look. “We all have families, not just you.”

      “And the families out here? What do they get?” I lowered my head, fuming. “Maybe that’s what I’m here for, to level the playing field.”

      “What, on your own?” Lock snorted. “Yeah, good luck with that.” Lock punched the seat beside him, a quick, sharp jab. “Sorry. I’m being an ass. It’s just, going up against my own—this is...” He made a choking sound. “I feel awful, okay? Like a traitor. I just—can we not talk for a while?”

      “Sure. Sorry.” I leaned back and shut my mouth. I could hear the anger in Lock’s breathing, harsh exhales through his nose. I could see it in his posture, in the tension in his shoulders. He fixed his gaze straight ahead and drummed his fingers on the wheel. We passed the Spire in silence and followed the creek bed east. Lita killed her lights heading into the foothills, and the rest of the convoy did the same. We halted in a valley and congregated between the buggies.

      “We can’t just rush in,” said Lita. She turned to me. “What was the situation, as you left it?”

      “Everyone still alive is camped out in the Haven.” I closed my eyes and tried to picture what I’d seen. Last night was already unspooling in my head, a tapestry of horrors tearing itself apart. I wasn’t ready to make sense of any of it, the lives cut short, the futures down the drain. “The air purifiers are out,” I said. “They blew up the main ones. The others just need power.” I pressed my fingers to my temples and fumbled for more—running figures and smoke. Ilsa’s body, cold and faceless. The smell of burning gretha—

      “The main entrance is blocked off.” I shook off a chill. “They parked two halftracks across it. There’s a crack in the wall where the purifiers blew up. That’s how I got out, but some mutants got in. The main hall was crawling with them. They—”

      “How big a crack?” Derrick leaned forward, eyes sharp.

      “Big enough for me to squeeze through, too small for an assault. It’d take us forever to get in, and we’d have mutants harassing us on both sides. The Decemites would hear us for sure.”

      “Okay. Okay.” Lita bit her lip. “So, first priority, the mutants. We clear out as many as possible, and then we tow the halftracks. Then we take out the Decemites, and—”

      “We’re not killing them,” said Lock. “Not unless there’s no choice.”

      Lita frowned. “What choice do we have? Do you think they’ll go away if we ask nicely?”

      “Blind them,” said Lock. “It’s dark in there, right? We’ll toss flares at them, dazzle them, and chase them on out. They’re trained to retreat if they’re at a disadvantage. Nobody has to die.”

      “And what’s to stop them coming back?” Lita rounded on Lock. “Look, we’re past time for half measures. We need them gone, and if you’re not on board—”

      “If I’m not on board? Who got you that gretha? Without me—”

      “Without you, they’d have left us alone.”

      Lock bristled. Derrick elbowed him aside, thrusting himself between him and Lita.

      “Come on. Those are his friends. We can’t expect him to cut them down for us, just because we’re scared.”

      “Then where’s your big idea?” Lita hissed with frustration. “I’m seeing a whole lot of handwringing, but I’m not hearing a lot of strategy.”

      I licked my lips and stepped forward. “Uh, I might have something.”

      “Yeah? Then let’s hear it.”

      “They’re not expecting us, right?” I glanced at Lock, but he was fuming, trying to burn Lita with his gaze. “We can catch them off guard,” I said. “Set up an ambush and, I don’t know. Take them captive.”

      Lita squared up to me, eyes hard. “And then what? Lock them up? Their friends’ll come after them, and they don’t take prisoners.”

      “Then—”

      “Nobody has to take any prisoners.” Lock spoke gently, but his shoulders were tense, his fists clenched at his sides. “All we need is a little explosion—no fire, no big bang, just enough to knock loose a few rocks.”

      Lita snorted. “What’s that going to do?”

      “Draw ‘em where we want ‘em,” said Lock. “We’ll stage our rockslide in a wide spot, near a room we can hide in. They’ll send two guys to investigate, and we can swarm them all at once—knock them down, chain them up, and drive them back to the vents. Leave them for the harvesters to find.”

      “And the other three?”

      “Oh, they’ll be along when their friends don’t come back.” Lock chuckled. “But that’s still only three of them. They won’t be a problem, not with us on your side.”

      Lita looked doubtful. “We could do that—or one grenade in a tight space knocks them all on their backs. Then we go in with rifles and finish them off.”

      Lock lurched forward, furious. I elbowed him as hard as I could. He coughed and stumbled, and I hastened to fill the silence.

      “I want them gone too,” I said. “After what I saw yesterday? Don’t think I haven’t pictured it, their blood for yours. But I’m not like Lazrad, and neither are you.”

      “Maybe I am.” Lita’s lip twitched, but she sagged where she stood. “All right. You get one chance. We’ll try his rockslide thing. But if it doesn’t go like he said, we’ll take them out, no question.”

      I glanced at Lock. He nodded tightly.

      “All right,” I said.

      “I’ll haunt you if this gets me killed.” Lita climbed on the flatbed and raised her voice for all to hear. “You hear that, everyone? Today, we’ll send a message: Echelon thinks they’re better than us, but they’ve got that bass-ackwards. We’re smarter. We’re tougher. They kill our kids, but today we’ll spank theirs, and we’ll send them home to Mommy. We’re warriors, but we’re human. They wish they were us.”

      A ragged cheer went up. Lita pumped her fist in the air.

      “That the best you can do?”

      “Spank them!” yelled someone, and a war cry rang out, a great primal baying rending the air from all sides. Lock poked me between the shoulder blades, and I turned to meet his eye.

      “She better mean that,” he said.

      I looked up at Lita, her fist raised to the sky. I didn’t think she said much she didn’t mean. “I trust her,” I said. “You still in?”

      “Too late to back out.” Lock looked back the way we’d come, and I knew he was right. This was happening, with us or without us. All that remained was to make sure it went our way.
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      We crept up on the base by twilight. The mutants had scattered between the creek bed and the gate, shambling in aimless circles. Lita came up beside me and handed me a knife.

      “Take them down quiet,” she said. “Cut their throats and move on, no yelling, no shots.”

      “No gun, no problem.” I slapped at my hip. Lita didn’t seem impressed. She passed me an old revolver and watched me hook it to my belt.

      “That’s just for emergencies,” she said. “For once we get inside.”

      I nodded. I caught her meaning well enough—for if the Decemites needed killing, after all. I unsheathed my knife and tested its weight. I didn’t relish the thought of executing the mutants, but I’d seen enough to know mercy when I saw it. They’d been human once, but they wouldn’t be again. This was kindness. Release. I’d be ending their pain.

      “They won’t feel it,” said Lock, and he cracked a wan smile. “Their nerves are kaput. It’ll be like going to sleep.”

      “Like going to sleep.” I hoped that was true. I turned to go, but Lock held me back.

      “Wait.” He turned me to face him, and I saw worry in his eyes. “You okay with this? Really okay?”

      I stared at him—okay with it? With which part? With the sea of familiar faces turned to ghouls? With their blood on my hands? I kicked at the dirt. “What are you talking about?”

      “The night you ran.” Lock chuckled. “I tried to shoot one. You wouldn’t let me. You pushed me down the hill. Did you forget?”

      “No. I remember.” I looked past him, across the plain. There wasn’t much to see, just dried grass and rock, and the gray forms of the mutants. “You hear that sound? That tearing?”

      “Sort of. I guess.”

      I pointed toward the halftracks, at a tight knot of them hunched around a heap of red. “They’re eating,” I said.

      Lock’s jaw tightened. “I’ll get those ones,” he said. “You clean up along the creek.”

      We split up without another word. I turned my back on Lock as he tackled his first mutant, swallowed bile as its carcass hit the dirt. I pulled the next one to my chest, a girl about my age, strands of long yellow hair still clinging to her scalp. She mewled as I cut her and dropped like a doll. The skin had sloughed off where I’d grabbed her, leaving my handprint in black.

      “Doing good. Keep going.” Derrick brushed past me and clapped me on the shoulder. His knife was wet already, his boots spattered with gore. I ran away from him, along the creek bed, leaving carnage in my wake. The mutants went down easy, and that should’ve made me sad. Instead, I felt angry, furious at whatever diseased mind had thought this a fitting punishment for any crime at all. I plowed through their ranks and let them lie where they fell, up the creek and down again, across the rippling grass. It was a quiet massacre, and quickly over.

      “That all of them?” Derrick jogged up to join us where we’d congregated at the gate.

      “Probably not,” said Lita. “But it’s too dark to keep going. We’ll take care of the rest when the sun comes up. In the meantime, any casualties?”

      “A few bumps and bruises. One broken leg.”

      “That crack’s plugged,” said Lock. He turned his light on the opening I’d fled through, now piled high with rocks. “This was it, right?”

      “Yeah.” I trotted over to inspect it, but it was just as he’d said. “What does this mean?”

      “You said mutants got in there, right?” Lock moved away from the crack. “The Decemites must’ve noticed. They’d have moved to eliminate the threat—dropped the intruders, then patched up the hole.”

      “So where are they now?”

      “Probably back where they started, guarding that door.” He scowled. “We can’t all go in, though. Not now.”

      “Why not?” Lita planted her hands on her hips. “If this is some trick—”

      “It’s not.” Lock jerked his head toward the buggies. “You’ve stolen your share of those, right?”

      Lita’s eyes narrowed. “What’s your point?”

      “What do you always find in the glove compartment, right beside the maps?”

      “Cameras,” she said. “Little clip-on cameras. The ones you use to catch us filching.”

      Lock laughed. “So you’re onto us. But that’s not all we use them for. They pick up on any movement, anything that might disturb our harvest. Mutants, for instance. So unless they’re sure they got ‘em all—”

      “They’ll have cameras up. They’ll be ready.” Derrick kicked one of the halftracks, so hard he stumbled. He swore and caught himself, and massaged his foot. “This doesn’t change anything, except we lose the element of surprise. We’ll just have to rush them and hope for the best.”

      “The corridor’s too narrow,” I said, echoing Ben’s warning from before. “Rushing them wouldn’t work. We’d be fighting them one-on-one.”

      “So we’ll just go.” Lock dropped his hand on my shoulder. I jerked in surprise.

      “What?”

      “We’ll walk into them, you and me.” He turned to Lita. “You got any empty tanks? Not the little ones you breathe from, but the big ones from the harvest?”

      “There’s one, but it’s broken. That’s why it’s not full.”

      “That’s fine. Doesn’t matter.” Lock scratched the back of his neck, an anxious gesture. “We’ll carry that between us, me and Myla. And you—we’ll need four volunteers.” He raked his eyes down the ranks. “They won’t buy me and Myla clearing the gate by ourselves, but six of us, that’ll fly. We’ll go in first, then you’ll follow at a distance, like you’re covering our backs. That way, when they come for us, you won’t have far to run.” He tugged his mask down so the liner obscured his eyes. “As for us, they’ll aim for our tank first. Try to blow us up. That’ll give us a head start.”

      “A head start for what?” I fingered my revolver, six rounds for five brains. I wasn’t that good a shot.

      “We’ll lead them back here,” said Lock. “Get ‘em to chase us, and the rest of you line up on either side of the gate. They’ll run out to grab us, and you’ll give ‘em their spanking. There’s your element of surprise.”

      “What if you don’t make it?” Derrick glanced at me. “It won’t take them long to start aiming for your backs.”

      “We’ll throw flares,” said Lock. “Their aim’ll be off, at least to start. After that...”

      “I’ve always been lucky,” I said. I fingered my wrist through my sleeve, tracing the outline of Ona’s bracelet. “You do your part. We’ll do ours.”

      “That’s assuming they haven’t heard us,” said Lita. “Assuming they’re not right there waiting, the minute we clear the gate.” She tugged on the tow chain, already hitched to the first halftrack. “Well, I guess we’ve come this far.”

      Derrick gave the signal and the rest of us formed up. We lay on our bellies, guns trained on the fissure. No one spoke as the chains went taut, two buggies pulling in tandem. Their wheels spun in the dirt. Sand drifted across my field of vision, and the halftrack began to roll. I breathed as Ben had taught me—inhale, exhale, and fire between breaths. Squeeze the trigger nice and easy, and—

      Lock let out a whooshing breath. Beyond the fissure lay darkness, and nothing more. I noticed he hadn’t drawn his weapon. He’d formed up with the rest of us, but his hands were empty.

      “Leave that other truck where it is,” said Lita. “The Haven’s pretty far in, but that was louder than I thought.”

      “Guess it’s your turn, then.” Derrick rolled the big tank toward us and dusted off his pants. “I’ll be coming with you, and who else?”

      A thin girl stepped forward, rifle clutched to her chest. Two boys quickly followed, and we had our four.

      “Stay well back,” said Lock. “I don’t want you near us when the shooting starts.”

      “We won’t be,” said Derrick, and there was nothing left to say. Lock bent and grabbed the tank. He took the nozzle end and I took the butt, and we lifted it awkwardly, balancing it between us. It was cold to the touch, and it slid against my tunic. Lock set out at a brisk pace, and I tugged him back.

      “Remember, this is heavy.”

      Lock looked confused for a moment, then he slowed to a shuffle. We squeezed past the halftrack and picked our way across the cavern, stopping every few paces to pretend to catch our breath. I spotted the camera halfway, its motion sensor glowing like the lit end of a cigarette. I heard it as we got closer, the whirr of its motor as it tracked us through the dark. I forced myself not to look at it, to pretend I didn’t notice.

      We inched our way forward for what felt like forever. I pricked my ears for the Haven, for any sign of life, but either the big doors were soundproof or we’d come too late. I heard Lock’s breathing and his footfalls, and the rush of blood in my ears. Water dripped somewhere, a slow, insistent sound. Our rear guard hung back till I couldn’t hear them at all. I was glad for that. Relieved. The last thing we needed was—

      Lock stopped so suddenly I bumped up against the tank. The breath whuffed out of me, and Lock motioned me to silence. He gestured just ahead, where the path narrowed sharply and doglegged to the right.

      I slid a hand into my jacket and pulled out a flare. Up ahead, Lock did the same. I felt myself shiver as the blood drained from my face. An ambush. Of course. They’d picked the perfect spot for it, a tight space, a blind corner. Perfect to catch us unawares.

      Lock stopped and glanced back at me. I could hear the Decemites’ breathing, and the burr of nails on denim. One of them was scratching, attending to an itch. That pissed me off more than anything, how he did that so casually, like he could adjust himself with one hand and mow us down with the other, all in a day’s work.

      I realized Lock hadn’t moved. He cocked a brow and I nodded—ready when you are. He struck his flare and I struck mine, and he stepped into the line of fire. I didn’t see him throw his flare, or the Decemites’ response. I saw blue and heard blaster fire, and the tank thrummed in my arms. My ears rang with a metallic sound, a loud, echoing whang.

      “Run.” Lock dropped his end and charged toward me. My flare slipped through my fingers and went out. Lock grabbed me and dragged me with him, nearly jerking me off my feet. The Decemites came after us, boots pounding on the rock.

      “That’s the one from before. Get her!”

      I heard someone grunt, felt something like nails on my scalp. Something hot grazed my cheek, and I smelled burned hair. The hall lit up with blaster fire.

      “Faster,” gasped Lock. He broke into a sprint, and I strained to match his stride. He jerked me left, then right, helter-skelter through the dark. The hall lit up pink, and his flashlight exploded in his hand. Lock dropped it with a shout, and somehow, impossibly, ran faster. I skidded and turned my ankle, and pain shot up my leg. My knee spasmed and buckled, and I blundered into the wall.

      “Let go.”

      Lock heaved me onward, nearly wrenching my shoulder from its socket.

      “Stop it.” I slapped at him, but his grip only tightened.

      “C’mon, Myla. We’re almost—”

      “We’re not both going to make it.” I glanced over my shoulder, and I saw it was true. What ground our flares had bought us, I’d wasted already. The Decemites were gaining, and soon we’d be lost.

      “Myla!”

      “Get out of here.” I shoved Lock as hard as I could and turned to face the Decemites. They slowed for a moment, then they all took aim at once. I felt everything in that moment—the throb in my ankle, the dryness of my eyes. I had an itch where my sleeve had torn, and my boots were pinching my toes. Lock was still running, his footfalls growing distant, and I took comfort in that.

      I summoned my strength and sprang, launching myself at the closest Decemite. His blaster dug into my belly. I saw his eyes widen and heard him inhale. He took half a step back, and I felt him go tense.

      I had time to close my eyes, time to think of home. Time to think of Samson and wonder what he’d felt. Then the bolt tore through me, and it didn’t feel like anything. I smelled it, more than felt it, burning cloth and ozone. I tried to breathe in and got as far as opening my mouth. The Decemite hurled me away from him. I spun on my heel, a crumpling half-turn, and I saw Lock as my vision dimmed, far away and getting farther. I think I might have smiled.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I came to in the Haven, with my head in Ben’s lap. Lock was crouched beside him, and Jasper was leaning over me with a stethoscope down my shirt. I brushed it away, not liking its cold touch.

      “She’s awake,” said Jetha, and I turned my head to find her.

      “Don’t try to move,” said Ben. He held me closer. I could feel his hands shaking, one on my shoulder, the other flat across my belly. “Parts of you were just... gone. How you’re even alive, I can’t—”

      “Don’t tell her that.” Starkey pushed Lock aside and tossed a blanket over me. “Here. You’re fine. Get warm.”

      I opened my mouth to thank him and gagged on my own spit. My stomach turned over, and I tasted something foul.

      “S-s—” I bolted upright and puked down my front, a great clotted gush that pooled between my thighs. It was blood, old black blood, and I cringed from the sight. “Sorry. I didn’t—”

      “It’s okay.” Jasper whisked my blanket away and handed me a cloth. “Just wipe your mouth. And your chin a little bit.”

      I did as he said. I felt okay, I realized, hungry and tender, but more or less all right. Nothing hurt. Nothing seemed missing. I held up my hands and counted ten fingers in a row.

      “You’re all there,” said Ben. “And so are we.”

      “So—so we—” I sagged back against him as it hit me, where we were—not in the infirmary, or back in my quarters. In the Haven, in the dark, and nothing had changed. I stifled a sob in my fist. “So all that was for nothing? We’re still...”

      Ben and Jetha exchanged glances. He took my hand and squeezed it, his thumb bumping across my knuckles.

      “Listen. What do you hear?”

      I closed my eyes and listened. I heard Ben’s breathing and my own, and children playing nearby. I heard rustling and bustling, a restless sort of murmur, and under all that—

      “The purifiers. They’re running.”

      “Bingo.” Ben grinned. “The projector’s back, and we’ve got power. We’re just waiting here for the outside air to filter out.”

      “And the Decemites?” I turned to Lock. “Did you get them? Are they gone?”

      “In the back of Derrick’s flatbed, on their way to the vents. They won’t be back in a hurry.”

      “They underestimated us,” said Starkey, “same way they always do. They don’t look out for each other, so they forget we do.” His lip peeled back, showing all his teeth. “Never occurred to them you’d be back for us, but I knew you would.”

      My heart swelled with his praise. He’d included me in we. I let myself bask in that, in knowing I’d found home.

      “Don’t do that again, though.” Ben’s hand twitched in mine. “’Cause inner beauty? I hate to tell you this, but I saw your insides, and just... keep your skin on.”

      I burst out laughing. I couldn’t help myself. Ben joined in, and I felt the tension go out of him. I laid my head on his shoulder as my giggles petered out. Warmth settled over me, and a sense of contentment. I might have stayed that way all day, but movement caught my eye, Lock getting to his feet.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Home,” he said. “I’ve done all I can here, and Mom’ll be going crazy.”

      “Wait.” I hauled myself upright, swaying as I caught my bearings. “I want to talk to you first. Let me walk you out.”

      Ben started after me and moved to block my way. “You shouldn’t be on your feet.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Myla...”

      I pulled Ben close and hugged him, lowering my voice to whisper into his neck. “I’ll be right back. I promise. I just... I have people back home. Messages to pass on.”

      “Okay.” Ben squeezed me carefully, then let me go. “If you’re not back in half an hour, I’ll come looking.”

      “You won’t have to.” I kissed him quickly, just a peck on the cheek, and I hurried after Lock. I hadn’t lied to Ben, not exactly—I did have messages for my parents—but I owed Lock as well. I couldn’t let him run back to Echelon, not without knowing he’d be okay. Not after everything I’d put him through.
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      “You almost made it,” said Lock. “I could probably have carried you, if you’d let me.”

      I stared at the stain where my blood had soaked the dirt. Lock was right. I nearly had made it, at least to the main hall.

      “Probably isn’t good enough. You did the right thing.”

      “Hard to know what that is any more.” He skirted the stain and I followed, not wanting to touch it.

      “Speaking of doing the right thing, you’re really going back? After everything that’s happened?”

      Lock slowed, but didn’t stop. He looked tired, and I wondered if he’d slept. “If it was just me, I might stay,” he said. “Help them rebuild, at least. Make up for what we did.” He didn’t look up, heading into the main hall, but I saw him flinch anyway and I knew he’d seen the ruins. My hut was gone, burned to ashes. Most of the bridges had been cut down, to keep the fire from spreading, and they lay tangled in the dust. Lock turned the other way, toward the gate. “My mom needs me,” he said. “She’s sick. You know that.”

      “You’ve been gone a while, though. You sure they’ll let you back in?”

      “Not without questions, but look at me.” He gestured at himself, his tattered clothes and scrubby beard, my blood gumming his shirt to his chest. “I’ll say they locked me up. I broke loose. You’d buy that, right?”

      “I would, but—” The words died on my lips as I spotted a roughness to Lock’s skin, a scattering of bumps along his beltline. “Lock?”

      “Huh? You see a ghost?”

      I reached for his shirt and jerked it up. He was red around the middle, same as Ona, those same angry bumps across his ribs.

      “Myla? What are you doing?”

      “That rash. How’d you get that?”

      “What, this?” He pulled his shirt from my grasp and tucked it back into his pants. “It’s a Decemite thing. We all have it. Something to do with the time we spend Outside, I guess.”

      “Then why don’t I have it?” I pulled up my tunic to reveal smooth, pink new skin. “If it’s a Decemite thing—”

      “You’re not a Decemite, remember? Maybe we have more nanobots than you do, or it’s something about our training. Our diet, maybe.” Lock grinned. “Hey, it itches like mad, so count yourself lucky.”

      I tried to smile back, but I couldn’t shake Jasper’s words—a rash first, then death—and that Decemite Ben had mentioned, dead at twenty. He’d gotten sick, Ben had said, and Decemites didn’t get sick. But Lock had been coughing. He’d played it off as nausea, not wanting to smell the garbage, but was it my imagination, or did he look a little pale? A little pinched, a little peaked, with that rash across his belly? I reached for his hand.

      “Could you stay half an hour, at least? There’s a doctor here, Jasper—he’s seen that before. He could give you something, maybe. Something for the itch.”

      Lock scratched at his middle. “I mean, half an hour, I suppose...” He glanced at the fissure, at the sunrise beyond. “No more than that, though. I want to get home tonight.”

      “Best we get going, then.” I broke into a trot as I turned back toward the Haven. A sense of foreboding had caught hold of me and wouldn’t let go. First Ona, now Lock. They’d both had that rash, and Lock wasn’t being treated.

      “Did you ever see a doctor?” I asked him. “Like, at home?”

      “Sure, when I first got it.” He shrugged. “She said it was nothing, just irritation from the environment.”

      “But you’re fine, besides that? You’re not—” Dying?

      “It’s a rash. It’s annoying, but I’m used to it. I’ve had it for years. What do you want me to say?”

      “I don’t know. Let me see it again. How far does it go up?” I snatched at his shirt again, but Lock danced out of reach.

      “Pushy thing, aren’t you?” He laughed. “You haven’t changed one bit.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You really don’t remember?”

      I swiped at him, irritated. “I don’t know. What are you talking about?”

      “The first time we met.” He waggled his brows. “The reservoir? The coloring book?”

      “Wait, that was you?” I felt my ears turn pink. “I actually don’t remember, but it’s one of Mom’s favorite stories. The boy on the bridge. That was you?”

      “Sure was.” Lock’s grin stretched wide. “I was five. You were four. I had that coloring book—”

      “—all used up—”

      “—that my dad colored when he was little. One of the last ones in the Dirt. I used to sneak it out just to look at the pictures.”

      “Oh, no.” I clapped my hand over my mouth to hold in a giggle. “A family heirloom? Tell me you’re joking.”

      “I’m serious. And you marched right up and told me, I want that. I said you couldn’t have it, and you grabbed it anyway. It ripped down the middle, and you—”

      “—tossed my half over the side.”

      “Right in the water.” Lock smacked himself in the forehead. “I was crying my eyes out, watching it sink. I still remember what page it was on, that bright yellow ladybug with the daisies all around.”

      “Mom gave you my new hat. I remember that part.”

      Lock got a glint in his eye, something almost devilish. “Wanna know where that ended up?”

      “In the reservoir?”

      “In the reservoir.” He smirked. “I wanted to do it in front of you, really make you feel it, but I never saw you again. Not till you started school.”

      I pulled a face. “So that’s who I am to you? This mean little squirt throwing your stuff in the water? Is that why we weren’t friends?”

      “Hey, at least you didn’t throw me in.” He shook his head slowly, the mirth fading from his eyes. “You could have, couldn’t you? Picked me up by my belt, and just—whisht—over the railing?”

      I was spared having to answer by our arrival at the Haven. Still, I shuddered at the thought. I could’ve done that and worse, and no one could’ve stopped me. But Mom had been clever, far sneakier than I’d realized at the time. She’d chop carrots when she got angry, or yell into her pillow. She’d do that in front of me, then smile and go all better, and I’d learned to do the same. She’d shielded me from violence and kept it from my vocabulary. Kept me from giving myself away.

      “We going in, or what?” Lock cocked a brow, and I pulled the doors open. Ben looked up, surprised.

      “What happened? Forget something?”

      “Is Jasper still here?” I peered into the shadows and spotted him tinkering with a generator. “Hey, Jasper. Over here.”

      Ben got to his feet and caught me by the elbow. “What do you need Jasper for? Are you bleeding again?” He patted at my side and slid his hand under my tunic. I pulled away quickly, smiling to reassure him.

      “It’s not me. It’s Lock. He has a rash.”

      “Wanna feel under my shirt as well?” Lock did a little wiggle, and Ben rolled his eyes.

      “Yeah, I’ll pass. You can keep your rash.” Ben stretched out on his bedroll and kicked his feet up on a box. “Didn’t think you Decemites got that sort of thing.”

      “What seems to be the problem?” Jasper came bustling over, his coat flapping around him. “Myla?”

      “I was wondering, could you look at Lock, just quickly?” I lowered my voice, not wanting to scare him. “Remember that rash you told me about? When you did your nanobot trials? I think Lock might have it, and Ona did too.”

      “Ona did?” Jasper’s face fell. “Oh, no. Not Ona. She’s a sweet girl, your sister, once you get to know her.” He gestured for Lock to sit. “I’m afraid there isn’t much privacy, so depending where your rash is—”

      “Just here,” said Lock. He was blushing, just faintly, pink across his cheeks. I noticed he had freckles, little pale ones across his nose. He lifted his shirt to show Jasper his rash.

      “Oh, yes. That’s familiar. I’ve seen a lot of that.” He turned to Ben. “Could you pass me my bag, just there?”

      Ben tossed Jasper his bag, and Jasper took out a swab. He passed it over Lock’s skin and deposited it in a sterile tube.

      “I can test this for infection, but I don’t suppose you’ll be here to get your results.” His brows drew together. “I can tell you right now, though, it’ll likely be negative. What we’ve got here, ah—would you mind if I ran a few quick tests? Nothing invasive, just a scan for trace metals?”

      Lock leaned back and yawned. “Go ahead. But it’s nothing. All Decemites get this.”

      “All of you, really?” Jasper reached into his bag again. I crouched down next to Ben.

      “That Decemite you mentioned, the one who died. Did he have a rash like that?”

      Ben glanced at Lock and frowned. “You think he’s dying?”

      “I don’t know. I hope not.”

      Ben sat up and groaned, rolling his shoulder as though it hurt him. He watched Jasper for a moment, then turned away. “I never met him,” he said. “I don’t know about a rash, but he was definitely a Decemite, and he definitely got sick. Aunt Jetha said—” He hesitated. “Are you sure you want to hear this? You being, y’know...?”

      “Tell me.”

      “She said it was like everything fell apart at once. One day, he couldn’t eat. A week later, he couldn’t breathe. Then his heart stopped, and he died.” Ben’s eyes drifted to Lock again. “Starkey was there when he went. He’s not exactly the imaginative type. If he says that’s what happened, that’s what happened. Hey, you don’t have—” He ran his palms up and down my arms, and along the back of my neck. I shook him off, self-conscious.

      “I’m fine. No rash here.”

      “You should still—”

      “Hold on.” I scrambled to my feet. Lock was getting away, jogging toward the exit. I hurried to intercept him. “Wait. What did Jasper say?”

      “He said it’s nothing, just like I thought.” He held up a tub of salve. “Gave me this for the itch, though. Said it’s made from those cacti that grow near the vents, so I can use their juice when I run out.”

      “Hold on just a second.” I darted ahead of him and pressed my back to the door. “How many Decemites do you know who’ve Ascended?”

      Lock scowled. “Two? I don’t know. What’s your point?”

      “My point is, why so few?”

      “You of all people should know the answer to that. You’ve seen the harvest. You know how dangerous it is.” He moved to squeeze past me, but I held my ground.

      “Those two who Ascended—did you ever see them again?”

      “A couple of times, maybe? Look, I’ve really got to—”

      “Why?” I advanced on him, crowding him back from the door. “They were your friends, right? Comrades in arms? But they never invited you up top? Never came down to visit? Not even to see their families? Who does that?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.” Lock looked down at his feet. “It’s like... life’s so different up there. Once you’ve seen it, once you’ve experienced it, it’s... They say it gets painful, seeing everyone you grew up with still scrambling for crumbs. You don’t want to rub it in their face, how much better you have it. How you’ve left them behind. So it hurts, but you—”

      “Is that what you’re going to do? Never see your mom again, or your dad?”

      “Well, no, but—”

      “Have you ever seen a Decemite older than twenty?” I shook Lock by his shoulders. “Think. Even once?”

      Lock cleared his throat. He shrugged free of my grip and stepped back. “You’re making a scene,” he said. “Everyone’s staring.”

      “Just answer me this, then—one last question, and I’ll get out of your way.” I drew myself up. “There’s no retirement in the Dirt. Lazrad works us till we drop. But her Decemites, her most highly-trained workers—her most valuable commodity of all—you work for five years, and you get to take it easy? And not just take it easy, but live in luxury for the rest of your life? What kind of sense does that make?”

      “It’s her gift,” said Lock. “Lazrad’s thanks for our sacrifice.”

      “Or her excuse when she’s done with you. When you’re used up and gone, out with the trash.” I pushed myself into his space. “Why won’t you look at me? What did Jasper really say?”

      Lock made a sour face and kept avoiding my eye.

      “He told you, didn’t he? What that rash really is?”

      “He told me what he thinks it is.” Lock snapped upright, eyes blazing. “But what does he know? He’s just some backwoods sawbones, wouldn’t know a nanobot from a virus. All this nonsense about immune responses—”

      “Excuse me.” Jasper pushed between us and elbowed us apart. “Both of you, out in the hall.” He hooked his arm through mine and marched me along with him, Lock trailing behind us. “Really, the two of you, in front of the children. You’re frightening them, all that shoving. Didn’t anyone teach you not to push?”

      “Sorry,” I muttered. Behind me, Lock grunted, and the doors swung shut behind us.

      “Now, listen,” said Jasper. “None of us knows what’s happening, not for sure. My best conjecture’s that the rigur in your nanobots slows your body’s immune response, but how long that might last, I couldn’t say.”

      “Ten years, maybe?” I scowled past him, at Lock. “Five years to train you, then you work five more, and then—”

      “Then why aren’t you dying?” Lock’s face lit up with a wide gotcha grin. He turned to Jasper. “She’s seventeen, and she’s fine. And she’s had bots all her life. If our bodies reject them, why hasn’t hers?”

      Jasper eyed me, lips pursed. “Well, I’d assumed, her being born with them, maybe she acclimated in the womb—her body got used to them, recognized them as friendly. But now, I’m not so sure. She should’ve inherited antibodies from her mother. She should be showing symptoms, unless...”

      I fidgeted, frustrated. “Unless what?”

      “Unless... I don’t know.” Jasper scratched his head. “Were you premature, maybe? Born before the third trimester?”

      My heart stuttered in my chest. A little bird, Gran had said, born at six months in the womb. “I did come early,” I said. “At just about six months.”

      “Then that’s your saving grace.” Jasper gazed at me with something approaching wonder. “You’re coexisting with your nanobots because... because your body never raised the alarm. It’s like you were made for them. A one-in-a-million vessel.”

      I glanced at Lock. “And if I had got Mom’s antibodies?”

      “I can’t say for sure, but I think you’d have died. Those antibodies would’ve fought the bots, and your body would’ve kept making them. In time, you’d have—”

      “I’m done listening to this.” Lock barged past Jasper and started down the hall. I ran after him, desperate.

      “Lock.”

      He stopped at the first lantern, and I thought he’d changed his mind, but that smug gotcha grin was back, and wider than ever. “You almost had me for a second, there.” A guffaw burst from his throat, too loud, too cheerful. “But Lazrad’s got bots, and she’s over a hundred. Doomed at twenty—” He waggled his fingers in my face. “Woooo. Keep your ghost stories. I’ll be fine.”

      “Lock!”

      “Pull the other one. It’s got bells on.” He rolled his eyes and kept walking, his boots scuffing in the dirt.
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      “That’s right. Run away.” I chased after Lock, jogging to match his stride. “You and Ona are the same. You pick what you want to believe, and you cling to it like you’ll drown if you let go.”

      “Give it up.” Lock slowed down but didn’t look at me. He let his shoulders slump forward. “Even if I believed you, what would change? It’s not like I could save myself. What’s wrong with choosing hope?”

      “Choosing hope? You’re choosing—”

      Lock turned to face me, at last. “I’m choosing to go home to my family,” he said. His voice was flat with exhaustion, toneless and resigned. “I’m choosing to love them as best I can in the time I’ve got left. I’m glad I could help, and I’m glad you’re okay, but for me, nothing’s changed. I’m going home.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but there was nothing left to say. Lock had a life back home, and a family who needed him.

      “Good luck,” I said. I threw my arms around him and hugged him, and after a moment, he hugged back.

      “Good luck to you too, Myla. Maybe we’ll meet again.”

      “And you’ll be twenty-one, and you’ll laugh in my face.”

      “Really rub your nose in it.” Lock chuckled low in his throat. “I’ll live just to spite you.” He pulled away and just stood for a moment, as though he’d forgotten where he was going. Then he smiled one last time and sketched a little wave. “Okay. Till next time.”

      “Till then.” I stood and watched him go. He looked worn down, all dusty and ragged, with the weight of the world on his shoulders. I waited till he’d vanished round the dogleg, then retreated to the Haven. Ben came up to meet me and took me by the hand.

      “You okay?”

      I let him lead me to his bedroll, and I sat down beside him. I leaned up against him and listened to his heart. Life seemed kind in his arms, with his breath tickling my ear—with our friends all around us and a cookfire just started. I could smell warm pomegranate, hot toddies being made. A tear rolled down my cheek, and I brushed it away.

      “I think...”

      “What?” Ben ran his fingers through my hair, a sweet, familiar gesture. “You want something to eat? I could grab us something.”

      “No. Don’t go.” I settled my hand over his and felt the roughness of his knuckles. “I want to stay like this a while.”

      Ben bent to look at me. “Why does this feel like goodbye?”

      I closed my eyes and didn’t answer. I didn’t want to say it. Didn’t want to make it true.

      “You’re worried about your sister,” said Ben. “I get it. I do. But what can you do for her? Even if you—”

      “I have to go.” The words hurt to say, but I had to, all the same. “Ona’s sick too. She has that rash. But Lazrad just keeps going—so there has to be a cure. She has to have found one, even if she’s keeping it to herself. It exists, but no one’s looking. In the Dirt, they don’t know they should be, and in Sky... well, up there, no one cares. If I don’t go back—”

      “I won’t make this hard for you,” said Ben. He held me a little closer and rested his chin on my head. “Believe it or not, I understand. What the Decemites did here was a declaration of war. I’ve got my battle to fight, and you’ve got yours. The one thing I’ll ask of you...” He pulled back to look at me, eyes bright with passion. “Don’t forget you’re one of us. If the time comes you’ve got to choose—”

      “What use is freedom if we don’t look out for each other? I’m with you. You know that. I’m with everyone here.” I kissed him fiercely, tasted salt on his lips. Ben’s fingers dug into my arms. “I’ll never do anything to hurt you,” I whispered. “Whatever happens, remember that.”

      “I’ll remember everything about you,” said Ben. “Every little thing.” He pressed a mask into my hands. “Now go, before I lose it. Go on. Get.”

      I pulled on my mask to hide my own grief. Ben passed me a gretha tank and I strapped it to my back. My last look at him was a blurry one, through goggles and tears. He was sitting up, smiling, shooting me the double thumbs-up. I returned the gesture as the doors swung shut, and just like that, I was alone.
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        * * *

      

      I caught up to Lock a mile from the base. He didn’t seem surprised to see me. He barely broke stride as I fell in next to him.

      “Decided to tag along, have you?”

      “For Ona,” I said, and he nodded. I guessed he understood. For a while, we walked in silence, the grass giving way to sand as we left the base behind us. I could see the Spire already, its long shadow marking off the hour. Lock glanced at my mask and frowned.

      “You don’t have to wear that yet. We’re nowhere near the Dome.”

      I shrugged. “Never know who we might run into. Better safe than sorry.”

      “If you say so.” He swiped at his own face, already damp with sweat. “When we get home, you keep quiet. Let me do the talking.”

      “What are you going to say?”

      “You went looking for Ona, and you got yourself caught. I broke you out.” He sighed. “Not much else I can say, unless you’ve got a better story?”

      I didn’t have a better story, or any story at all. I’d never thought I’d see home again till an hour ago. I looked back one last time, and I couldn’t see the base at all, just the high purple mountains and the yellow plains below. The sky was almost blue today, the sun almost golden. The sand gleamed white at our feet.

      I lowered my head and kept walking. I’d had more sun than most folks got, more kindness, and more freedom. Whatever came next, I’d lived, even loved, and in that, I’d found joy. I’d found strength and purpose, and something to fight for.

      I picked up my pace, and I wasn’t afraid.
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      Life was simpler in the Dirt…

      Myla’s home was supposed to be the sole haven on a toxic, mutant-ridden Earth - Until she ran away from the domed city of Echelon to rescue her Decemite sister, Ona and saw that it had all been a lie. She never imagined there could be humans living on the Outside - Rebels like Ben, a boy who showed her a freedom she never thought possible.

      Now that Echelon is proven to be the real danger, they both must continue their fight - Ben from the Outside, and Myla from within. She returns home with her Decemite friend Lock still by her side, both lauded as heroes for rescuing Ona. Thrust from their home in the Dirt straight to the high society in the Sky, the rules and dangers there begin to threaten Myla’s safety, while even deadlier secrets threaten the lives of those closest to her.

      When Decemites start disappearing, Myla needs to figure out what’s going on before every Decemite in the Sky suffers the same fate - including her sister. Myla delves into the mysteries of Echelon and its leader, Lady Lazrad, with the help and support of Lock, uncovering a terrible secret that could shatter their beliefs all over again.
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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. “You 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, they’re 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.
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      In a solar system where The Authority decides who lives and who dies, only one of their own executioners can stop them.

      Glade Io is a trained killer. Marked at a young age as an individual with violent tendencies, she was taken from her family and groomed to be a Datapoint—a biotech-enabled analyst who carries out the Culling. She is designed to identify and destroy any potential humans that threaten the colonies: those marked as lawbreakers, unproductive or sick. But when she’s kidnapped by rogue colonists known as the Ferrymen, everything Glade thinks she knows about the colonies, and The Authority that runs them, collapses into doubt.

      Pulled between two opposing sides, and with her family’s lives hanging in the balance, Glade is unsure of who to trust—and time is running out.
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      I’ve always hated hide-and-seek.

      But if you had to play it, like I did right now, so much better to be the hunter than the hunted.

      I cracked my knuckles in front of me as I stepped into the simulator, and the door slammed behind me. I was instantly plunged into darkness – a blunt darkness, as can only happen indoors. Two points of light opened up in front of me, one on the left and one on the right.

      I bared my teeth in a feral grin as my eyes bounced from one point of light to the other. They were throwing two colonies at me at once. I waited, tense and ready, as both points of light started spiraling open, focusing. They were forming not just into images, but into my new reality.

      Within seconds, I was straddling the line between two worlds. I could see the images with my eyes, but when I closed them, I could see the images projected across my brain, as well. The computer implanted in my arm and head was cool like that. There was almost nothing I couldn’t do with it.

      I scanned the two landscapes on either side of me. Glacially icy on one side, offering all the blues and grays of an icy planet. And on the other side, the black sky met the umber sand of a red planet. I looked back and forth between them. Two colonies at once. I knew it was just a simulation, but still, a bead of sweat rolled down my back as I planted my feet on the floor of the simulator.

      Come out, come out, little citizens.

      Using my computer, my integrated tech, I zoomed in on the icy landscape first. I felt the frigid wind, the brisk scent of ozone filling my nostrils, and soon I was close enough to see the roofs of dwellings. And yup. There the people were. I ignored the heavy furs that covered all but their eyes. I ignored their varying heights and weights. I ignored the way some of them held hands or rode on one another’s backs. I ignored the laughter that rang out from a group of citizens who had to be just about my age. I ignored the familiar admonishing tone of a mother at her wit’s end. The only thing I saw were the reddish glows that emanated from each person’s brainwaves.

      The integrated tech computer that had been implanted when I’d been chosen for this job was designed to detect brain patterns. The computer in my brain could see other people’s brainwaves, and it presented the information in a way that allowed my eyes to see it, too. It had taken a long time to get used to it. But now it was almost like second nature. I let the reddish blurs around each person’s head remain just that – blurry.

      Shifting my attention to the red planet now, I gave my eyes a second to adjust from the blinding white of the ice planet to the burnished, sunburned bake of the second colony. The black sky was a rich dark, the kind of black that had depth. With the Milky Way splashed across the skyroof of the red planet, I gave my eyes a second to adjust as my tech zoomed in on the colony, the red planet rushing past in my periphery. Soon we were there. The thick canvas tents that the citizens used as dwellings flapped in the constant, stinging wind. Each person wore white garments to reflect heat, but they were all dyed a deep, dusty pink from the red sand being flung in every direction.

      This was a busier colony than the ice planet. People bustled past one another, balancing baskets of wares on their heads. The streets were narrow and craggy, lined with red rock walls that gave way to the canvas dwellings that stood every ten feet or so. So little of this planet was hospitable that the people had to live on top of one another like bees in a hive. The simulation raced me down one twisting street and to the next, so that I was coasting past grannies in doorways who were sorting seeds into one basket or another. Past children huddled around a game of skipping rocks on the ground. Past a ratty dog, everything but his eyes covered in red grit.

      And then I landed in the main square. A place I’d only seen photographs of in the past.

      People haggled over prices in the canvas booths that lined the square. Eggs and bread were traded and bartered. A group of unwatched children ran screaming from one end of the square to the other, adults scowling after them. A line of people 800 feet long wrapped around the square. Everyone held empty chalices. It was the line for water. A group of citizens shouted over one another as they crowded around a small wooden platform where an ox stood. The animal’s age was shown in its milky eyes and swollen joints, but still, the farmers shouted and scrapped for the auctioneer’s attention. On a planet as hard to farm as this one, any help was highly sought after.

      I pulled my attention from the details of the two worlds and back to the task at hand. This wasn’t a sightseeing simulation. I was a trained Datapoint. This was my job.

      This was a Culling.

      Using every bit of training that had been pounded into me over the last two years, I began to block out all of the sensory details of the two colonies on either side of me. The slate gray clouds and the pale icy sun melted away on my left. On my right, the baked red became nothing more than a neutral background. Like I had a hand gripping a knob on a radio, I guided my integrated tech into turning the volume down. The noises of the market on one side muted, and the noises of the children playing on the other side did the same.

      Soon, all I was left with were the citizens and the halos of red around their heads. I brought each red blur even further into focus. Starting with one alone and then moving to each citizen individually, I read their brainwaves with practiced ease.

      My integrated technology and my brain worked in perfect, synchronized tandem as I identified the citizens I was looking for. In the simulation, they were scattered about, as they’d be in their worlds. But in my mind’s eye, it was as if all of the citizens were standing neatly in a line before me. Using my technology to organize them, I saw about a quarter of the citizens stepping forward. These were the ones I was about to cull. The ones with brainwaves indicating violence and aggression. The ones with the capacity to commit murder. The ones who were inclined to bring down pain on the citizens around them.

      There were hundreds of citizens about to be culled, and another bead of sweat traced down my spine. This was almost as many as I’d culled in the last simulation, and I’d ended up in the infirmary for two days after the strain of that Culling. And I still hadn’t even readied the icy planet yet.

      Sure, it would be easier to cull them in groups. Do a hundred here or a hundred there. But that wasn’t what this simulation was for. This was mass culling.

      I could almost hear Haven’s voice in my ear. “Push yourself, Glade. You have the capacity for greatness. Yet it’s almost like you’re trying to blend in.”

      I took a deep breath and turned my attention to the next planet, zooming in on each citizen’s brainwaves, pulling forward all the ones to be culled.

      Between the two colonies, there had to be at least a thousand that needed to be culled. My vision blurred and I realized I’d stopped breathing. The way I would if I were lifting something heavy. I felt my brain stuttering as I attempted to combine the culling groups from the two colonies. It didn’t matter that they were across the galaxy from one another. It didn’t matter that I was attempting to separate each citizen from the next, to cull some and not all. It didn’t matter that each citizen was moving about, talking and laughing and pulsing. I had to cull all at once, and with vicious accuracy.

      Within the simulator, my knees trembled. My hands clenched open and closed and, for a horrifying second, I lost grip on my tech and all the sensory stimuli flooded back in. Red dust and jutting glaciers of ice. Children playing, women hugging, the dusty dog digging in a pile of refuse.

      No!

      My brain wove itself into the integrated tech and took control again, zooming in on the citizens waiting to be culled. I ignored the faces, and I ignored the voices – all I saw were the reddish blurs of their brainwaves.

      Ruthlessly separating them in my mind, I realized my mistake. I was going too slowly. I’d never been a long-distance runner. I was a sprinter. My knees shook again and I knew that I wasn’t going to make it more than ten or fifteen more seconds before I collapsed and ended up in the infirmary again; my brain couldn’t take the strain.

      My vision blurred as I huffed air in and out of my lungs. I was losing the groups. The culled were mixing in with the regular citizens. I couldn’t hold the line. Couldn’t tell the difference. With my heart stuttering in my chest, the computer in my arm felt foreign and angrily sharp. I was failing. I was failing again.

      Clarity raged within me even as every single brainwave of every single citizen melted into the next. Their brain patterns were a single, cacophonous blur.

      I gripped the sides of my own head and screamed into the strain of it. It was useless. I was too exhausted to distinguish them.

      Mass Culling.

      I could all but feel the breath of Jan Ernst Haven in my ear. Mass Culling.

      Individuals didn’t matter.

      The red blur of their pulsing brains seemed to cloud around me, bearing down on me. They were so close. Everywhere. I lifted one hand in the air – the arm where my integrated tech had been implanted. My brain warred for dominance with the computer that had been implanted in me. The integrated tech strained, searching for just the cullable citizens. My own brain strained for silence, for this to be over. I felt the familiar feeling of my tech’s grip on the brainwaves of a citizen. I always visualized a hand gripping a giant plug. This was bigger than any plug I’d ever pulled before. But there was no looking back now. The red of each citizen was about to collapse on me. I couldn’t hold them all. It was me or them.

      My brain and my tech synchronized and, in one crystal clear moment, we, as one, yanked the red brainwaves together. The citizens, such a large group, resisted at first. Pulling one citizen’s brainwaves was easy. It was like plucking a hair from a head. But pulling thousands at once was like yanking out a whole handful of hair.

      But my brain was strong. And so was my tech. With a scream like a warrior, I gritted my teeth and gave a final yank. I felt the brainwaves come loose from each citizen, blinking instantly into blackness. Into silence. My tech immediately stopped blocking my senses. And there were the two colonies. One icy and gray-blue. The other baked red and blistering hot. Both of them silent as a tomb. And not a brainwave to be found.
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        * * *

      

      I sighed as soon as the door to the simulator creaked open. I knew exactly who was standing on the other side and I knew exactly what he was going to say.

      “You’ve got to be joking, Glade.”

      Apparently, he always thought I was joking. I merely raised an eyebrow at Dahn as I pushed past him, out of the simulator and into the training room. Everything was gray metal and brown upholstery – even the command chair where Dahn had just been sitting. For one brief second, I thought wistfully of the two gorgeous landscapes he’d just shown me in the simulator. And then I thought of the vacuous silence I’d left in each of them. I shoved that thought away.

      He let me brush past him, but immediately chased after me. When I didn’t show signs of stopping, Dahn slid his stocky frame in front of mine, blocking my way. His dark hair stood out starkly against his pale skin as he stared down at me, his arms crossed over his chest. It always annoyed me in moments like this that he was so handsome.

      “All of them, Glade? All of them? Every single citizen?”

      I shrugged, acting as if I wasn’t sure what was so wrong about the choice I’d just made. “You heard Haven. He wants us to focus on mass culling.”

      “Don’t play dumb. You know he wouldn’t have meant for you to cull every single citizen.” A piece of his long dark hair fell forward across his forehead and he elegantly tied it back with the rest. “I don’t even know how you manipulated your tech to cull the citizens who didn’t require it.”

      That gave me pause. Actually, now that he mentioned it, that part hadn’t been hard at all. Even though my tech wasn’t designed for that purpose, it had been surprisingly easy to cull everyone.

      I cleared my throat and gave the only answer I could think of. “It was too many people. My sensors were completely fuzzed over. I couldn’t tell one from the other.” I tried to step past him, but he smoothly moved right along with me. After years of knowing Dahn, this behavior didn’t surprise me. He’d been smoothly putting himself in my way since pretty much the day I’d met him.

      “You’re telling me that you had trouble distinguishing between them in the simulation?” he asked, a line of worry forming between his eyebrows.

      
        
        Grab your copy of The Culling (The Culling Trilogy Book One) from www.ramonafinn.com
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