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			How long did it lay, in the ice tucked away,

			That silent strange traveler from space?

			Alone, without sound, it hid in the ground,

			Content in the snow’s cold embrace.

			Till upon it they stumbled, by such majesty humbled,

			So eager its secrets to find.

			If only they’d known, they’d have left it alone,

			But their greed, it had made them all blind.

			That which slumbered, now woken, with wonders unspoken,

			Took root and continued to thrive.

			How could they have guessed? They’d have left it to rest,

			If they’d known what they had was alive.

			It confused and confounded, intrigued and astounded,

			And still they continued to pry.

			How they’d fret—what regret!—when they realized that,

			It was death. It was death from the sky.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			THE headlamp’s faint circle of light whispered back and forth across the steel panel as sparks flew like drunken fireflies from the tip of the welding torch. Tobias could no longer feel the biting pain as they lit upon his exposed skin. Droplets of sweat slipped along the creases of his furrowed brow to skid down his nose. His heart pounded like a warning bell in his ears as the hollow drone of a passing train rang against the metallic walls of the chamber.

			It wouldn’t be long now, and he tried to console himself with the hope that this would be his final attempt. Tobias had already run out of fuel once, and there was no guarantee he would be lucky enough to steal a third torch without being caught. Stealth had never been one of his strong suits.

			The torchlight shuddered and his breath hitched in his throat. No. No, not yet!

			As if to defy his wordless plea, the flame weakened. It retreated, sputtering several times before vanishing altogether. The brightness of the beam remained, its afterimage seared into his vision.

			“No!”

			His exclamation echoed back at him, ricocheting off the high ceiling of the chamber in callous mocking. The growing chill whispered over his face, intensified by the perspiration that had coated his skin as he fought to control each shivering breath. He licked his lips, tasting salt. 

			Giving the empty canister a defeated shake, Tobias reached down to rummage through his sack for matches, knowing it was no use. Coming up empty, he spun on the spot, the torch hanging limply in his hand as his eyes searched the blackness for answers. Deprived of the singular focus of his mission, his adrenaline waned.

			He turned back. A faint red glow still outlined his nearly- completed square. Six inches. Six inches was all that separated him from whatever lay beyond.

			“Damn it!”

			Out of options, he slammed the torch against the wall. The blows were jarring, yet Tobias pounded over and over, sheer strength of will flowing into the void where all of his careful planning had failed him. There was no return from this. If the Elder Council became aware of his discovery, he knew where he’d end up. That stinking pit was the only way they could assure his silence.

			Tobias did not wish to be silenced.

			He railed against the wall, cursing it with uncharacteristic gusto. This was a mistake.

			“No!” he protested into the emptiness. “I saw it!”

			Go back, teased the insistent whisper. There’s still time.

			“It’s too late!”

			He knew he was only yelling at himself as he slammed the torch against the wall once more in hopeless frustration. The vibrant orange glow of molten steel had faded first to a dim red streak, and now to little more than a memory. It was as though it had never existed at all. As if it were all in his mind. As if—

			Tobias struck again, and this time when the torch made contact the metal gave way. Not much, not nearly enough, but he’d felt a subtle, grudging shift. 

			With renewed vigor he resumed his pounding. The upper edge of the panel began to bend outward and cool air rushed through the small opening like water over a dam. Heaving with  exertion Tobias stepped back, allowing the draft to wash over him as his breath came in gasps. 

			Gathering all the force he could muster he lifted his leg, kicking with his heel until at last the steel relented and he stumbled forward, his foot meeting no further resistance as it moved from the darkness of the chamber into the inky blackness of the unknown.

			Torch clutched in white-knuckled fists like a lifeline, Tobias righted himself. 

			He stepped up to the hole and gazed through.

		

	
		
			One

			It’s Not Smoke

			HISTORY would not remember Ripley Prior.

			His footsteps echoed down the corridor as he ventured further into Sigil’s north wing. He didn’t come down here often. Maybe he’d passed it? He wished there were signs.

			Ripley paused beside an unmarked door and reached a tentative hand toward the keypad, second-guessing whether this was even the right room. Relief washed over him as the door slid away to reveal a glowing bank of monitors and the back of a familiar, curly-haired head. Felix sat up straighter, attempting to look busy, but when he recognized Ripley he slouched back down in his chair again.

			“Oh.” He was flicking a small silver toggle back and forth between his forefinger and thumb. “I thought it was someone important.”

			Ripley offered a wry smile. “Sorry to disappoint.”

			He scanned the room, taking in the mess. A musty scent hung about the place, though it might have been his imagination. The scrubbers kept the air as clean here as anywhere else in the city, even if Felix seemed to try his best to defy them. 

			Cleanliness was not something Ripley’s friend aspired to. 

			All around him a distinct air of neglect reflected Felix’s underwhelming enthusiasm for his work. The whole place was littered with stacks of paper, overstuffed boxes, bits of wiring and insulation sticking out of crates at odd angles. Like a fungus, thought Ripley, amused. 

			There was a cot shoved into one corner, empty dining trays scattered across the thin blanket. Ripley made a disapproving sound as he cocked his head in their direction. 

			“You know those aren’t supposed to leave the commissary.”

			Felix only gave a half-hearted shrug. “If they don’t want me to take the trays, they should give us longer mealtimes. I don’t want to inhale my food and race back here. I’ll get cramps.”

			“Well, you could at least bring them back eventually.” 

			Ripley cleared away what looked to be log reports from the only other chair in the room. He glanced down at the top sheet, skimming over the monotonous columns.

			1498/7 No activity.

			1499/1 No activity.

			1499/2 No activity.

			1499/3 No activity.

			1499/4 No activity.

			The stack was thick. He flipped through a few pages to reveal more of the same. Ripley frowned as he looked up, searching for a clean surface on which to place the logs and settling for the top of a stack of nearby boxes. They leaned slightly to the left, the contents of the ones above too heavy for those beneath. The edge of the bottom box had collapsed inward over time as it surrendered to its inescapable fate. 

			“I don’t even know what it is you do here. Looks like a whole lot of...” Ripley’s gaze trailed across the silent bank of monitors, “no activity.”

			Felix’s shoulders jerked as he snickered.

			Sigil performed annual personnel reviews, moving people around based on ability and need, but the odd disappearance of the previous Observatory Attendant had created an unexpected vacancy that Felix had jumped at the chance to fill. The position had its pros and cons. For instance, Felix now held the great honor of being a department head—since there were no other employees.

			“What’s that do?” Ripley asked, pointing.

			“Huh?” Felix’s eyes flitted from Ripley to the toggle he’d been playing with. “Oh.” His lips pursed in feigned arrogance. “Well, it’s a science facility, you know. It does science-y type stuff.” 

			Technically, Felix’s job was to keep watch on the area surrounding Sanctuary, but there wasn’t much to watch. 

			“Seriously?” Ripley groaned. “Are you supposed to be fiddling with it like that?”

			“Meh. It’s broken. I requisitioned parts for it.” Felix hooked a thumb over his shoulder without looking, pointing toward a particularly precarious tower of crates. “But no one’s come to fix it. The Anniversary is in two days, and everything has to be running nice and smooth. Everything except for the Observatory. Nobody cares about Felix and his Observatory. I could be dead down here and no one would discover my body for months!”

			“That’s not true.” Ripley’s expression turned grave. “I doubt they’d find the body at all, given the state of this place. They’d be more apt to assume you’d just up and left one day, like the last guy.”

			Felix pushed his heels against the panel in front of him, tipping his chair back and rocking so that its legs creaked in alarm. “Fair enough,” he conceded at last, brow furrowing as he gazed around the room with a thoughtful expression.

			Given his predisposition for laziness, the job seemed to suit Felix quite well. Staring at the barren Antarctic landscape all day certainly couldn’t be considered taxing work.

			“I could take a look at it,” Ripley suggested.

			“Be my guest. But the whole damn panel is shot.” 

			As proof, Felix slammed a fist down amidst the controls, which offered no protest of light or sound. “It was broken when I got here. Not that any of the working ones are much more exciting, mind. Numbs the brain a little, staring at these things six days a week. I’m surprised I haven’t yet lost the power of speech.”

			“If it’s really that dull, you could request a transfer.”

			Felix scoffed. “Yeah right.” He kicked off from the panel so that his seat spun in a slow circle. “Like they’d honor a request from a Halfsie.”

			Ripley frowned. “I bet they’d at least give you your old job back.”

			Felix let out a little huff of disdain. “I don’t want to go back to Pod Manufacturing. What do we need pods for? ‘Research,’ they say. If you ask me, they do too much research and not enough of anything else.” 

			He paused, a shadow of resignation passing over his eyes. “Anyway, it’s not like this job is hard or anything. No one bothers me, which is a nice change. And then there’s the mystique, you know?” He had returned to the rhythmic click, click, click of his toggle. “Ladies love mystique.”

			Ripley snorted. “Well, it would help if all of your equipment was functional, at least. And besides, you only have to impress one lady with your ‘mystique.’ You know, Willow? Your wife?”

			As Ripley slid out of the chair onto his knees a sharp pain in his side made him wince. He ignored it as he began sizing up the station’s access panel. 

			Pretty standard, nothing exciting. Not that he’d expected it to be, but there was always hope. 

			“Where are your tools?”

			“I don’t have any.”

			Ripley sighed and pulled his faithful multi-tool from his back pocket. “Did you try unplugging it and plugging it back in?” he suggested with a faint smile as he began working the tiny screws. They didn’t offer much resistance, which surprised him. Stuff this old usually didn’t cooperate with so little protest.

			“Not my job, is it? I contact Engineering, they make it go. Isn’t that how it’s supposed to work?”

			Ripley’s smile faded. Growing up, he’d always dreamed of being an engineer. He had a penchant for mechanical things. Alas, engineering positions were always given to Therans, whose longevity meant that openings were rare.

			Still, Ripley hadn’t abandoned his hopes of being the first Human to join their ranks. Not until his assignment day, when he’d found his sixteen-year-old self at a registration desk staring down at a manual entitled Vital Systems and You and being pointed toward orientation.

			He slid the heavy panel away to expose a nest of wiring, the grating of metal on metal masking a heavy sigh. The color-coded insulation was faded and brittle, yet another reminder that beneath its shiny exterior, Sanctuary was falling apart. 

			Like the people that crafted it, Theran technology seemed to hold up better against age than any of the Human components that made up the city. Unfortunately, the Human components accounted for a large part of the inner workings of most of Sanctuary’s systems. Ripley scrutinized the mess with an appraising eye.

			“Where are the parts they sent down?”

			Felix walked away, and Ripley heard the sounds of scraping and a rather concerning crunch before his friend returned, dropping a box to the floor beside him with an unceremonious thunk. 

			“In there somewhere. I think.”

			“Thanks a bunch.” Ripley’s sardonic reply was muffled by the metal housing into which his dark, tousled head had disappeared.

			“Anytime, buddy.”

			“If you don’t know what’s wrong with it, how’d you even manage to order parts in the first place?”

			“I just got one of those requisition slips at the front desk and marked off one of everything. Not sure what they actually sent me, though. I didn’t check.”

			Ripley bit back a retort as he traced the pathway of the wiring with his eyes, checking connections at critical junctures. Felix had signed off for a box of parts without even looking what was in it. Ripley could only imagine the headaches his friend had caused for countless dutiful Sigil workers over the years. How many of the meticulously accounted-for items that the city depended on had gone missing under Felix’s less-than-stellar stewardship? 

			Right now, however, Ripley wasn’t in the mood to argue about it. He wanted to focus on the mystery of the broken machine. Working on a puzzle took his mind off his own mundane existence, if just for a moment.

			It had been five years since he’d become an employee of Sigil, the heart and soul of Sanctuary. Ripley’s aptitude for mechanics had landed him in Core Operations. Day after day, he dutifully kept track of Sanctuary’s vital systems, recording numbers off water reclamation gauges, checking geothermal readings, ensuring proper coolant levels.

			It was tedium. Unadulterated tedium.

			He’d been told during orientation that this was a prestigious position. He should be proud of his work. Keeping Sanctuary running was dependent on him and his teammates, they’d said. It was a great honor to have been chosen for such an assignment, they’d said.

			It was also incredibly dull.

			That, they had conveniently failed to mention. 

			Sometimes it felt like they were all just trying to look busy. At least Felix was honest about it.

			“You know, this kind of negligence would never fly in Core Operations,” Ripley reprimanded as he found his hand momentarily trapped between two thick coils of wiring. He freed himself and moved on with the exploration.

			“Uh, fun fact, buddy, but we aren’t in Core Operations. I mean, I can see how you could get confused, I suppose. They’re both just so gosh darn exciting, right?”

			Ripley rolled his eyes. The most exciting thing that had happened to him in recent memory had been a slight imbalance in the air filtration system that had failed to self-correct. Heightened nitrogen levels had left the population of Dome One, commonly referred to as D1, light-headed for the space of about an hour before Engineering could repair it. Ripley had known he could have fixed it on his own, but tinkering with life support systems by unauthorized personnel was forbidden. Instead, the citizens of D1 had experienced an hour of oxygen-deprived giddiness, a time he had spent shoved to the corner of his station, crowded out by engineers who treated both him and his space with no more regard than a foot shows to the floor.

			At this particular moment, however, Ripley felt free to tinker to his heart’s content. There was no one here watching over his shoulder, no one demanding logs of his every action. It was just him and a machine that needed fixing.

			And Felix, of course. He prodded Ripley with the toe of his boot. “You almost done in there?”

			That Felix was unconcerned about the malfunctioning hardware came as no big surprise. An involuntary shudder ran down the length of Ripley’s spine. Thinking about the vast, empty world outside was something he tried not to do. But with the anniversary of the city’s founding approaching, it was hard to avoid the pervasive thoughts. One hundred and twenty-five years since the end of the world. Was that what they were celebrating?

			He thrust his hand deeper, feeling his way along a thick, braided wire which he suspected would lead him to the console’s power supply. A stray lock of black hair slipped down as his forehead creased, brows knitting together as he frowned.

			Felix had been watching Ripley dip in and out of the machine with a bored expression, but now a flicker of interest sparked in his emerald eyes. Although they had the characteristic mother-of-pearl sheen that all those of Theran descent shared, they lacked the stuffy, superior attitude so common to purebloods.

			“What’s up?”

			“Well, I think I’ve got the power here. But—ow!”

			Ripley smacked his head against the top of the housing as a sudden shock surged through him. He backed out, pulling the offending wire with him. 

			“This is live!” he exclaimed, rubbing the back of his head with his free hand and shooting an accusatory glare at his friend. “And it’s been cut.”

			Felix leaned back in his chair again, looking disappointed. “Nah. It probably just came loose. This stuff is pretty old, you know.”

			“No,” Ripley insisted matter-of-factly. “It was cut. The other end is still connected to the system.” 

			He reached in again, fingers still tingling, and gave the small remnant of braided wire a gentle tug, pulling it away from the circuitry and handing it to Felix. “See?”

			Felix gave it a cursory glance. “Rats,” he concluded, wrinkling his nose in disgust.

			Ripley pressed himself back into the workstation. He was blocking the light now, so he used his hands to explore, more cautious this time. He groped on the ground behind him, felt Felix’s boot as it pushed the multi-tool within reach. “Thanks.”

			Popping it in his mouth, Ripley depressed the flashlight button with his lips and worked in the scant illumination of its tiny beam of light. It wasn’t ideal, but he could at least brighten a small portion of what he was examining. 

			“Shut down power to this unit,” he mumbled through clenched teeth. “I don’t want any more nasty surprises.” He heard Felix rise and move away.

			“Okay, she’s down,” Felix informed him. “Or, you know. More down, I guess.”

			Ripley pulled the light out of his mouth, using the knife to strip the wire’s coating. He reconnected it with deft fingers and a gentle touch. He didn’t have the soldering equipment needed to do the job properly, but it would be good enough for now. Certainly no worse off than having a live wire dangling free. 

			“Done! You can hit the power again now.”

			Something hummed to life above his head as he backed out and began replacing the screws.

			Felix let out a victorious whoop. “It’s alive!”

			But Ripley couldn’t shake the strange feeling that the severed wire had given him. “I wonder who cut it?” he mused. “I wonder why.”

			He didn’t even realize he’d spoken the questions aloud until Felix scoffed.

			“And here I thought I was bored. Sabotage, Ripley, really?” 

			His friend turned his attention back to the newly-repaired machine with an air of mock surprise. “Well, what do you know? It’s another monitor! I did not see that coming.”

			Ripley ignored him, pulling his chair closer to examine the panel for himself. “Looks just like all the others, to be honest,” he admitted after a while. “Camera controls here, atmospheric readings over here...still not sure what that is, though.” 

			He indicated the toggle that Felix had been playing with before. When Felix made no move to check, Ripley leaned over him and gave it a flick. A roar filled his ears—wind—moaning as it blasted from the speakers. Ripley cringed and switched it off so that the room was once more enveloped in quiet. 

			“Okay, so now we know what that does!” His ears were ringing. “Hey, do all your monitors have sound? You could’ve warned me.”

			Felix didn’t answer. His shining eyes were narrowed, staring intently at the monitor, all signs of sarcasm gone from his face. Ripley followed his gaze to the black and white view of rocks and snow that filled the screen.

			“What are we looking at?”

			Felix shrugged. “It’s not windy out there.”

			Ripley realized his friend was right. When he’d flipped on the microphone, it had sounded like a raging storm. On the contrary, the scene before them was peaceful, motionless.

			Reaching in front of Felix to move the camera, Ripley frowned as the controls refused to cooperate. Instead of panning smoothly across the landscape, the mechanism only gave a slight jerk before going still again. 

			“Weird. Where is this camera?”

			Before Felix could answer, the whoosh of the door sliding open made them both jump. Felix took the opportunity to shoot Ripley a knowing smirk. 

			“See?” he murmured. “You do it, too.”

			But Ripley didn’t return the smile. He recognized the rounded silhouette of Captain Lub, Head of Security, framed ominously against the gleaming white of the hall before the door whisked shut behind him. As he stepped inside, Lub gave Felix a quick once over, jowls quivering, before turning to fix Ripley with his customary, accusing glare. 

			“What’s your business here?”

			Always such a pleasant guy. Ripley opened his mouth to offer a response but Felix was quicker.

			“Ripley just came down to see if I wanted to get anything to eat. He’s not on the clock, Captain.”

			Lub’s piercing expression remained dubious. He ignored Felix, as so many others did, and continued addressing Ripley. 

			“Where is your station?”

			“Core Operations, sir,” replied Ripley. “They’ve sent us all home for the day. I wasn’t keeping Felix from his work, though, I swear.”

			Security personnel always made Ripley’s insides squirm with anxiety, their leader no exception. It was hard to say why—the old Theran was anything but intimidating. He had the air of someone who had let himself go to seed. His pristine uniform strained a bit against the zipper running up his midsection, and the blue and gold piping that adorned the collar looked uncomfortably tight.

			Lub’s piercing gaze moved back to Felix. 

			“Where is your uniform?”

			“I’m wearing it, sir.”

			“Were you not issued a department head uniform when you were assigned this position?”

			“I was, sir.”

			“Well? Where is it?”

			“Dirty, sir.”

			Lub let out a sigh that seemed to mix with a growl somewhere in the depths of his throat. “You ought to take more pride in your position. See that it’s cleaned on your day off next time, and take better care of it from now on. You are a department head. Act like it. Have a little self-respect.”

			“Of course, sir.”

			Ripley rubbed sweating palms against his pants, wishing he were anywhere else but here. 

			“I’ll, uh, get out of your way now, Felix. See you around.”

			Before Lub could hurl any accusations in his direction, Ripley skirted around the Captain and into the hall. He paused for a moment as the door slid shut, heart still racing, feeling a little guilty for leaving Felix behind with the Captain. Not a moment later he heard the door again and whirled, thinking Lub had followed him out for further interrogation. 

			Instead, he was surprised to find Felix grinning at him over a large stack of trays balanced precariously across his arms.

			“They’re letting me go, too!” Felix’s eyes glinted with excitement. “Systems check! Let’s get outta here. And fix your hair, you look like you’ve just been electrocuted.”

			Ripley reached up, smoothing his hair absently. He might have been embarrassed that he’d allowed himself to be seen in such a state, but his mind was on other things. He wondered if Captain Lub would have fixed the monitor if he’d gotten to it first. He hadn’t expected the systems checks to extend into the forgotten corners of Sigil. 

			His stomach churned as he considered the consequences of tampering with things he ought not be tampering with. He’d either just saved his friend from a pile of paperwork, or positioned himself for a disciplinary write-up. Whichever it was, there was nothing he could do about it. Felix’s awkward load distracted him from pondering it further.

			“What are you doing with those trays?”

			“Oh, these?” Felix gave a dismissive shrug. “Lub said to take them with me. Did you know they aren’t supposed to leave the commissary?”

			***

			After a brief stop to drop off the trays, where a sour-faced man snatched them from Felix’s arms with an incomprehensible grumble, the pair headed for the main lobby. They passed the Information desk, where a slight woman in a sharp uniform was shouting into her comm. 

			“No, no, no, that won’t work either!” she was saying, offering them a curt nod before returning to the obviously heated discussion.

			“Think I should tell her about the rats?” suggested Felix in a whisper.

			Ripley looked at the woman, who seemed close to tears, clutching at a large handful of her burnt umber ringlets as if preparing to rip them out of her head. 

			“It wasn’t rats. And I don’t think you should bother her, no.”

			They exited the building only to enter a bustling sea of people. Everyone was helping with preparations for the Anniversary celebration, the bulk of which took place here, in D1. The lack of housing in this dome left a lot of open space, which formed what was quaintly referred to as the city square.

			Two men were configuring a speaking platform to the right of Sigil’s steps, and a Theran woman was busy festooning the podium with garlands and flowers. The pleasant floral scent permeated the air, the rarity of the blooms adding an almost exotic appeal. Their vibrant colors were a welcome change from the otherwise bleak concrete expanse.

			Flowers for flowers’ sake were not deemed important enough to grow in their limited facilities. But several varieties of flowering medicinal plants were used to brighten the ceremonies, after which they would be collected and dried for something more practical. In Sanctuary, nothing was squandered.

			They walked in silence for a few minutes, taking in the preparations. Everyone looked cheerful, excited. For many, this was the best time of the year. There would be speeches, games, and a whole feast that all the citizens of Sanctuary were invited to enjoy. This was a big deal, since food was always strictly rationed. There was always enough, but only just. A little bit of overindulgence once in a while was just the thing to warm the hearts and bellies of the people.

			Ripley wondered why he, too, couldn’t just relax and enjoy the celebration. Every Human in Sanctuary had been born here, after all. Whole generations had lived and died here. He’d never known the outside world, before this city. So, what was it that made him feel depressed about something that had never been his to miss in the first place?

			“I’m going to catch the Tube and head home,” he declared, entertaining a scandalous vision of himself overriding the shower timer and taking twice the allotted time slot before collapsing into bed. After all, nothing made the time go by faster than good old-fashioned unconsciousness. The sooner the Anniversary arrived, the sooner it would be over.

			Felix looked crestfallen. “Wish we could hang out, like we used to. Living at Sigil six days a week has really put a damper on my social life, you know? Do you want to come have dinner with me and Willow?”

			Ripley shook his head. “I’m sorry. Soon, though.”

			“Well you’re still coming to the Anniversary with us, at least, right? Because you’ll break poor Willow’s heart if you don’t.”

			“Of course.”

			Although he wasn’t looking forward to the event, he couldn’t suppress a smile at the memory of the last time all three of them had been together. Willow had insisted on preparing a traditional dish that she had learned about during her studies on ancient Human culture. It had been Ripley’s twenty-first birthday, and she’d wanted it to be special. She’d spent days agonizing over the meal, which she’d called “Mac and Cheese.” Unfortunately, the result had been—quite literally—hard to swallow.

			Willow had forgotten to take into account the fact that almost none of the ingredients existed within Sanctuary’s culinary means. With stubborn determination, she had made what she deemed to be suitable substitutions. The macaroni replaced by cauliflower, the specified cheeses replaced by one of Sanctuary’s own. When Willow tried to melt it into a sauce the result had been a lumpy, fragmented goop. The cheese of yonder days must not have been made from the milk of goats fed on a synthetically prepared fodder of nutrients and vitamin supplements.

			Ripley and Felix had been unable to hide their revulsion, though for his part Ripley had made a valiant effort to do so. He remembered how she had burst into tears at the table and then, almost immediately, how they had all begun laughing together over the absurdity of her reaction.

			Ripley cherished those times with his friends. But right now, he just wanted to be alone.

			He watched Felix sulk out of the corner of his eye. A head taller than Ripley, with long legs and a lithe figure, his friend could easily pass for a full-blooded Theran at first glance, his pointed ears peeking out from beneath his curly hair. It was this feature, so reminiscent of ancient fairytales, that had led to the widespread adoption of the nickname Elves in reference to the Theran people. But his looks did not matter to the Council, only his lineage. Felix and the two hundred or so Halfsies like him would never be considered more than second-class citizens.

			Ripley realized he was sinking himself into a fouler mood by the second and tried to focus on their surroundings instead. They reached Sigil Station and placed their wrists under the scanner, their sub-dermal chips verifying their credentials. The Sigil insignia flashed on the gate guard’s monitor and he waved them through to the platform.

			The Tube was Sanctuary’s only means of transportation, connecting the six biospheres together. The domes were arranged in a ring, and the Tube system ran through the heart of each, branching out in wide loops to smaller stations on the outskirts of the city. There was D1—it housed Sigil, the governing body of Sanctuary and its operations center. D2, the Agridome, was where all food was grown and stored. They only had one station to minimize access to vital supplies.

			D3, D4, and D5 were home to the populace. There was D3 for the Therans, and the other two for the Humans. Halfsies, the common term for people like Felix, were often forced to the seedy outskirts of the domes, though some had managed to hold fast to a small community in the heart of D4.

			The train picked up speed as it crossed the long expanse beneath the abandoned wreckage of D6, the jolting and rattling so familiar now that Ripley barely noticed it. There were no stops in this dome. It had suffered a catastrophic failure during the building stage and remained incomplete. He often wondered what it looked like.

			Nowhere in the city offered much in the way of scenery. Because of their unique location in the Antarctic region, it had been built on solid earth, not atop the thick ice sheet that covered most of the continent. Theoretically, Ripley knew that this meant they might have given the domes real ground. It might have taken more energy to maintain the temperature, but it would have been possible. And besides, their energy reserves were virtually unlimited. The city sat in the shadow of Mount Erebus, an active volcano from which they drew the heat that powered the underground Geothermal Plant.

			But the domes had needed to be sealed. So, instead of dirt and trees and grass, the people of Sanctuary had only endless slabs of concrete and steel. The Agridome utilized an aquaponic system rather than soil. Only the Geothermal Plant, deep beneath the city where few ever had the unfortunate need to visit, was exposed to the earth itself.

			The grey landscape was dull but familiar. Five generations separated Ripley from the last time anyone had run in a field or climbed a tree.

			A thick, sweet-smelling cloud rolled lazily into his vision, disrupting Ripley’s train of thought.

			He cast a sidelong glance at Felix and frowned in disapproval. “You aren’t supposed to be doing that on the Tube. You’re going to get us in trouble.”

			Felix took a long draw off the mouthpiece of a small, pen-like device, blowing out another cloud. “It’s fine.” 

			The clouds were now drawing harsh stares from some of the other passengers.

			“It’s not ‘fine,’ you’re going to set off the sensors with all that smoke in this tiny space.”

			“It’s not smoke,” Felix retorted, his tone indignant. “It’s vapor. Lighten up. Oh, hey, that reminds me! I heard this great joke the other day. A Human, an Elf, and a Halfsie walk into a bar. The Human says, ‘Give me something with a little zip to it.’ The Elf says, ‘Is this place certified by the Sigil Committee on Food and Drink?’ And the Halfsie, he looks right at the bartender and says—”

			Felix was interrupted by as a red light began flashing at the head of the compartment.

			“Please be aware,” droned a cool female voice from the speakers. “There is smoke in car three. Remain calm. A Tube Official has been dispatched.”

			Felix made a frantic attempt to dissipate the clouds by waving his hands around, and Ripley rolled his eyes. 

			“I told you,” he muttered, shrinking down in his chair as an angry-looking Tube Official strode through the door connecting the cars.

			“But it’s vapor!” Felix insisted weakly, still flailing his arms.

		

	
		
			Two

			A Dish Best Served Cold

			“NO, no, no, that won’t work either!” Sylvia exclaimed, exasperated. She nodded at a couple of passing workers heading out into the courtyard, listening to the man on the line give her his proposal for what seemed like the hundredth time. “We can’t have swarms of people in and out of Sigil during the celebration without extra security procedures. Don’t you remember what happened last year? And that...that was only school children!”

			He continued droning on about how important it was to let the public see the government in action, spouting off carefully rehearsed phrases like “builds trust” and “establishes strong community ties.” He seemed to be under the impression that he was telling her about some new, innovative concept. 

			As if she weren’t charged with these very same goals on a daily basis.

			“And just how do you suppose,” she tried to explain once again, resting her head in her palm and massaging her temples, “we’re going to show the people their government in action when most of Sigil’s employees will be at the celebrations? Not to mention that the remainder will be scrambling to keep the whole place up and running! How are they going to do their jobs with a bunch of curious citizens in here poking around and asking questions? If you’re interested in organizing a tour of Sigil’s facilities on a different day, I would be more than happy to assist in coordinating it.”

			A small but growing headache had taken root behind her eyes, made worse by the uncooperative nature of the man on the comm. Not for the first time, Sylvia found herself wishing that the whole Advisory department would just be dissolved. They only had one job, and none of them seemed to be much good at it.

			This wasn’t going to work. The man kept on talking, refusing to listen to reason.

			“You know what?” she cut in at last, eager to be done with this conversation, “I’m going to transfer you to Security. You can give them the details. I’m sure they’ll be able to come up with a satisfying compromise” Unsure of any such thing, she pressed a button and leaned back in her chair as the line went blissfully silent.

			Sylvia knew she might regret that decision later, but if she could just keep him occupied until the Anniversary was over, she’d have a whole year before she had to deal with him or his kind again.

			As Director of Sigil’s Public Relations department, Sylvia had been in charge of coordinating the government’s role in the Anniversary celebrations for the last three years. Never before had it been anywhere near as stressful as these last few weeks. Sanctuary would be celebrating its one hundred twenty-fifth birthday in just a few days, and everyone thought that it should be a much bigger deal than in prior years. 

			She shuddered to think what it would have been like to organize the event for the centennial celebrations and offered up a silent salute to whatever poor soul had been in charge back then. The fact that her predecessor’s name had not gone down in history as an abject failure was a small, but welcome, consolation. If they had managed it, then so could she.

			Sylvia had begun her planning right after the last Anniversary and yet here she was, days away from the celebration and drowning under piles of requests and outright demands from all of the departments who had failed to prepare until the last possible moment. What good was being on top of things if she had to deal with such an enormous train wreck anyway?

			The main problem, as far as Sylvia was concerned, was that she had been given the authority to make executive decisions but lacked the manpower to follow through. She was the only one who could grant or deny requests, and as such, she was the one that was sought out when people wanted to know why their requests had been denied. It didn’t help that she’d chosen the Information desk as her station. Front and center in the lobby, she wasn’t exactly hard to find. 

			And it wasn’t as if doing the extra work would reflect well on her, anyway. Sylvia knew from experience that any success would be attributed to Sigil as a whole...only the failures would land squarely on her shoulders. A forceful sigh escaped her lips as she let her head fall back, clapping her hands over her face to shut out the rest of the world, if only for a moment.

			“Come now, Sylvia. It can’t be as bad as all that.”

			She raised her head and peered through splayed fingers at the friendly face of Edwin Smalls, Human Liaison to the Elder Council. He was standing across the counter from her, his prominent jaw accentuated by a wide smile that was reflected in the squint of his steely grey eyes.

			“Maybe you’d like to have a go at planning the biggest disaster Sanctuary has ever seen?” Her tone was light but her eyes were pleading.

			“Sorry,” he replied, “a bit busy at the moment.”

			She nodded dejectedly. “Yeah, funny. That’s what everyone keeps saying when I ask.”

			Edwin laughed, smoothing the front of his bright blue shirt with one hand as he pushed a piece of paper across the desk with the other. The singular nature of his position in the hierarchy meant that he was not subjected to the drab uniforms of most Sigil personel. While Sylvia wanted nothing more to blend in, Edwin’s immaculate but gaudy attire seemed chosen precisely for its ability to stand out. Each day he wore something bright and cheerful, his wardrobe apparently quite remarkable in scope compared to the average citizen. “Here you are. I know it’s last minute...the Council has thrown us for a loop with this one. A list of speakers for your approval.”

			She felt her eyebrows rise in surprise. “I’ve never had to approve the speakers before. The Council always decides who will speak and about what. That’s well above my paygrade.”

			She glanced down at the list, scanning the names as her confusion grew. “Wait, these aren’t even Council members.”

			Edwin nodded, his expression more serious than before. “No. You’re right, we have no say in the Council’s decisions. But they asked me to compile the names of potential department members who could talk a little about what they do. Hoping it might inspire confidence, I guess? I thought these were pretty safe options.”

			She scanned the page. “Nelson Boggs, Core Operations. Nathaniel Saugus, Reclamation... Oh, wait, Felix. Hmm.”

			She peered around Edwin, looking toward the door. “I think I just saw him leaving. Anyway,” she went back to the list and finished looking over the rest of the names. “This looks fine, I guess. I think I’d take Felix off. I mean, what does the Observatory Attendant even do?”

			Edwin shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s why I thought it might be interesting to find out.”

			“Well, you find out on your own time. Speeches during the celebrations aren’t supposed to be about new, interesting tidbits. They’re supposed to be about dull, comforting facts. Maybe get someone from Agriculture and Livestock to talk about the food supply. Hmm...Denton Murphy, Security,” she read, biting her lip. “I’m not sure about him, either. He seems a bit...um...intense.”

			“That’s a very diplomatic word for it,” Edwin replied, his mouth curving into a reassuring smile. “But if you think it’s a bad idea, I defer to your judgment. I thought people might like to know a bit more about how we work to keep them safe.”

			Sylvia considered this for a moment. “I think you should have someone from Security. But maybe someone a little less, ah...” she searched for another diplomatic word, “biased? Better pick someone fast though, they aren’t going to have a lot of time for speech writing with just one more day before the celebration.” She groaned as she heard the words spoken aloud. “Ugh, just one more day! I have to get back to work!”

			“Yes ma’am.” Edwin offered a little salute. “Leave it to me.” He turned away.

			“Where are you off to?” she called after his receding form. Despite her insistence that she needed to work, she had still enjoyed the brief respite from reality that his visit had provided. He did not pause as he continued across the gleaming white floor of the large, opulent lobby.

			He didn’t even look back, just called over his shoulder. “There was another closed-door Elder Council meeting last night. I’m supposed to be briefed on the details in five minutes, and you know how those Elves value punctuality. Gotta run!”

			And with that, he was gone.

			She envied Edwin from time to time. He was the highest-ranking Human in Sigil, and yet he always seemed so together, so on top of things. He always had a smile on his face when they spoke, and somehow managed to avoid the constant stress that Sylvia’s own job heaped on her in spades. Was it her? Was she making things more difficult than they needed to be?

			No, she decided. Rank doesn’t necessarily equal responsibility. Edwin’s job was to be the Human face of the Theran Elder Council, the ruling authority. He had to stand around and look pretty and regurgitate their sessions as something more digestible for the people who worked under them. Sylvia, on the other hand, had to be the Human face of Sigil itself, offering assurances to ten thousand Sanctuary citizens that all was well. As such, she needed to be familiar with the inner workings of Sigil, and comfortable enough to be able to speak about them without preparation as required.

			There were one hundred twelve departments in Sigil, twelve of which comprised the schooling facilities. Then there were the obviously important ones, such as Core Operations, the Geothermal Plant, and Reclamation, without which the city would fall. But there were dozens of lesser-known departments that kept things running. Food Services, for instance, or Accounting. No one ever asked to hear about Accounting, of course, and she certainly didn’t blame them. But a self-sustaining city was still a city, and people still worked on a monetary payment system. Sylvia had no idea what the value of credits was based on, or how many were circulating back and forth between Sanctuary’s citizens. She guessed that was why she wasn’t an Accountant. She was the head of Public Relations, the cheery face that made Sigil accessible to the common man. Absentmindedly, she tried to force her face into a smile.

			She failed.

			There was a tap on her shoulder, and she looked up to see first the gold-trimmed grey midsection of an Engineering uniform, and as her gaze moved upward, the solemn-faced wearer staring down at her.

			“Can I help you?” she asked, flustered by the interruption.

			“Ahead of the celebrations, we have been instructed to check all systems to ensure proper functionality.”

			“A systems check? Are you serious?” She spread her hands, gesturing at her desk. “All I have is a standard access panel and a comm. What could you possibly be checking, my paperwork?”

			A wild vision of the Elf sifting through her appropriations forms and replacing them all out of order flashed before her mind’s eye, causing her to swallow hard. 

			“Sorry, ma’am, but we are required to check everything in the Sigil network. That includes your station.” Although his tone remained professional, she swore she saw one of those pointed ears twitch, a clear indication that he found her resistance irritating.

			“Alright, alright.” Sylvia raised her hands in defeat. “I’ll get out of your way, then.”

			She gathered up a pile of request forms, handing him her earpiece. Maybe she could do a little more work on the Tube. She glanced at the clock—if she hurried, she could still make the next train out of Sigil Station.

			***

			Sylvia reached the Tube with just moments to spare and was still looking for an open seat as the train began to accelerate. She stumbled a bit as it lurched forward, instinctively reaching up to grab at one of the overhead handles. She wouldn’t be allowed to move between compartments now that they were in motion, but she assumed that all the others would be just as full. So much for working on the Tube. It seemed more crowded than usual today. Sylvia recognized many of the faces, even if she couldn’t put a name to them. Hundreds of workers streamed in and out of the Sigil lobby during her shift. They must have all been let off of work early due to the systems checks. Judging by their faces, it seemed that most of them did not share her disdain at the idea of an afternoon off.

			Conversations floated around her, but she paid them little attention. Sylvia was lost in her own thoughts, fixated on the massive pile of tasks awaiting her attention. If only the comms worked on the Tube, she would have at least been able to make a few arrangements. She tried to force herself to relax, to breathe deep and empty her mind of the cluttered thoughts that towered higher than her workload. She couldn’t do anything about it right now, so she might as well try to enjoy the ride.

			A rumbling laugh, like the growl of a hungry bear, made her skin prickle. She looked around, spotting Denton Murphy a few seats away. Surrounded by some of his fellow Security officers, he seemed to be telling a riveting tale. They were hanging on his every word, staring at him with eyes full of admiration and envy.

			“I warned him, didn’t I, Percy?” he was saying. A large, dull-looking man with placid blue eyes gave a fervent nod. “I told him, ‘Mind yer own business, or it’ll be you next.’”

			One of his cronies let out a low whistle. “And then what happened?”

			Denton leaned back in his chair, a smug smile spreading across the shadow of stubble that covered his cheeks. “Well, he didn’t listen. And so—” 

			It was then that Denton glanced up and caught Sylvia staring. His eyes narrowed and she looked away.

			“Hey, you.”

			She did not want to engage. Sigil’s Security personnel weren’t all bad. She was friends with a few of them and tolerated many more. But Denton was a thug. She wasn’t looking for trouble, she just wanted to get home and get back to her work. Just ignore him.

			“Hey! I’m talkin’ to you.”

			With a sick feeling of resignation, she looked up again, preparing to give Denton a piece of her mind. But as her mouth opened, she realized that Denton and the others weren’t talking to her. They were addressing a young man sitting just in front of her.

			“You’ve got some nerve.” Denton tilted his chin upward, nostrils flaring. “Sittin’ there while this nice lady is forced to stand, carrying all her heavy stuff.”

			“It’s really quite alright—” Sylvia began. The young man raised his head, perhaps just now realizing that Denton was talking to him, or perhaps, like her, he had been hoping to ignore his aggressor. She was startled as his face turned toward her, his iridescent eyes grieved by the unwanted attention. “Sorry,” he mumbled, standing. His shoulders were slumped in tired defeat.

			“No,” Sylvia said, “please, sit. You were here first.”

			“Don’t matter if he were here first,” Denton’s voice was a low growl and he rose to his feet. “He should just be thankful he gets to be here at all.”

			“I am,” the young man agreed in an unconvincing monotone. “Very grateful.”

			“Mr. Murphy.” Sylvia rounded on the tyrant and found him much closer than before, his friends at his back, taking up the whole aisle as those who’d been standing there attempted to squeeze themselves out of the way, none of them wanting to have any part in the confrontation. That was the real problem. No one wanted to get involved. So long as the Security team kept their offenses directed against Halfsies and refrained from hassling Elves, the Elder Council seemed all too willing to turn a blind eye. “Leave this man alone. He’s done nothing to warrant your uncouth behavior, and I am more than capable of standing, thank you very much.”

			She gave him a warning look that she hoped did not reflect the nervous dance her insides were performing. She didn’t think they’d harm her, at the very least not in front of all these witnesses, but then again...

			Just then, a red light at the head of the compartment began to blink, and a rather frazzled-looking Tube Official appeared in the doorway, making his way to the back door. “Excuse me, excuse me,” he muttered as he forced his way past Denton’s crew. 

			“Please be aware,” came a voice from the loudspeaker. “There is smoke in car three. Remain calm. A Tube Official has been dispatched.” 

			Sylvia scanned the other passengers, thankful for the distraction. Several people expressed mild curiosity at the announcement, necks craning to follow the progress of the Tube Official, but most simply appeared agitated by the delay. One man in particular, sallow-faced and looking as if he hadn’t slept in days, seemed on the verge of crying. She could relate.

			Several moments later the train slowed, then drew to a stop. “Please remain in your car,” came the loudspeaker voice once more. “We apologize for the delay. We will be underway again shortly.”

			The disembodied voice was true to its word. It wasn’t long before the car gave another little lurch and they began to move again, picking up speed. Soon enough they were pulling into the D5 Market Station.

			Sylvia was grateful to get out of the crowd and into the open. She walked the street slowly, looking around at the vendors. The enormous geothermal condensers rose up and out of sight from behind the Tube station, which was surrounded by shops in all directions. The markets in the residential areas were located at the center, where the high peak of the dome gave everything a wide open, airy feeling. Vivid banners in bright colors decorated booths whose owners vied for customers’ attention with boisterous shouts and lofty claims.

			Spotting the trailing red streamers that adorned her father’s booth, she found him gesturing animatedly to several patrons. Sylvia caught his eye and waved, and he motioned for her to come over.

			Sylvia waited until the last customer had walked away. “Hi, Daddy! I can’t stay, I have a lot of work to do.”

			Her father stuck his lower lip out in an exaggerated pout. “Well if you’ve work to do, why aren’t you at work?”

			“They kicked me out,” she told him with an innocent shrug.

			“Well then, I should think that means you’re done for the day,” he reasoned with a mischievous grin.

			She smiled and replied with a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ll see you soon!” Then she headed off toward home.

			Outside the rings of merchants was where the housing began. First came twelve striking stone houses of black andesite spaced far apart in a circle that wasted, in Sylvia’s opinion, a large amount of perfectly useful space.

			Next was the common housing, tall apartment complexes that most of the families of Sanctuary called home. She glanced up as her complex came into view, spotting the glass slider that led from their modest kitchen to their modest balcony, six stories up. It would have been a carbon copy of all the others if not for the colorful crocheted decorations her Nana had lovingly woven around the railing posts.

			The weight of her work became a physical burden as she trekked up the stairs. The lift here hadn’t functioned in over a decade, and Sigil did nothing about it. Once under the stewardship of a Civil Engineering division, housing maintenance had become a civilian’s responsibility soon after the Edge had started to make a name for itself as a growing problem. The large apartments that kissed the edges of the domes had once been coveted for their generous living quarters. As the population soared, they’d been subdivided so many times that many no longer had individual restrooms or kitchens. The poor had been forced into the shared housing, tempted out of their small, but private, apartments for offers of credits and rations. 

			Sylvia was thankful that her own family got by well enough to avoid that particular fate. The apartment she called home might be a bit cramped for five adults, but she tried to think of it as cozy. In the Edge, as complaints of vandalism and service calls for repairs rose, the Civil Engineering department had been overwhelmed. Rather than increase its workers, Sigil had instead phased it out of existence. Sylvia had never ventured to the Edge to see just how bad it must have been to have caused a whole Sigil department to crumble. That had been before her time, and it was only getting worse. For that matter, she’d never even been to all of the domes. 

			In a world confined to five operational domes, she had voluntarily shrunken her own existence to only two.

			A pleasant smell of vegetables and herbs wafted through the door as she opened it. Her mother, Martha, was in the kitchen chopping carrots to add to a bubbling pot on the tiny, single-burner hot plate. She looked up when Sylvia entered, eyes widening with surprise as she glanced at the clock. “I wasn’t expecting you for hours!” her mother declared, not unkindly.

			“I know! I’m sorry I won’t be much help, though. I had to bring a lot of work home with me.”

			She showed her mother the great stack of paperwork before she folded down the table and began spreading it out. “Hello, Nana,” she called down the short hallway to where an old woman sat, immersed in a pile of mending. Her grandmother looked up and gave a little wave in response.

			“I can do my work in here if that’s all right,” Sylvia offered. “Keep you company?” Her mother nodded.

			Their apartment was comprised of four small rooms. The kitchen was also the dining area, with a table that folded up out of the way when not in use. Six mismatched folding chairs leaned against the beige wall beneath the table, a long, dark scuff mark delineating their usual resting spots. Along the opposite side sat a sink and a refrigerator that, despite its small size, was still pitifully empty. There was a small prep area as well, above which narrow cupboards housed their dinnerware.

			Even though they were only able to cook one thing at a time, Sylvia’s mother had a soft spot for pots and pans. A variety of them hung from hooks that spanned the length of the ceiling, a collection that her father had acquired through trading over the years. As a child, these unnecessary trinkets had always irked Sylvia, who had been taught in school that necessity was all that Sanctuary’s citizens required, and that anything beyond that was waste born of pride. However, over time she’d come to realize that this was how her father expressed his love: through warped pans and soup pots with discolored bottoms. She wondered for a fleeting moment if anyone would ever love her that much.

			There was a narrow hall beside the kitchen that led to the den, with a bedroom on either side. Her Nana slept in the den at night on a rigid sofa that had long ago given up any pretense of being comfortable. Although Sylvia had tried to convince her to take one of the bunks countless times before, Nana had always replied that the firm surface was good for her back.

			Sylvia laughed each time she heard this, because the beds were not much softer than the sofa. The mattresses were thin and sat on a wire frame that always sagged too much in the middle.

			Still smiling at the memory, Sylvia relaxed a little, enjoying the sounds and smells of her mother’s cooking as she sifted through the papers, trying to decide where to start.

			Application for temporary sales stall. Sylvia gave a small sigh. That one was easy enough to contend with.

			In small, neat letters she wrote “Denied” across the top of the page and set it aside. She didn’t need to consult the proposed map of D1’s square to know that all available vendor spaces had been filled months ago. She’d wanted to get her father a space but he’d declined, saying it would appear to be favoritism.

			“It is favoritism,” she’d countered. “My job doesn’t have many perks, so why not take advantage of them when they come up?” But she’d dropped the subject after a while, giving the stall to another in the long line of hopefuls.

			There were several more of these in the stack and Sylvia, with a twinge of regret, dutifully denied each as she came to it. She was also able to square away a couple of Material Requisition forms from various decorating committees and one strange request for the temporary enlargement of a North Wing doorframe.

			Requisition for additional workforce personnel. That was an odd one. She skimmed the page, wondering who could possibly be looking for more personnel during the celebrations. Most departments were paring down their staff as much as possible to allow their workers to attend the festivities.

			Sylvia found the information she was looking for—Tube Maintenance. That makes sense, she reasoned. It was likely that the Tube would need some extra hands during such a high traffic event. She read on. Under special requests it read, “Theran only.”

			“Huh,” Sylvia muttered, surprised. It was rare for Humans to be denied work in jobs as undesirable as “Tube Maintenance.”

			She was unable to ponder it further. At that moment the door opened and her younger brother entered the apartment, tossing his jacket toward the back of her chair with a casual flick of his wrist. He missed and it slid to the floor instead.

			“Pick it up!” their mother snapped, and he hurried to oblige. 

			His fiery red hair and pale complexion, comforting and familiar to Sylvia, were dramatically different than the bronze skin and deep brown locks the rest of the family shared. Her family had adopted Ben as a toddler. Both of his parents had died in a freak accident in the Agricultural dome. She had been six at the time, and he had filled a hole in her heart that she hadn’t realized was there before. Sylvia had thought of him as her brother ever since. 

			She’d often sensed a bit of jealousy from the other kids growing up; siblings were unheard of in this generation, thanks to the one-child policy. Sylvia recalled an incident when another girl at school had pointed out that Ben wasn’t her real brother. 

			She had promptly punched the girl in the nose and no one had ever dared to bring it up again.

			“Hey, Syl!” Ben gave her a broad grin, pulling out a chair to join her.

			“Hey Ben. How was your day?”

			He shrugged. “It was okay, I guess. We’ve been decommissioning a whole bunch of older model pods for reclamation.”

			Sylvia groaned. “I wish things were slowing down for me, too,” she pouted, reaching out to fan the edge of the pile of yet unfinished applications with her thumb. “I could do with being a bit bored for a while. I mean, the Anniversary happens every year. Why does everybody wait until the very last minute before requesting stuff? How come no one has figured out yet that that isn’t how it works?”

			Ben leaned forward and spread his arms over her work, scooping it all into a messy pile and standing up before she could stop him. He walked away despite her feeble sound of protest. 

			“The celebration will be over and done before you know it!” he declared from the bedroom, emerging empty-handed. “Just a few more of these stressful, overworked days and it’ll all be behind you. But for now, let’s eat!”

			Sylvia hadn’t realized how much time had passed. Their mother was grumbling to herself as she carried bowls to the table. 

			“Late again, no respect, I slave over a hot stove and he can’t even be bothered to come home while it’s still warm. Chatting, I suspect. Always a talker, that man...” 

			She was still mumbling as she walked back to the kitchen for another bowl, which she brought down the hall to her mother-in-law.

			Stirring the steaming liquid thoughtfully, Sylvia turned to her brother. “Ben, did you get a chance to meet Felix before he transferred departments?”

			Ben nodded. “The Halfsie, right? Sure, he was great. Really funny. Could do with a little of his humor these days.”

			“Do you think I should have him speak at the ceremonies?”

			Her brother looked startled. “About pod manufacturing? Who the heck wants to hear about pod manufacturing?”

			She shook her head. “No, about being the Observatory Attendant.”

			“Oh, that.” 

			He stopped talking to take a bite but recoiled with a hiss as the hot spoon seared his tongue. He was still running it along his teeth, trying to restore sensation, when he finally replied. “Uh, I guess?”

			“Not exactly a vote of confidence.”

			“Well, it’s not that, I mean, like I said. He’s a funny guy. But, you know—he is a Halfsie.”

			“So?”

			“So how often does the Elder Council go parading Halfsies around at parties? I’m just saying, I don’t think it would reflect well on you. Might look a little, well...rebellious.”

			Sylvia hadn’t thought about it that way at all. She’d been more concerned over whether anyone would even care about the Observatory and what it was for. The fact that a Halfsie might be an unwelcome addition to the festivities hadn’t even crossed her mind. 

			“Oh.” The idea that someone might consider her rebellious flustered her. “I suppose you’re right.”

			Not long after they had finished, Sylvia’s father arrived. He entered with a meek smile, peeking in to gauge how much trouble he was in. 

			“Good evening, Martha, dear,” he offered sweetly. Sylvia shot him a sympathetic glance from where she stood near the sink, washing the dishes. His eyes came to rest on the bowl of soup that sat alone on the table, and he grimaced.

			“Late again!” Martha declared, brandishing a knife she’d just finished drying. Their father started offering excuses, sputtering about rusty shutters and fuel cells.

			Ben and Sylvia made their way quietly out of the kitchen, neither wishing to get caught in the crossfire. As Sylvia opened the bedroom door, she glanced toward the living room where Nana was suppressing a chuckle.

			Ben entered first, returning her confiscated workload from where he’d tossed it on the bed in a haphazard heap. “So, tell me about these speakers for the Anniversary. That’s new.”

			Sylvia nodded. “Edwin just told me about it this morning. He gave me a list to look over.” She sniffed. “More last minute details to contend with.”

			She flipped through her paperwork. “I think he left me a copy... Yep, here it is!” 

			She handed Ben the paper and he looked it over.

			Ben’s face lit up. “Hey, Nelson! He’ll love that. You’re going to approve him, right?”

			“Sure, he seems like a pretty nice kid. I was looking at his file, though, and he hasn’t been there very long. He was assigned just this year, same as you. Do you think he has enough experience to talk about Core Operations after just a few months?”

			Ben shrugged dismissively, handing the list back to her. “I bet he’ll do fine. I mean, I knew everything I needed to know about Pods after the first five minutes. How hard could it be?”

			“Well, manufacturing pods isn’t quite as complex as operating vital systems for all of Sanctuary.”

			Ben gave a huff of righteous indignation. “Well if it isn’t that important, then why do they have so much security?”

			“What do you mean?”

			Ben flopped onto his small cot, the coils squeaking in resentment at the sudden weight. “Well, you know. There’s just a lot of security down there. They’ve practically got a guard overseeing every station! There are a bunch of Theran scientists always coming in and out, making changes and requests and stuff. It’s a bit annoying. Trying to do programming with a big hairy Elf breathing down your neck and people constantly asking you to change your work to do this or that.”

			Sylvia considered pointing out that she’d never known an Elf who could be described as “hairy,” but that wasn’t what intrigued her. “What kind of changes?”

			Sylvia knew very little about Pod Manufacturing, as they rarely required her services. During her tenure in Public Relations, no one had ever so much as inquired about it. She might not have even known the department existed if Ben hadn’t been assigned to it after his graduation.

			“Well, it’s a little hard to explain,” he began, sounding rather proud of himself. “But essentially there are all these pods, and each one is a self-contained unit. They have their own generators and their own programming, and they’re all a little different. They aren’t hooked up to any network, so whenever someone needs something changed, it has to be done one at a time.”

			“So, there’s a lot of them?”

			Ben nodded. “Oh, loads. I’ve tried counting, but they move them in and out of storage so often, I’ve lost track. At least a hundred. Maybe more.”

			“A hundred!” she repeated, “What do they need a hundred pods for?”

			“Supposedly they’re working on all kinds of stuff. That’s why all the pods need to be set up in different ways. And of course, we’ve come up with some theories of our own, too.”

			“Like what?”

			“Well, they’ve said they’re working on a way to use the pods to help heal serious injuries. From what I’ve heard, there are a lot of those down in the Geothermal Plant. But,” here he leaned forward to whisper conspiratorially, “I think they’re trying to develop a cure for the Sequencing.”

			“What? Come on.” She studied him, searching his face for some tell that he was messing with her. 

			There was none. “You mean, for real?”

			Ben offered another shrug. “A lot of the programming I do has to do with genetic data. It makes sense.”

			“Get off it,” Sylvia was shaking her head. “Of course they need genetic data if they’re going to put people in them. They’d need it for monitoring, or something...right?”

			“I guess.”

			“So, what other theories do you have?”

			“Well, some people think that the Council might use them to keep criminals in stasis. Suspended animation, maybe. You know, so they don’t have to waste food on them.”

			A chill crept up Sylvia’s spine, pulling the hairs at the nape of her neck to attention. 

			“That’s an interesting idea,” she replied, but her reluctance was evident. She didn’t find it interesting in the slightest. It sounded horrifying.

			“Yeah, but I don’t buy it. If they put the criminals in stasis, who will run Geo? They might also use them to suspend parts of the population in times of food shortages, though they’d need a lot more than a hundred to make a difference. They’d need thousands.”

			“Oh, I hope that’s not true!” Sylvia shuddered, imagining being locked in a tiny pod, helpless and alone.

			“Well, don’t worry about it.” Ben stretched and gave an exaggerated yawn. “Anyway, I’m tired. Another exciting day in Pod Manufacturing tomorrow! I need my beauty rest.”

			“Right.” Sylvia stood up, yawning herself. “Me, too. Goodnight, Ben.”

			“G’night, Syl.”

			She moved to the door to turn off the light and listened, chancing a peek out into the hall, which was quiet. She spotted her father in the kitchen, a sullen, mournful look in his eyes. He was eating his cold soup, her mother standing over him with her arms crossed, the hint of a smile on her face at the sight of justice being done.

			Sylvia hit the switch and moved to her bed. Too tired to change out of her uniform, she tossed the papers on her bedside table, laid down, and fell asleep.

		

	
		
			Three

			Cause and Effect

			STRICTLY speaking, people weren’t supposed to walk along the Tube tracks. Ripley and Felix, however, weren’t the first poor souls ever to find themselves kicked off the Tube, wandering the dim walkway that followed the gentle curve of the tunnel. The domes measured a little over a mile in diameter, and there was about another mile of track connecting each of them to the next. The cooler temperatures below ground made their walk of shame feel a lot longer to Ripley.

			He knew there were vagrants down here as well, but he didn’t expect to cross paths with any. They tucked themselves into dark corners and hollows in the walls where Security was less apt to find and detain them. Vagrancy was considered a crime in Sanctuary, but Ripley didn’t understand why Sigil couldn’t just leave these unfortunates alone. From what he could tell, living in the Tube tunnels was punishment enough.

			Sometimes, when he wanted to be by himself, Ripley would come down here to explore. He rarely wandered very far, though, and it had been years since he’d had that kind of spare time. Maintenance crews kept the main line well lit, but many of the lights in the tunnels that branched off had burnt out long ago. Just like in the Observatory, it seemed that no one had the time to worry about the hidden underbelly of the city. Over ten thousand people lived in Sanctuary. Most of them, Ripley felt certain, had no idea of the sorry state of the transportation system.

			Sometimes small, handwritten signs were posted beside the mouths of the tunnels. They declared “D5 Market Station” or “D1 Maintenance,” or “No Exit,” evidence of those who had come before and attempted to mark their path. Most had no such signage, their subterranean depths left neglected and forgotten, their mysteries undiscovered.

			Felix looked around with amazement. “Wow, this place is kind of a dump, huh?” 

			This remark earned him a scathing glance.

			“It hasn’t changed,” Ripley replied in a clipped tone. Felix had accompanied him down here plenty of times before. Ripley had always been keenly aware of how others mistreated his friend, and the tunnels had offered a brief reprieve from all of that.

			“Sure it has. As I recall, it used to be full of treasures. Now it’s just full of junk.”

			“It’s all the same stuff as it’s always been.” 

			Ripley tried to reign in his exasperation as he walked, keeping several paces ahead. It wasn’t hard, as Felix kept falling behind, stopping to pick up trinkets as they went. For someone who had just called it all junk, his friend certainly found a great deal of it curious enough to warrant further inspection.

			“Come on, buddy. You can’t stay mad at me forever. How was I supposed to know they’d make us walk? I mean, it was just a vape! You think it’s ‘cause I’m a Halfsie?”

			Ripley rolled his eyes. “You think everything is because you’re a Halfsie. And a lot of times it might be! But sometimes it’s just because you don’t think, Felix.” 

			Ripley stumbled, too flustered to pay attention to where he was placing his feet on the littered ground. “They revoked our Tube privileges for a week! Do you know how early I’m going to have to wake up to be on time now? The domes won’t even be lit yet, for crying out loud.”

			“You didn’t have to defend me. I think I had the situation under control.”

			Ripley stopped, whirling around to face Felix. “You offered to let him try and then you gave him a demonstration!”

			“Well, clearly your diplomatic approach didn’t work, either.” 

			Felix jogged up beside him and held out his hand. “Here. For you.”

			An old pair of pliers. Ripley flexed the handles, feeling the slight resistance of rust in the hinge. He shrugged, slipping them into the pocket of his vest and giving Felix a wary look. 

			“Are you trying to bribe me with garbage you picked up off the ground? Because it’s not going to work. I’m still mad at you.”

			There came a sudden clanging from somewhere behind them. It echoed for a while, ricocheting off the walls before fading away. 

			Unlike the clean, smooth white of Sigil, the Tube was constructed from concrete, but metal paneling peppered the trail, giving access to maintenance shafts, electrical junctions, or geothermal components. Newer panels, freshly galvanized and gleaming, were interspersed among the original construction, where over a century’s worth of wear and tear had taken its toll. The whole tunnel had the appearance of an ugly patchwork quilt.

			Felix grinned. “Don’t be such a pessimist. Try not to think about how long it will take you to get to work. Instead, consider how awesome it will be spending all that extra time with me! Your best friend, Felix, the Magnificent!”

			A smile tugged unbidden at the corner of Ripley’s lips. “I can hardly wait.” The words dripped with sarcasm. “I’m so grateful for the opportunity to walk down these creepy tunnels full of weird noises. By myself. Seeing as you’ve got your bed at Sigil.”

			“Oh yeah, I do! Bad luck for you, then. But hey, it’s not my fault they make me stay nights sometimes. I mean, what if one of the motion sensors went off and no one was there to sound the alarm?”

			There was a rumbling behind them, and they moved instinctively to the edge of the walkway to allow wide berth to a passing train. 

			“Could be worse, you know.” Felix bent to examine another potential treasure as he spoke. Picking it up, he turned it over in his hand before chucking it away, unimpressed. “I mean, at least you’re in D5, so it’s a lot closer than my place. And the weather’s nice.”

			Ripley tried not to laugh, but it was hard to argue with that. In school, they’d been taught how outside of the city there were all kinds of dangers. From scorching deserts and floodplains to tornadoes and storms. 

			Here in Antarctica, there were months of darkness and long periods of twilight when the sun never rose above the horizon at all. The domes had been carefully crafted to simulate day and night, but Ripley knew that outside it was dark more often than not. They’d been taught to have a healthy respect for the constant, comfortable temperature and predictability of life in Sanctuary. They’d been ingrained to be grateful for what they had, the instinctual longing for anything more plucked from young minds as seeds and squashed beneath the heel of the establishment. Better not to think on such things. Things that could never be. 

			Yet Ripley found himself looking upward sometimes. He’d imagine the warm, unobstructed heat of the sun on his face. He knew, somehow, just how it would feel. 

			Instead, he was always met only by the gentle, frosted glow of the illuminated dome high above. 

			An artificial light source for an artificial existence.

			Felix’s tentative query broke through his reverie. “Ripley?”

			“Yeah?”

			“You still mad?”

			Ripley’s fingers traced the pliers in his pocket. Felix was an unmotivated, lazy, mischief-making slob.

			He was also the best, most loyal friend Ripley had ever known.

			“Nah, I’m not mad,” he decided, shoulders slumping as his temper began to cool.

			Felix exhaled with exaggerated relief. “Good. Because Willow will be, and I’m going to blame you.”

			***

			The dome’s cool evening glow had already begun to fade when they emerged from the tunnels, signaling closing time for the market. This simulated sunlight allowed them to grow food and reap those benefits that the outside world obtained from normal exposure. The simulated night kept them off the streets and out of trouble. 

			At least, that was the intention. Ripley wasn’t sure how effective the measure actually was.

			A lifetime of exploring with Felix had taught Ripley which market had the best price for which item, which shopkeepers would haggle and which to avoid. He’d always loved the marketplaces. They were so different from the rigidity of school or the mundane doldrums of working at Sigil. It was lively here, colorful and welcoming. In the market, everyone was free to make their own choices instead of dutifully following orders like mindless automatons.

			Felix held out his vape pen. “Do you have any fuel cells at your place? I don’t have my spares with me.”

			Ripley raised an eyebrow. “You can’t even be serious right now. First, you get us kicked off the Tube over that thing, and now you want me to be your enabler? Felix, my friend, you are a special kind of crazy.”

			“Oh, come on. Everybody needs something to relax them. I like my vape. It de-stresses me!”

			Ripley sighed. “That’s not even a word. And I don’t even know what it is you have to be stressed about. It certainly has nothing to do with your work.” Yet somehow, he found his feet veering off to the right toward a small concrete booth adorned with bright red streamers. 

			“James!” he shouted, waving a hand above his head to draw the older man’s attention, the sharp pain in his side returning as he did so. “Hold up!”

			James smiled kindly as he stopped what he was doing. “Ripley! If you have need of me, it must be that fate favors you today. I’d have been home five minutes ago if I could just get this infernal thing to come down.” He glared upward. “Fiendish chain.”

			“Well, glad we caught you, then.” 

			Ripley hopped the counter and Felix followed. James stepped out of the way as Ripley reached up and gave a quick tug on the chain, then another. He gritted his teeth as he willed the shutter to close. 

			Felix gestured, motioning for Ripley to step aside. He grasped the chain with one hand, making it look almost effortless, and a sharp, grating sound made them all grimace as it finally began to yield. The rolling metal shutter descended downward at a steady crawl until it met the counter. 

			“Thank you! It’s always been stubborn, but it’s gotten so much worse lately, it seems. Or maybe I’m just getting old and weak. Who can say?”

			Ripley peered up to where the edge of the shutter disappeared into a channel that ran to the stall’s roof. “No problem, James. Looks like it might just be getting rusty. I’ll come take a look at it next week and see if there’s anything I can do to fix it. But odds are you might need a few new components.” 

			He shot a meaningful look at Felix, who had stepped off to the side and was doing his best to appear innocent. “I’ll be down this way every night till then. I’ll help you close up if you don’t mind waiting around for me.”

			“Oh, I’d be grateful! Now, was there something you needed?”

			“Do you have any fuel cells?” Felix inquired, “Size two.”

			James nodded, turning to rummage through several boxes beneath the counter. Not finding anything he moved to the next one, pushing a large, tired looking copper stock pot out of his way. He made a gleeful noise, hand plunging deep into the crate and returning with his prize clutched in his fist. “Yes, you’re in luck, I have a few here. A charger as well? I believe I have several of those around here somewhere.”

			“No, I have one at home, thanks.” Felix cast a sheepish grin in Ripley’s direction. “Wasn’t planning to be out so late.”

			“Well, mind you don’t stay out too much later,” James’ tone turned grim. “I’ve got no problem with your kind, of course, but this time of year riles up the crazies, you know? Those that still blame the Elves for...” he waved a weary hand toward the dome and lowered his voice, “all of this.”

			James was still clutching the fuel cells. Felix, whose hand had been extended in eager anticipation, finally managed to recapture his attention, and James handed them over before continuing his dire warning. “Be careful. Last night I heard there was some kind of altercation right here in the market! I expect that sort of news from the Edge, but out in the open...” He shook his head in disbelief. “The trouble-makers grow bolder by the day.”

			Unfazed and perhaps not even listening, Felix began screwing his pen back together. He took a drag and smiled, wisps of vapor escaping from between his gleaming white teeth.

			Ripley automatically extended his wrist to pay. “Thanks, James.”

			“No, no, don’t worry about it.” The merchant waved his hand away. “Oh my! Did you get that from my shutter?”

			A large bruise was peeking out from beneath Ripley’s cuff. James reached forward to take a closer look, but Ripley jerked his arm away, tugging his sleeve down.

			“It’s nothing,” he replied. “Accident.”

			Felix peered at him, a question in his narrowed eyes, but Ripley offered no explanation. Instead, he turned his attention back to James, who was now ushering them out of the back of the stall. “Are you sure we can’t pay you?”

			“Oh no, it’s the least I can do for your help. What’re a few fuel cells between friends, eh? And I’ll be holding you to your word! You’ll be back to fix my shutter, right?”

			Ripley gave him a kind, reassuring smile. “Of course.”

			“Well then, if you’ll excuse me, my wife will not be happy if she’s cooked a hot meal and it’s cold when I arrive. She thinks I talk too much!” 

			He chuckled as he turned and hobbled away.

			“James sure is a nice guy,” Felix said with an approving nod.

			Ripley glanced sideways at him. “You’re going to help me fix that shutter.”

			“I was afraid you were going to say that.”

			They walked a little quicker now, heading toward Ripley’s place. It wasn’t much to speak of—few of the homes were. Felix strolled along in quiet contentment, puffing away, but Ripley couldn’t get James’ warning out of his head. 

			Humans, Elves and Halfsies tended to maintain outwardly civil interactions. There were occasional scuffles, of course. But the Anniversary celebrations were guaranteed to lead to talking, and the talking would lead to finger-pointing, and all the pent-up resentment would be right there, right beneath the surface, waiting to boil over. Ripley had seen first-hand what could happen next. 

			It wasn’t pretty.

			He was still preoccupied with worry as they got on the lift in his building. Unlike the quiet, smooth operation of the Sigil lifts, which were kept in exquisite repair, this one was more akin to a metal coffin. It shuddered and groaned, throwing its occupants off-kilter as it struggled upward on cables that had not been inspected in Ripley couldn’t guess how long. He shifted his weight from one side to the other as the lift jarred him, rocking its way stubbornly toward its destination. 

			He should have insisted that Felix go home. He shouldn’t have brought him here, not at such a volatile time.

			“Hey,” Ripley tried to keep his tone light, “want to crash here tonight?”

			“Oh man,” Felix grimaced as the lift jilted to the left. “I’m so glad you offered, because I wasn’t looking forward to walking those tracks after lights out. Spooky, you know?”

			“Yeah. Spooky.”

			Felix patted Ripley’s shoulder comfortingly, causing him to flinch.

			“Hey, you okay?” Renewed concern rippled across Felix’s face. “What was James talking about before? Did you get hurt?”

			“I’m fine,” insisted Ripley. “Really. I just got a little banged up.”

			“How?”

			“At work.”

			“What happened?”

			“I tripped.”

			Felix’s eyebrow disappeared beneath his curly, brown locks. “Tripped?”

			“Yeah,” Ripley muttered, refusing to make eye contact.

			“You...tripped.” Felix pondered for a moment, then grinned. “What were you doing, staring at a pretty Vital Systems Operator?”

			Ripley forced a smile and was grateful to arrive at the door of his quarters. He went to wave his wrist in front of the scanner before he noticed the tiny red light above the keypad indicating that there was already someone inside. He glanced up, for a moment wondering if he was at the wrong door. But there it was, 628, his apartment. 

			He looked at Felix, who had that same sparkle in his eyes that he’d had back in the Observatory.

			“Unexpected guests?” Felix inquired in a whisper. “Shall we see who’s come calling?”

			A few wild ideas flashed through Ripley’s mind, none of them appealing. But Felix didn’t wait for an answer. When Ripley hesitated, his companion punched in the guest access code and, with a flourish, pushed the door wide.

			Inside, a Theran woman was perched casually at the foot of Ripley’s bed.

			She had her knees up, slender arms clasped around them as she tilted her head back to stare at the ceiling. Long auburn hair cascaded down her back, the tilt of her head revealing delicately pointed ears. Even compared to other Therans, who were an attractive people on the whole, this woman radiated beauty.

			“Willow!” Felix exclaimed, rushing forward. She rose in a single fluid motion and returned Felix’s embrace. “What are you doing here?”

			She gave him a sad smile but avoided the question. “I’m sorry for letting myself in, Ripley. I thought you’d be home ages ago.”

			Felix cleared his throat. “I don’t know why everyone keeps bringing that up,” he muttered. “And that doesn’t explain what you’re doing here.”

			“Well,” Willow chewed at the inside of her lip, looking nervous, “I’m not really sure if—” she paused. Then she turned the question on Felix, instead. “I wasn’t expecting to see you until the Anniversary. Why are you here?”

			Felix let out a grunt of mock indignation. “Well, I call that a sorry excuse for a greeting. And it hardly seems appropriate to interrogate me when I’ve just discovered you in another man’s apartment!”

			Ripley had always found the pair’s playful bickering amusing. From the beginning, it had been clear that Willow and Felix were destined to be together, and any other outcome had never even crossed Ripley’s mind—nor, he assumed, hers. She’d given up a future of prestige and comfort to be with Felix. 

			Willow had been first in line for the security of a position on the Elder Council someday—if she had simply had the good sense not to marry a Halfsie.

			Not long after, Sigil’s education committee had instituted a policy barring Halfsies from attendance at the shared school. Although the Council always talked about integration for a “more cohesive community,” those were only words. Convenient words, discarded at the first hint of inconvenience.

			Ripley had long suspected Willow’s father had had a hand in the sudden change—perhaps to prevent future “tragedies” like his daughter. Nero was a tyrant, plain and simple. The Council tried to keep him hidden in the shadows, but in Sanctuary, there were no shadows dark enough to hide Nero’s bigotted, outspoken views. 

			As Willow and Felix’s conversation died down a thick silence settled over the room. She looked tired, and Ripley wondered just how long she’d been waiting there for his return. Ripley must have missed something of the exchange, as when she spoke again it seemed as though she was continuing a thought he’d not been privy to.

			“I was so excited at first. I always hoped, but I never really put much thought into it. I didn’t dream. I mean, it doesn’t happen for everyone, does it? Especially not Therans.” She took a deep breath as if bracing herself, ignoring Ripley and Felix’s befuddled looks. Apparently Felix had no more idea what she was talking about than Ripley did. 

			Her words were jumbled, as if she’d had a whole speech prepared but had dropped her notes and was now stumbling along in whatever order she was able to recall. “I’ve known for weeks, but your schedule has been so demanding, Felix. And I wanted to make it special, so I decided to wait. And I was going to come ask Ripley for advice, since he knows you better than anyone...so I decided to come today after my appointment—” 

			Felix gave an involuntary jerk, raising his hand sharply. “Appointment? What kind of appointment? Is there something wrong?”

			Felix’s abrupt question seemed to startle her. “Oh!” Willow’s eyes were wide, and Ripley wondered how he had not noticed that they were also red-rimmed and puffy. It was then he realized that she wasn’t just tired. 

			She’d been crying. 

			“I’m fine, it’s just, well...I’m not sure how else to say it.”

			She looked at her husband with a pleading expression that did not match her next words. “Felix, I’m pregnant.”

			Both Ripley and Felix took a moment to process this news. Felix’s mouth opened and closed a couple of times, like a fish out of water, gasping for a breath that wouldn’t come. Ripley recovered first, breaking into a wide smile and smacking his friend on the shoulder.

			“Felix? A father? Now that’s something! I didn’t know you could be a father if you never grew up yourself!”

			Ripley laughed as he enjoyed the rare pleasure of seeing his friend speechless. He gave Willow a tight hug, forgetting for a moment how distressed she seemed. Babies were a wonderful blessing, after all. Perhaps she’d been crying tears of joy. “I’m so happy for you both!”

			But when Ripley pulled away, he saw that her brown eyes, so beautiful with their tiny specks of gold, were glistening. His smile faded to a frown, and he glanced at Felix. But his friend was not looking at him. He was staring, wide-eyed and unseeing, at the floor.

			“I’m...I’m going to be a father?” Felix whispered. “We’re going to have a baby?” 

			He jumped out of his chair and grabbed Willow around her waist, swinging her around in a wide circle before placing her gently back down on the ground. “I’m going to be a father!” he repeated, shouting now. “We’re going to have a baby!”

			Ripley was torn between joy and confusion as he watched Willow. She had begun to sob.

			Felix’s expression was one of genuine confusion as he looked to Ripley for help. “What did I say?” he mouthed, caught off guard by this reaction. 

			Turning back to Willow, he took her by the elbow and guided her to Ripley’s bed. “What’s the matter? You’re okay, right? And the baby’s okay? Is this hormones? Sweet Evenmire, does that start this early? I mean, I know there’s something about hormones and crying, but—”

			“It’s twins.”

			The room fell silent. Ripley felt his stomach tighten, and he sank onto a chair. No one said anything for a long time. When Willow spoke again, her voice was soft, quavering.

			“I went to my appointment and the doctors...they ran some tests. Everything looked great. They had an ultrasound machine, and the nurse was all smiles, beaming and talking about how I would get to see a picture of the baby. But then she looked away, and her smile faded. She looked concerned, so I asked what was wrong. I thought there was something the matter with the baby. She didn’t answer, she just walked away. I was so afraid, but I forced myself to look at the screen.

			“At first, I didn’t understand what I was seeing. But the doctor came in then, and he said that there were two.” Willow’s face contorted into a grimace and she gripped wads of blanket in both fists. “He talked about it in such a cold, uncaring way. I didn’t know how it had gone from an excited nurse talking about my baby, to this stony-faced doctor talking about two... specimens.” She shuddered, squeezing her eyes shut. Fat tears slipped from beneath the lids.

			“I’d wanted to come here, to plan a surprise for you with Ripley. But then they said... and I didn’t know what to do, and I didn’t want to go home. So, I came anyway. And Ripley wasn’t home, so I let myself in.” Tears continued to stream down her face. “It was going to be such a beautiful surprise, my love.”

			There was a tense silence before Ripley could find his voice again. “I’m so sorry.” 

			He reached out and placed a hand on her knee.

			But Felix offered no words of consolation. His face was hard, his vape pen still clutched in his hand. His fist was so tight that his knuckles had turned white. He was depressing the trigger and it hissed, emitting a stream of vapor and the scent of something unpleasant smoldering.

			He didn’t seem to notice. “They can’t make us do it.” Felix’s words had a tone of finality to them. “They can’t. It’s wrong! It’s always been wrong.”

			The number of Therans in Sanctuary grew slowly. They had long lives and bore one offspring, if any. It was the Human population that had soared to unsustainable levels. A one-child rule had been implemented some twenty-odd years ago, in order to reduce the growth rate. Only Humans and Halfsies felt the weight of that particular law.

			It was easy to justify, in theory. Everyone felt the effects of too many people in too small a space. The domes were full to bursting and food production couldn’t always keep up. Where once every citizen had been employed in the running of the city, now there were places like the Edge. Those too old or sick to work received the least aid, and there had even been whispered rumors of “compassionate euthanasia” being carried out in the hospital.

			Ironic, really. The world had ended over a century ago, and now the seeds of a civilization had to be culled in order to keep it from outstripping the resources of the last settlement on Earth.

			“What if I took the second one?” blurted Ripley. There had to be a way, something he could do to help. “I could raise him. Or her. I could—”

			Willow was shaking her head before he had even finished speaking.

			“If they allow us to have two children, even if you raised one of them, it wouldn’t be fair. And it would be removing you from the gene pool.” 

			The Council repeated over and over that everything would be fine. A common theme at the Anniversary was their assurance that with careful planning and adherence to the law the population would stabilize, and there would once again be plenty for everyone. All that needed to be done was to strictly enforce the rules. 

			No exceptions.

			“Well, I’ll sign something, then. Tell them I’m not ever planning on having kids of my own. Tell them whatever they want to hear. We’ll make them listen.”

			Willow’s eyes were sad even as she smiled. “You can’t promise you won’t feel differently in the future. And others would ask for the same if they found out. No, the Council won’t allow it. No special privileges.” Her voice shifted into a practiced monotone. “We are all equal in the eyes of the law.”

			It was one of the things that had been drilled into them since birth. We are all equal in the eyes of the law. No one actually believed this. But everyone pretended that they did.

			Felix snorted. “I doubt anyone on the Council would ever have to face this. I think we’d see some exceptions then! I doubt a pair of purebloods would have to...” 

			His voice trailed off. He straightened, looking almost hopeful. “The Council! Willow, you can talk to your father!”

			“I could try.” She didn’t sound optimistic. “He’s always said I’m welcome to come home. But you know how he feels about us. I don’t think he’s going to offer much help. Not with this.”

			“But, but they’re his grandchildren!” Felix pressed. “Surely that has to count for something?”

			Willow buried her head in her hands.

			“It’s going to be okay, Willow. Even if your father won’t help, we can figure this out,” Ripley said. “We’re going to get through this.”

			“We? What exactly do you have to get through?” Felix stood abruptly, his face a mask of rage. “I won’t let them kill my child!”

			Felix slammed his hand on the table with such force that his vape pen shattered into a hundred sticky, sweet-smelling shards of metal and glass. The fuel cell skittered across the table and came to rest at the edge. A tiny drop of acid escaped its punctured casing, falling to the floor where it sizzled and hissed. Felix was breathing hard. Ripley had never seen him like this. In all the years they’d spent together, Felix had always been so laid back, so calm, always quick to offer a joke. 

			Now he was livid. His eyes flashed, and his face had gone ghostly pale.

			“We’ll run away.” Felix was nodding to himself as though unsure why he hadn’t thought of this before.

			Ripley’s eyebrows rose, his words incredulous without intending to be. He wanted to support his friends. But still…

			“Run away? We live in a domed city, Felix. A dome on the most inhospitable end of a dead planet. There’s nowhere to go.”

			“Then we’ll hide. We’ll hide in the tunnels!”

			“That’s no way to raise a family, hiding in the dark like rats. We were just down there. You know what it’s like. How will you get enough food? Where will you get water?”

			“Well, at least I’m trying to find a solution!” Felix shot back.

			Willow stood up, wrapping her arms around him. She tilted her head up to rest her chin on his shoulder and made soft shushing sounds in his ear. 

			“Ripley isn’t our enemy, Felix. There’s no use taking this out on him.”

			Felix bit his lip. Although his stiff posture relaxed a bit at Willow’s touch, Ripley did not want to risk upsetting him further. He watched as his friend looked down at the mess on the table. At the tiny crater in the tile beneath the broken fuel cell, which dripped once more with a sizzle and a pop. 

			“Sorry,” Felix murmured. “Of course he’s not.” 

			He sniffed. “I didn’t mean to get so angry.” 

			Ripley’s heart ached for them. Felix was painfully familiar with the one-child policy. His mother had become pregnant when he was two. The laws had still been in flux back then. The Council had not yet enacted their more extreme sterilization mandates.

			“My mom ran,” Felix said after a while. “Dad always told me she must have been caught. That she’d have been sent to Geo.” He paused, lost in thought. “Maybe they didn’t catch her. Maybe she got out.”

			Ripley’s own mother had died in childbirth. The hole that had left in his life, the same hole that Felix had experienced, had been a big part of what had brought them together. They’d explored the idea that Felix’s mom had actually escaped Sanctuary. They imagined that she was living somewhere out in the old world now, with Felix’s brother or sister. Frontier adventurers! And they would be planning a way to come back and rescue Ripley and Felix, too.

			But they weren’t kids anymore. Imagination couldn’t turn wishes into reality. Felix was grasping at straws, at dreams, because he was hurting. 

			Ripley wished that he had more to offer his friend than false hope or empty promises.

			He tried to word his next thoughts as tactfully as possible. “I know that people have attempted to leave, Felix. We’ve all heard the stories. But they never have happy endings.”

			There was no way out of Sanctuary. It was hermetically sealed. After the D6 disaster during construction, bulkheads had been put in place. A breach would wreak all kinds of havoc inside the domes, alerting the authorities. And once outside, what then? The temperature in the city was always steady. The people here weren’t used to enduring the smallest of changes, let alone the unforgiving Antarctic climate. To be subjected to the subzero environment Antarctica offered wouldn’t just be a shock to the system. It would probably be lethal.

			While Felix scowled at this, Ripley turned to Willow, giving his friend the opportunity to come around. “So, what happens now?”

			“The doctors are running more tests. They told me that will help them decide which baby to keep. They’ve scheduled me to come back for... the procedure... after the Anniversary is over.” 

			She hung her head so that her long hair masked her face from view. “There’s a chance I could lose both of them. Selective reduction carries certain risks. ‘Acceptable risk,’ the doctor called it. As if any of this is ‘acceptable.’”

			Felix just gave a slow nod. When he spoke again, his voice was uncharacteristically distant. Cold and droning like the wind they’d heard in the Observatory. 

			“Go to sleep, Willow. You should rest. We aren’t going home tonight.”

			Neither Willow nor Ripley made any protest. At Ripley’s insistence, she took the bed. Felix swept his mess onto a plate and tossed it into the garbage chute. He and Ripley took the cushions from the chairs and lay down opposite each other on the floor, both lost in their own thoughts. Willow’s soft sobs transformed into long, even breaths.

			“So that gives us two days, then,” came Felix’s quiet voice out of the darkness. “Not a lot of time, really.”

			“Two days to do what?” 

			Ripley had a sinking feeling that he knew the answer.

			“To find a way to survive out there. Whatever it takes. I don’t care. We’re leaving Sanctuary.”

		

	
		
			Four

			Of Rats and Spies

			THE mood was somber as Felix and Ripley parted ways with Willow, seeing her off at the station. 

			She was headed for D4, where she taught at the Halfsie school. Then the two of them made their way down the Maintenance stairs to the tunnels. 

			Walking in silence, Ripley found himself having to almost jog to keep pace with his friend.

			“So, are we going to talk about this?” Ripley asked at last. “I mean, you know it’s crazy, right? It’s never been done. Not successfully, at least.”

			Felix smiled. Not his usual carefree grin. This was a small, tired smile. 

			Felix was a lot of things, but he was no fool. 

			“There’s a first time for everything.”

			“And if you get caught and sent to Geo, then what? You want Willow to be forced out to the Edge?”

			Felix made a little derisive huffing sound. “Now you’re just being an idiot. Willow’s strong. She can take care of herself. And even if she couldn’t, we both know you’d take her in without a moment’s hesitation.”

			“I couldn’t do that if I was caught helping you, now could I?”

			Felix cast a a sidelong glance at Ripley, eyes narrowed. “I wouldn’t ask you to come with us.”

			“Of course you wouldn’t ask. You wouldn’t have to. You already know I’d do anything for the two of you.”

			“Then why are we even having this conversation?”

			“Because what you’re proposing is crazy!” Ripley threw his hands up. “Think about it, Felix. Even if we’re successful, even if we could find a way out, it would be suicide to attempt an escape. We’d freeze to death out there! I don’t care if you’re Human, Elf, Halfsie, or otherwise. Antarctica is just one big frozen island. There’s simply nowhere to go. I mean, maybe you wouldn’t be too put out if it was just the two of us, but do you really want that kind of suffering for Willow? For the babies?”

			Felix stopped walking so abruptly that Ripley took several more paces before realizing he was no longer beside him. 

			Ripley turned back, and his friend fixed him with a cool glare that made his eyes gleam in a way Ripley had never seen before. 

			“You said ‘babies,’” Felix stated in a dull tone. “You seem to have forgotten that if we don’t find a way out of here, Ripley, it will just be ‘baby.’ If either of them survive the procedure to begin with.”

			Ripley cringed as if he’d been hit. 

			“Sorry,” he offered meekly. “You know I didn’t mean anything by it, I wasn’t thinking.”

			“No, you weren’t.”

			Felix began to walk again.

			Ripley felt uncomfortable. This side of his friend unnerved him. Willow had once told him about how Felix had stood up to her father when he’d tried to stop their marriage. She’d said his determination and courage had made her fall even more in love with him. 

			At the time Ripley had laughed it off, but now he understood what she’d been talking about. Felix really could be serious if he needed to be. 

			The shift in personality was more than a little intimidating.

			“When my mom left, she had to have had a plan.” 

			Felix’s voice rang out along the empty tracks, despite the softness of his words. 

			It was as if the weight of the hope they carried made them louder, somehow. Gave them force. 

			“Even if she was caught, she still had to have an idea, right? She wouldn’t have tried to escape if she didn’t at least have an idea how to go about it. Some weak point in the city, a way out.”

			“I don’t know,” replied Ripley, uncertain. “I mean, desperation can make people do crazy things. She probably didn’t think it all the way through. It’s more likely she was acting on instinct.” He did not add what he was thinking, which was, Just look at you right now.

			Felix frowned. “Maybe,” he conceded at length. He didn’t seem convinced.

			A small sign on the wall declared “Sigil” where the main line merged with a side tunnel that ran to the Sigil Tube Station. One of the trains rushed past them, brakes screeching as it slowed. Ripley pointed at the sign and shouted over the din. 

			“That’s us!”

			***

			Ripley scanned his chip as he entered Core Operations, stopping short when he noticed someone at his post. 

			He glanced at the clock. Somehow, he’d managed to arrive ten minutes before shift change. 

			He stood there, fidgeting, wondering what to do with himself.

			One of the supervisors, a severe looking Elven woman with sharp cheekbones and black hair pulled back in a tight bun, stopped in front of him and offered him a scrutinizing look. 

			“Is there a problem here, Prior?” 

			Her eyes flashed with irritation as she glared at him. He was surprised that she even knew his name, and felt oddly guilty for not knowing hers.

			“Uh, no, ma’am,” he replied politely. “Just running a little early today.”

			She nodded, eyes still narrowed in suspicion. “Next time don’t sign in until your shift starts. We don’t pay you to stand around.”

			“Of course,” he assured her, wondering if she actually believed he had shown up early on purpose. “Sorry ma’am. It won’t happen again.”

			Hearing Ripley’s voice, the young man at his station looked up and offered a broad smile. It was Nelson, who had just finished his schooling a few months earlier. He’d shadowed Ripley for a while before moving on to a night shift. 

			Ripley liked him well enough, he supposed—on the rare occasions when their paths crossed the young man was always cheerful. But he found Nelson’s excitement exhausting and wondered if Sigil would ever manage to crush Nelson’s spirit the way it had Ripley’s. His enthusiasm for his work seemed to know no bounds.

			“Hey, Ripley!” Nelson cried, drawing scowls from several of his nearby coworkers. He glanced around sheepishly before lowering his voice. “Good to see you!”

			“Hey, Nelson. I know I’m early, but if you’ve finished your log, you can go.”

			“Sure, sure, passed it in just a few minutes ago! I’m in a bit of a hurry anyway, want to go grab a little shut-eye before meeting a friend this afternoon. Thanks for relieving me, Captain!”

			Ripley felt his forehead crease. The improper use of titles, even as a joke, was frowned upon. Nelson always seemed like such a stickler for protocol, and yet Ripley hadn’t been able to break him of this undesirable habit. 

			“Please don’t call me that, Nelson. I’ve told you it makes me uncomfortable. I’m just a shift worker, same as you.”

			“Whoops! Sorry!” Nelson apologized with a wink. “Just like to imagine I might be going places someday, you know? Maybe move up the ladder? Only eight months until my evaluation! But who’s counting, right? I don’t want to be stuck here forever, like you.” 

			He paused and seemed to consider the bluntness of his statement. “Uh, no offense.”

			Nelson started to leave, but Ripley stopped him. “Hold up,” he said, pointing. “What’s this?”

			“Huh? Oh! Of course. They installed it last night. Made it kind of awkward, trying to do my job with a bunch of engineers muddling around in my space.”

			“Yeah.” Ripley examined the new panel. “They aren’t big on niceties.” 

			A steady green light at the top corner was the only indication that it was on. He touched the blank screen and was met with a sharp, angry buzzing sound that needed no explanation: access denied.

			“Did they give you a code?”

			“Nope.”

			“Did you ask what it was for?”

			“Yup.”

			Ripley waited. “And?” he prompted at last.

			Nelson shrugged apologetically. “They didn’t want to talk about it. But my best guess is that it has to do with system energy consumption. I heard one of them mention something to that effect when they were working. I don’t know.”

			Ripley pondered this. A diagnostic machine, then. He peered at the neighboring stations on his right and left. Then he looked across the aisle. Only one other terminal had received a similar upgrade. 

			He turned back to ask Nelson more questions, but the young man was already gone.

			He slid into his chair, thinking. Ripley didn’t understand what was going on. Was his station pulling too much power for some reason? He wished he’d been here so that he could have asked one of the engineers himself. Why hadn’t all the stations been fitted with diagnostic equipment? It seemed a little odd that a few days before the biggest event of the year, Engineering would allocate time to a side project on energy consumption. It must be important.

			Ripley began crossing off his checklist, checking gauges and punching in readings without seeing the numbers. He was preoccupied, waiting for the supervisor to appear again. When at last she rounded the corner, he bolted out of his seat and shot his hand in the air to get her attention. He felt stupid, like he was back in school about to ask a question whose answer he should have already known. 

			“Excuse me?” His voice sounded less than confident.

			She eyed him, eyebrows coming together to form a sharp point above her nose. “What is it?”

			Were all the supervisors so unpleasant? Ripley tried to remember the last time he’d even spoken to one. He’d only had cause to do so on a handful of occasions, and avoided such encounters when possible. The Elven woman was tapping her foot impatiently, waiting for him to speak. 

			“Well?” she demanded, “I have other things to do, you know.”

			“Right. Sorry. I was just wondering, um...this panel is new.” The words sounded feeble. What was wrong with him? He had never had trouble articulating himself before, yet here he was, unable to compose an intelligent sentence.

			The woman’s eyes shifted to where he was pointing, and she raised an eyebrow. “Yes.” She made no effort to mask her condescension. “Very nice.”

			He tried again. “What I meant was, I think it needs an access code, but no one left one for me.”

			She glanced down, her eyes moving rapidly over her tablet. “Sorry. No code. It’s SEO.”

			SEO. Supervisory Eyes Only. But why? 

			Had all the talk with Felix about breaking the rules made him paranoid? Would this have bothered him before? He couldn’t decide. 

			“Can you at least tell me what it’s for?”

			She looked down again, then shook her head. “Afraid not. Now, back to work.” 

			She walked off at a brisk pace, and Ripley returned to his seat feeling even more confounded than before.

			He spent the rest of the morning trying to concentrate, without much success. The appearance of the panel had made him feel strange, somehow. Like maybe they were keeping tabs on him or something. But no, that couldn’t be it. Could it? The D5 station had received a new panel, too, after all, and he didn’t even really know the man who worked there. They’d spoken maybe a handful of times over the years. Harold was his name...or was it Harvey? He debated with himself for several minutes. Definitely Harold, he decided at last.

			We’re leaving Sanctuary, he kept hearing Felix repeating in his mind. Then he thought about Nelson’s words this morning. Just like to imagine I might be going places someday, you know? I don’t want to be stuck here forever, like you.

			But Nelson had only been talking about leaving Core Operations. Felix was talking about leaving the only inhabited settlement left on Earth. Of course his friend was upset, but that was why he wasn’t thinking clearly. 

			There was no way out of Sanctuary. The very idea of trying to leave was irrational. As much as Ripley wanted to help his friends, he didn’t see how it would be possible. He racked his brain for answers, but it was no use. Ripley had always been good at fixing things, but this was not the kind of problem he could solve.

			He found himself fixating on random things around him. The harder he tried to come up with a solution, the more Core Operations seemed to loom over him, commanding his attention.

			It had been years since he’d really looked around this place. They were located, appropriately enough, in the core of Sigil headquarters. It was a cavernous chamber, with delicate arched walls that gleamed white and came together in a dome far overhead, a tribute to Sanctuary’s unique design.

			Circular, the room had a raised pathway that ran along the outer edge. A half-dozen substations ringed the center, each accessible by a short set of steps. 

			Ripley’s station monitored vital systems and environmental control levels for each dome. His particular job focused on D1. The other terminal to receive a diagnostic panel was for D5. He pondered the connection while studying the railing separating the substations from the geothermal condensers—enormous tubes found at the center of every dome. The hulking mass rose out of the floor and disappeared through the peak of the chamber’s ceiling. Here and there, the years had opened fissures in its thick insulation, allowing water from the air to condense on portions of the pipe. Tiny droplets had been falling from these fissures for the better part of a century, as evidenced by the rust that had accumulated on the railings that blocked the water’s passage to the floor.

			He checked the clock again. Almost lunch. He scrambled to enter a few more readings into his somewhat neglected-looking log and then made his way up the steps, desperate for a distraction from his distraction. Ripley waited at the top for several of his coworkers to finish streaming by, everyone on their way to the commissary. 

			“Hey, Harold,” he said in a friendly tone. The man from D5 looked up as he walked past, surprised.

			“It’s Herman,” he corrected.

			“Oh, right.” Ripley felt a burning sensation in his cheeks. “Sorry.”

			No sooner had he reached the commissary and sat down at an empty table than another tray plopped down across from him. He looked up to see Felix towering over him.

			“What are you doing here?” Ripley asked. “This isn’t even your lunch.”

			Felix shrugged. “No, but don’t worry, I cleared it with the department head.” He winked. “Listen, can you come to the Observatory after your shift?”

			Ripley nodded as he broke off little pieces of bread and dunked them in his stew. 

			“Of course,” he replied, glad that his friend was no longer glowering at him as he had been this morning. “Why?”

			Felix eyed his own bowl of stew with suspicion, homing in on a chunk of celery which he skewered deftly with his fork. Popping it into his mouth, he chewed with slow deliberation. 

			“I don’t want to talk about it here,” he said at last. “Just come.”

			“Hey, Felix!”

			Looking around, Ripley saw a young man with vibrant red hair coming toward them. “Can I join you?”

			“Sure.” Felix gestured to the empty length of bench beside him. “Nice to see you again, Ben. How are things down in old Podville?”

			“Oh, you know, more of the same. We miss you down there. Well, I do, at least. Funny seeing you here, though. I was just talking about you last night!”

			Felix looked surprised. “About me?”

			“Yeah.” Ben nodded before adding, “Oh, nothing bad or anything, though. But, come to think of it, maybe I’m not supposed to talk about it. I don’t want to get Sylvia in trouble.”

			“That’s your sister, right? She works at the front desk?”

			“Yeah, that’s her!” Ben was attacking his lunch with gusto. He spoke with his mouth full, which made Ripley cringe. “Anyway, what have you been up to? How’s the Observatory position? Super cool, I bet. Way better than Pod Manufacturing, right?”

			“It’s not that great.” Felix gave an uncomfortable squirm that suggested he’d like to change the subject. “I think we’ve got rats.”

			“Whoa, seriously?” Ben’s eyes lit up. “That’s fantastic!”

			His gaze drifted past Ripley to something beyond. “Oh, there’s Sylvia! You should meet her.” Ben waved, but her back was to their table. “I’m going to go get her.”

			Felix turned back as Ben walked away. “So, just come find me after your shift, okay?”

			His friend seemed more like his normal self now, less tense. Ripley wondered what Felix was up to, and how much longer the second half of his day would be now that he would be even more anxious to leave. And he also wondered what Ben and Sylvia had been discussing, and why Felix didn’t seem more concerned about it. He tapped his fingertips on the table in agitation, trying to convince himself that he was just being paranoid.

			“Oh!” Ripley smacked his forehead. “What about poor James?”

			“Well, this is more important. Good old James and his rusty shutters are just going to have to hang in there.”

			Felix continued speaking, but Ripley had stopped hearing. Something Felix had said had flipped a switch in his brain, illuminating a suspicion that had been lurking there in the dark. An eagerness to return to his post tugged at him. He looked up and scanned the room, eyes settling on the black-haired supervisor. She was laughing at something a companion had said and seemed in no great rush to get back. If he hurried, he’d have about fifteen minutes. Not long, but it would have to be enough.

			“Ripley?” Felix inquired after a few moments, “You still with me, buddy?”

			“Here.” He shoved his tray toward Felix with such force that small bits of vegetables sloshed over the rim of the bowl. “Have mine. I need to go.”

			“Go?” Felix’s eyes narrowed. “But you just got here!”

			He didn’t answer. He was already out the door and heading back toward Core Operations. 

			The check-in guard eyed him with mild curiosity as he approached but didn’t ask any questions as Ripley hurried past, mumbling something about forgetting to enter some data.

			Ripley circled the room and went down the steps toward his terminal, feeling the guard’s eyes on his back as he sat, attempting to look natural. 

			After a minute he chanced a quick peek at the guard. The man had gone back to looking at his monitor. 

			Forcing his fingernails into his palm, Ripley willed himself to move. He hunched down in his seat and slid onto the floor. He dipped beneath the panel that divided his console from the one next to him and paused for a moment, listening. 

			Nothing. 

			Ripley crawled all the way to the last panel in the substation and took a moment to think. He’d succeeded in putting the condensers between him and the guard, but now he was stuck. The steps leading up to the path were behind him, near his own seat. 

			With a deep breath, he bit his tongue and took a delicate step onto the panel in front of him. Reaching up, he grabbed the top of the railing. Lifting a foot up to the edge of the platform, he pulled himself up in one swift motion and scrambled over, more grateful than ever that there was no one around to witness his less-than-graceful performance.

			His goal was in sight now. The supervisor’s station lay empty. The large glass window revealed a small desk, upon which she’d left her tablet. 

			Ripley hesitated again at the door, fear paralyzing him as he considered the possibilities. It might be locked. It might need a code. It might set off an alarm.

			He pressed Open.

			The door slid wide, and Ripley realized he had been holding his breath. It came out in a sigh of relief as he hurried inside, glancing at the time. His little adventure had already taken eight minutes.

			Where to start? The amount of data on the tablet threatened to overwhelm him, and he struggled to keep it together. He skimmed a list of file names before he came to one marked Diagnostic Initiatives. 

			That looked promising. Ripley opened it, but a quick scan revealed nothing about his new panel or what it was for.

			The next title that interested him was Energy Investigation Updates. That had to be the one. But clicking on it only brought up a login screen. The letters SEO appeared above a passcode prompt in bold, red font.

			He sighed. This wasn’t going as well as he’d imagined. He backed out and was just about to open a file labeled CEDAR when he noticed something out of the corner of his eye.

			No, he thought. Seriously?

			On a scrap of paper at the edge of the desk there was a scribbled, ten-digit number.

			He opened up the Energy Investigation file again, snatched up the paper, and punched in the code. He had to stop himself from giving a triumphant shout as the login screen disappeared. His eyes flew over the page, stopping to read anything that caught his attention.

			“...unprecedented energy loss...”

			“...systems affected include atmospheric...specifically temperature and humidity...rust is becoming a widespread issue in D1 and D5.”

			That was it. Rust. Something was causing massive fluctuations in the humidity levels. But he still wasn’t sure what that something was, or when it had started.

			“Efforts to locate the source have been hindered by the necessary discretion required to prevent a panic.”

			“Swift resolution is paramount...”

			“Conclusion: Dome Breach Probable.”

			Ripley looked up. He was out of time. 

			He closed the file, replaced the tablet, and slipped out the door. He lowered himself back over the railing and had only just reached his seat when a terse voice called out, “Prior!”

			His heart leapt into his throat. It was the supervisor. Instead of getting up, he groped around. He said the first thing that came to mind. 

			“Lost my log sheet!”

			“It’s on your station.”

			“Huh?” He got to his feet, brushing off his knees. “Oh, would you look at that! So it is!”

			She looked him over, clearly concerned. “Seems like you could use some sleep, Prior. Make sure you get some rest before your shift tomorrow. We’ll let you off for the morning speeches, but you need to monitor your station until then.”

			Ripley didn’t care either way if he would be able to attend a few boring speeches, but he didn’t get the chance to say so. Without waiting for his confirmation, the supervisor turned and stalked away. 

			As his adrenaline waned Ripley became aware of something in his clenched fist and looked down with a start. He’d accidentally taken the little scrap of paper with the supervisor’s password. Grimacing, he shoved it deep into his pocket and sat hurriedly down at his terminal. With any luck, she’d assume it had been pushed to the floor and swept away by a maintenance worker.

			“What the—” he heard someone nearby saying as he collapsed, thoroughly shaken, into his seat. “Is that—is that a footprint?”

			***

			Ripley practically leapt out of his chair when his shift ended. He couldn’t wait to share what he’d discovered with Felix, even if he had more questions than answers. 

			How could a breach be hard to find? Wouldn’t the bone-chilling cold rushing in be a dead giveaway?

			As far as Ripley knew from what he’d learned in school, when Sanctuary had been built it had been done in haste. Therans and Humans had worked together to construct it as the world around them was dying—a last-ditch effort to stave off the extinction of the Human race. 

			Although history books showed that the technology for a far more advanced system had been available, it was the lack of manpower that ultimately led to the oversight that caused the D6 disaster. After that, they’d rushed to seal up Sanctuary for good, foregoing many features that had been planned. 

			Ripley had been under the assumption that the domes were covered in sensors, but if they were having trouble finding a breach, that couldn’t be the case.

			Was it possible that the closest thing they had to sensors were the few dozen monitors in the Observatory? A couple of cameras, microphones, and thermometers? 

			This was hard to believe, but it certainly seemed like that was, in fact, the long and short of it. 

			It would make sense that that feature wouldn’t have been considered a priority, even back then. What purpose would sensors have served, except as a glaring reminder of the emptiness outside? 

			Ripley found his lack of surprise at being lied to in school somewhat disconcerting. He ought to be indignant or something. It seemed like it shouldn’t be so easy to accept.

			He came to the entrance of the North wing, the long hall leading to Sigil’s classrooms. This is where he and Felix had first met. 

			Now, with no school in session during the week preceding the Anniversary, the classrooms were full of people doing last minute preparations for the festivities, rather than students. The hall, which normally looked so long and sleek with doors closed and silence reigning, was instead dotted with open doorways through which snippets of conversations floated out. 

			Through one such door, Ripley caught a glimpse of a life-sized mockup of Antiquity’s Gate and slowed his pace to get a better look at it.

			“Well, maybe you should have thought of that before we finished it!” shouted an angry voice from within.

			“Me? Why do I have to think of everything?” came the exasperated reply.

			“I can’t believe they denied our request. Okay, well, maybe we could cut it into smaller pieces...”

			“Look at the size of it you idiot, there isn’t enough time to put it back together by morning!”

			Ripley couldn’t help snickering. He was still grinning as he reached the Observatory, and he was just about to share the story with Felix when he remembered why he had come. 

			His amusement faded, a grim feeling of determination taking its place.

			The panel slid back to reveal his friend pacing back and forth. 

			“Ripley!”

			Felix’s voice was a harsh whisper as he grabbed Ripley’s arm and pulled him inside.

			“What is it?”

			But Felix was already walking away, beckoning for him to follow.

			“Look at this!” 

			He stabbed his finger at the monitor Ripley had repaired.

			Gazing at the screen, Ripley took in the quiet scene once again. It seemed unchanged since his last visit. 

			“What am I supposed to be looking at?”

			Felix, in response, pointed at the other monitors. 

			“Storm.” He pointed at a screen that showed next to nothing due to thick, heavy snow. “Storm,” he said again, pointing at the next one, which showed the same. “Storm, storm, storm.” He pointed in quick succession.

			Ripley looked back at the new monitor. “No storm.”

			Felix’s lip twisted in a faint, knowing smirk. “But wait, there’s more!”

			He flicked the tiny silver toggle, and once again the room was filled with the moaning wind. Ripley got the idea—storm—and reached to turn it off, but Felix held up a hand. 

			“Wait!” Listen!”

			Ripley listened hard. And then he heard it. A rhythmic tapping that ebbed when the wind did, speeding up each time there was a gust. 

			“I hear it!” he nearly shouted, and Felix spun a little dial, lowering the sound. “Oh, come on, you could have done that to begin with,” complained Ripley. “I think you’ve given me hearing loss.”

			“I checked the coordinates,” Felix went on, ignoring him. “But they didn’t make sense. All of the other cameras, they’re facing away from Sanctuary. But this camera is facing in. Why?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“I think it used to face out. I think something hit it, spun it around somehow. That’s probably why it refuses to pan. The camera is facing into D6, but the microphone is dangling, still hearing the storm, smacking against the dome whenever the wind blows.”

			“That makes sense! Felix, I think you just found the breach!”

			Ripley filled Felix in on what he’d learned in the supervisor’s office. He felt a twinge of pride as he recounted his daring escapade, and Felix expressed appropriate admiration for his friend’s first foray into espionage.

			“Wow, buddy. I didn’t realize you were into spy stuff!” He put on a joking, dreamy face. “Think of all the missed opportunities.” 

			Then his gaze turned pensive. “Nobody cares about the Observatory because there’s nothing to see. If I told them every single camera was down, I doubt they’d even care. But I bet they’d care if they knew what we were seeing right now. If the panel was down, the old Attendant never would have known about it, so it wouldn’t have been reported.”

			But Ripley was shaking his head. 

			“No. I don’t think so. I think the old Attendant knew exactly what happened, and I think he tried to hide it. That’s why that wire was cut, so no one else would see footage and figure out what was going on. You said it yourself, he must have known no one would care if one of the cameras stopped working. He probably went to look for the breach himself!”

			Felix walked away and returned with a stack of papers. “And he didn’t come back.” He seemed distracted as his eyes roamed over the pages. “So maybe he found it.”

			He paused, frustration evident in his tight-lipped grimace. 

			“All the logs the old Attendant left behind look the same as mine,” he confirmed, flipping through. “This was the stack that was out when I first started. I remember because I shoved the box under the cot to try and keep the middle from sagging.”

			Felix passed him the papers and Ripley looked them over. 

			Felix was right, all the logs reported No Activity, just like Felix’s. 

			Then he noticed the dates. “How long after he disappeared did you start here, Felix?”

			“Three days. They don’t mess around. When he didn’t show for two whole days, they went ahead and replaced him.”

			Ripley was thinking hard, doing the math in his head. “That means that he stopped logging activity a full two days before he disappeared.”

			“Do you think he destroyed them?”

			Ripley shrugged. “Either that, or he took them when he left. But that doesn’t really matter.” 

			His eyes were drawn back to the serene black and white scene outside, his mind racing through the possibilities. What was going on in Dome Six that would make the old Attendant feel the need to disappear? Was it possible he’d been captured and sent to Geo? No. If they had the Attendant, they wouldn’t still be looking for the breach. There was still hope. “Whatever he saw, he definitely didn’t want anyone to know.”

			Both of them were silent, watching the monitors. Then Ripley’s heart sank. 

			“Captain Lub was here yesterday. He saw the monitor.”

			Felix smacked himself in the forehead. 

			“You’re right!” He clucked his tongue absently as he considered this. “But he wouldn’t have cared, right? He wouldn’t have been looking for anything suspicious.”

			“That’s exactly what he would have been looking for,” Ripley corrected, heart sinking. “Think about it. How many Anniversaries have we worked here for? In all those years, do you ever remember them doing such extensive systems checks first? They’re searching for a breach; the checks are just a cover. And now we’ve given them one. We’ve practically led them right to it.”

			Felix slumped down into a chair, looking tired. “Great. We found the way out. We’re just a day late and a credit short.”

			“Maybe not.” 

			Ripley felt a growing rush of excitement as the pieces began to fall into place. 

			“Maybe he hasn’t quite put it together yet. He saw the monitor yesterday, but they didn’t install those weird panels in Core Operations until afterward. They’re still trying to pinpoint the location of the breach, that’s what the panels are for. And everyone’s getting ready for the celebrations, right? They aren’t going to pull the entire Engineering Corps off of their current assignments. That would look suspicious. According to the file they were trying to avoid a panic. If people suspected there was a breach—”

			“There’d be rioting in the streets!” finished Felix. “Tempers are already short around here. It wouldn’t take much to push people over the edge. The idea that Sanctuary is compromised? That the systems might fail, or that the Sequencing might get in?” 

			He made a motion with his hands like an explosion. “I don’t want to be around if that happens.”

			Ripley tapped a finger against his chin. 

			“Well, they’ve been searching this long. I don’t think they’ll be sloppy about it now. They’ll most likely wait till the speeches tomorrow night. Attendance is mandatory for all non-essential workers. That will give them some time to do whatever they need to do to find a way past the bulkheads. It can’t be a gaping hole—that would have been evident right away. I think we’ve got just as much of a chance of finding it as they do. If I’m right, that gives us a head start.”

			“And then what?” Mischief gleamed in Felix’s eyes.

			“I haven’t gotten that far yet.”

			Felix looked at him, and Ripley couldn’t help feeling a little mischievous himself. This idea was crazy. It was dangerous. It was a bit stupid. But Felix’s wild desire to escape from Sanctuary no longer seemed impossible. There was now a tiny sliver of hope. If they could find the breach, if they could reach it, if they could devise a way to survive the cold and if they could find a way to travel north...there were so many variables, but Ripley decided to focus on one problem at a time. The rest would have to be dealt with as they came to it.

			“Tonight?” Felix looked at him with eyes full of fresh hope, and Ripley found himself nodding.

			“Yeah,” he agreed, his insides churning with a growing excitement. He was surprised to hear the firm conviction in his own voice. “Tonight, we’re going to Dome Six.”

		

	
		
			Five

			What Lies Beneath

			“HEY, Syl! Sylvia!”

			Sylvia turned around and saw Ben approaching from across the commissary. She smiled at him, tucking her paperwork under her arm to take the tray from the surly-looking red-headed man who was holding it out to her from behind the prep counter. “Thanks,” she offered, but he didn’t reply. She walked over to Ben, who hooked a thumb over his shoulder toward the table behind him.

			“Hey, come on over here and meet Felix! He isn’t usually at this lunch.”

			“Oh, uh...” 

			She hesitated, gazing with longing at a smaller, empty table in the corner. “I was kind of hoping to get a bit of work done while I ate...”

			“Oh, come on, enough already. Take a break, would you? They don’t pay us to work during lunch!”

			She looked uncertain, but somehow found herself nodding. “Okay, I guess so.”

			“Great!”

			She followed him toward the table where Felix was talking to another man she didn’t know. Dark, tousled hair, a lean figure, and a standard issue uniform were the only details she could make out before the other man stood abruptly, shoved his tray toward Felix, and rushed out of the commissary.

			“What was that all about?” asked Ben as they sat down, Sylvia already feeling a bit uncomfortable.

			“Huh?” 

			Felix did not appear to be paying attention. 

			“Oh, I’m not entirely sure...” his voice trailed off. Then he gave himself a little shake and offered her a friendly smile, reaching out his hand. “You must be Sylvia. A pleasure.”

			His wild hair was not unlike her brother’s untamed mane, the dark curls framing a face with high cheekbones and wide, opalescent eyes that were more welcoming than any she had ever seen on an Elf. She reminded herself that he was a Halfsie, though his Human characteristics seemed to have been well hidden. Felix glanced toward the door again, still gripping her hand in a firm shake, before finally releasing it. 

			Focusing back on her and Ben, he spoke in a light-hearted tone. “Ben says you’ve been talking about me.”

			“What?” she squeaked, mortified. This did not seem like an appropriate way to make new friends. Not to mention, “Ben, I didn’t think you were going to go around blabbing about that to everyone in Sigil! I mean, I showed you that list in confidence—”

			“Relax, Syl, I didn’t tell him anything about it.” Ben gave a dismissive wave of his hand, shoveling the last remnants of stew into his mouth. “You’re so high-strung lately, you’re going to burst a blood vessel or something.”

			She stared at him, convinced that he’d made her look foolish to this virtual stranger on purpose. They spent a few tense moments like that, Ben stuffing his face and Sylvia glaring in open contempt before Felix broke the silence.

			“Well, this is awkward.” He was still wearing a jovial smile, and Sylvia felt her muscles relax as she gave a nervous chuckle.

			“It’s nothing,” she insisted, although he hadn’t pressed. “Just a list of potential speakers for tomorrow, um,” she gesticulated as if hoping the action would help her find the right words, “but it wouldn’t work out, since, um...”

			She stopped herself, lowering her hands to the table in defeat and frustrated with her brother for putting her in an awkward position with a man she barely knew. 

			It was ironic that she was Head of Public Relations, yet here she was, struggling to relate to the public.

			“Oh yeah? Speakers, like for the celebrations or something? Isn’t it usually all the same boring Council members?” Felix’s tone suggested he was trying hard to sound interested.

			“Well, this year they’re trying something different, adding in some average Sigil employees.”

			“That’s new,” Felix commented, reminiscent of Ben’s comments the night before. “Because everyone loves more speeches, I guess.”

			Sylvia tried hard not to take offense at the obvious slight. 

			“Yes, well, it wasn’t my decision,” she retorted, a bit more firmly than before. “And it’s nothing personal, about you not being picked, I mean. We just decided to go in a different direction. It’s not because...uh, hmm.”

			Felix laughed. “It’s fine.” 

			He glanced back the way his friend had gone. “I get it. Cutting it a little close, though, aren’t you? Adding new stuff right before the big day?”

			“It’s not my fault,” Sylvia replied. “The Council sprung it on us just yesterday!”

			“Hey, I’m not judging.” Felix raised his hands. “Procrastination is one of my most finely-honed skills.”

			“But I wasn’t—oh, never mind.”

			She sighed, chewing the inside of her lip. 

			“So...” she wracked her brain for a new topic of conversation, something—anything—less awkward. “Ben tells me that you guys used to work together in Pod Manufacturing?”

			Felix nodded but didn’t offer anything further.

			“And now you’re in the Observatory, right?”

			He nodded again. 

			He seemed a little preoccupied. Sylvia looked at her brother and shrugged. She’d never been good at small talk. That was for people who didn’t have mountains of work waiting for their attention.

			“They’ve got rats down there!” Ben declared enthusiastically.

			Sylvia found herself horrified for the second time in the span of only a few minutes. “Rats, really?”

			“Excuse me,” said Felix, glancing at the clock. He stood, picking up the extra tray his friend had left behind. “It was nice to meet you, Sylvia, but I ought to get back to work now.”

			“Oh, of course.” She got up to shake his hand once more. “Nice to meet you as well.”

			Felix disappeared into the hall, still carrying the tray. 

			“I wonder if he knows those aren’t supposed to leave the commissary?” she asked Ben as she sat back down, but he shrugged.

			“I don’t think he cares. So, listen! They’re doing a systems check in my department this afternoon, so I’m getting let off early!” Ben’s face sparkled with joy.

			“Oh yeah? What are you going to do with the rest of your day?”

			“Well, I was going to meet Nelson here after my shift got out, so it seems a bother to go home first. You know what, I think I’m going to go look for some rats!”

			Sylvia’s eyes widened. “You’re not serious?”

			But she could see that he was serious. He was grinning from ear to ear like a giddy child. “Yeah, if Felix has them in the Observatory, I bet there are loads down in Pod Manufacturing since it’s underground. Rats like the underground, right? They’re probably all over the place! I’ve never seen one before, have you?”

			“No, but—”

			“I haven’t seen any kind of animal at all since back at school, when we used to go tour the Agridome once in a while. It was amazing. If I find one, maybe I’ll keep it as a pet!”

			“I’m sure mother would have something to say about that.”

			“She doesn’t need to know. He can live in our room!”

			Sylvia could not believe she was having this conversation. 

			“I need to get back. You enjoy yourself, I guess.”

			“You bet!”

			***

			The afternoon passed in a blur. By three o’clock, Sylvia was feeling quite accomplished, having conquered a large number of authorization forms and several important calls. Her regular workload was in dire need of attention, but at least the Anniversary would not be as complete a disaster as she’d originally feared. 

			Things were looking up at last.

			There was a buzzing in her ear, and she pressed her earpiece. “Director of Public Relations.”

			“Syl?”

			The connection was poor, a thick static making her flinch as she adjusted the volume.

			“Ben?” Sylvia’s cheerfulness turned to confusion. “Is that you? What are you doing with a comm?”

			“One of the supervisors left it behind when they took off for the systems check. Hardly anyone’s down here right now. Syl, listen—”

			“Are you crazy?” she hissed, her voice dropping to a harsh whisper. She looked around to make sure she was alone, as if someone might be listening in, and bent her head low to hide from the people walking by. “Put it back where you found it, you idiot! If you get caught, you’ll be in big trouble. You can’t just take supervisor property. And why is the connection so bad?”

			“Will you just listen? I think I’m about three levels down. I don’t think they work that well down here. Too much interference or something.”

			“What are you talking about, three levels down?” 

			She felt her eyes grow wide. “Sweet Evenmire, you aren’t in the Geothermal Plant, are you?” 

			How would he even have found it?

			“No, Syl, will you please calm down? I’m fine, I’m nowhere near Geo. At least, I don’t think I am.”

			She was not comforted, her brain instantly switching tracks, looking for other possibilities for such a nonsensical statement.

			“I don’t understand, that’s the only thing down there. Just—just go put the comm back where you found it and come talk to me. It’s hard to hear you.”

			“But there is something down here,” he insisted. “I was looking for rats, just like I told you. And I decided to check the storage units because I figured that’d be a great hiding place since there isn’t a lot of activity in there—”

			“Again with the rats! I cannot believe—” she paused as a young Elven woman moved past, heading for the lift, “I can’t believe you’re risking your job over rats! Get up here this instant or I’ll come drag you out of there myself. You’re sixteen, Ben, not six. Act your age for once!”

			“There’s no rule against going in the storage units, Syl. I just never had a reason to before. Storage stuff is grunt work. And I’m one of their best and brightest. I don’t do grunt work.” 

			He said this with such obvious pride that she could practically see him puffing out his chest, which seemed absurd given the circumstances. 

			“Anyway, I was crawling around one of the back rooms, right? And I find this keypad. It was behind some stuff, kind of hidden. I mean, it wasn’t hidden hidden, but I wouldn’t have found it if I wasn’t down low. There were all these crates and pods in front of it. So, I just, you know, I sort of pressed it, just to see what would happen...”

			“You sort of pressed it?” she repeated in utter disbelief, her voice rising in pitch as she struggled to keep from screaming at him. 

			If there was one thing Sylvia could not abide, it was shenanigans, and yet it seemed as though that was the very thing at which Ben excelled. How he had not given her a heart attack before now was a mystery for the ages. Even at this moment she could feel the blood pounding in her ears as she fought back panic. 

			If Ben was caught breaking the rules, he could lose his job. Their family depended on his income. But beyond that, depending on the infraction, he could be sent to the Geothermal Plant. 

			Sylvia pushed the thought away, but it kept rebounding. It was too terrible to think about. Those who were sentenced to time in Geo almost never came out...those that did were never the same.

			“Well, yeah. I didn’t figure it would actually do anything. I figured it’d be locked if it was important. Wouldn’t you think? I mean, if they didn’t want anyone touching it, they should have locked it. And it’s crazy, Syl, you’ll never believe what happened! The whole room started to rumble a little. Then, all of a sudden, it was moving.”

			“What are you talking about?” 

			She felt as though she were slowly losing her grip on reality. He couldn’t have said what she thought he’d just said. “The room? Rooms don’t move, Ben.”

			“Yeah, well, this one did. It was like a giant lift or something. It went down. And then it stopped, and the door opened, and here I am.”

			He kept talking, but the static was getting worse. 

			“I can’t hear you, Ben, are you still walking around? Come back up.” 

			She had to switch tactics. He obviously wasn’t about to listen to threats. Perhaps she could lure him out with kindness. “Come up here and you can tell me all about it. Why don’t we discuss it while we check on the Food Services preparations? I bet we could taste-test some of the treats for tomorrow.”

			Her palms had begun to sweat. Entering a restricted area without authorization was a serious breach of protocol. 

			But restricted areas were clearly marked. Ben was a smart kid, but he was also young, and his youthful spirit tended to win out over common sense in her experience. Would he have ignored a Restricted Access sign? She wouldn’t put it past him. 

			She hoped against hope that no one had spotted him. “Ben, can you still hear me? Come back, I want to hear all about this moving room of yours.”

			“I hear you. I just, wow.” 

			More heavy static. Then, “pods.” Static, then “something written...” Static, then, “Cedar. What’s that? Hang on—”

			Kindess clearly was having no effect. “Benjamin Conrad Parker, you get out of there this instant! Someone might see you!”

			There was no answer for a long moment. She ignored her discomfort and cranked the volume up to max, straining to hear something other than static. 

			When Ben got back, she would kill him for stressing her out like this.

			She was able to make out just one more word. “Door.” 

			And then the line went dead.

			Sylvia spent the next five minutes trying to reach Ben, but he didn’t answer. She tried to comfort herself, thinking of all the tight spots Ben had talked himself out of at school. 

			But the Security force was not staffed with the same patient, understanding types as the Education wing. If Ben had been caught out of bounds, he wouldn’t be talking himself out of it this time.

			At last, nerves frayed beyond any hope of doing her work, she decided she would march right down to Pod Manufacturing and drag him back up out of whatever hole he had crawled into. He might not be able to convince Security that his ill-advised activities were innocent, but she was the head of Public Relations, for crying out loud! What was the point of being head of Public Relations if she couldn’t spin something to her advantage? 

			Her mind’s eye conjured up an image of her pointing an accusatory finger into Denton Murphy’s chest, and she cringed. Hopefully she was over-reacting. It wouldn’t come to that.

			Her determination waned as she made the long walk through the East wing and then boarded the lift that went down to the basement level. She was familiar with which departments were located here, but she didn’t actually know how to get to any of them. 

			She looked around for a sign or someone to ask, but the main corridor was deserted. She set off, peering down side corridors as she went. Endless halls stretched out in every direction. It did not take long before she was disoriented.

			“Oh!”

			She’d turned a corner and ran right into someone, startling them both. “Sorry, Edwin!”

			“Sylvia? What are you doing down here?”

			Sylvia hesitated. She worked with Edwin on a regular basis, but she wasn’t comfortable telling him what her little brother had done. 

			He looked at her with concern. “Are you okay? You look pale.”

			“I’m fine,” she replied, her attempt at a casual tone unconvincing. “Really. I just, um, I’m looking for Pod Manufacturing.”

			“Pod Manufacturing?” Edwin cocked an eyebrow. “Why?”

			She opened her mouth to answer but found herself asking a question instead. “Why are you down here?”

			He held up his hands. “Point taken.”

			Sylvia hadn’t been trying to make a point at all.

			But Edwin continued. “Your business is none of mine.” 

			He pointed down the corridor she had just come from. “You’re going the wrong way, you know. You’re lost, aren’t you?”

			She gave a weak smile and nodded. “I’ve never been down here before.”

			“Well, it can be a bit tricky. Let me escort you.” 

			He offered her his arm and she took it, feeling her face flush.

			Sylvia would have preferred if he’d just given her directions but felt rude saying so. Instead she walked beside him, quickly realizing that she could have been down here looking for hours if she hadn’t run into him.

			“So,” said Edwin, “everything all set for tomorrow?”

			“Not by a long shot. But you know what? It’s going to have to do.”

			Edwin smiled. “You’ve been working like a madwoman for weeks, Sylvia. It’s going to be great. Whatever you haven’t finished, or whatever last-minute issues haven’t been resolve…no one is going to notice.”

			If Sylvia hadn’t been so concerned about Ben, she might have argued. Instead, she said nothing.

			At last they reached a hallway where a tall, somber security guard stood watch over a dull grey door. She looked at Edwin, who nodded. “Thanks.”

			She approached the guard, feeling uncertain of herself. “Excuse me, but I just need to get in there for a moment.”

			“Sorry, ma’am,” he replied without looking at her. “No admittance. Engineering is running a systems check.”

			“Oh, I know that, but my brother is in there. I just needed to speak with him. It won’t take long.”

			The guard’s eyes moved up and down her body, taking in her Human physique, making her feel small. “Is your brother an engineer?” he inquired dryly.

			“Well, no, obviously not, but he works in Pod Manufacturing—”

			“Then he isn’t in there,” came his curt reply. “The last employees left a half hour ago.”

			“I’m quite certain he’s in there,” she argued, but the guard cut her off again.

			“I’m sorry ma’am. My orders are no admittance. Your brother has vacated the department for the day. Move along, please.”

			Sylvia was flustered, unsure how to proceed. She couldn’t very well demand to be let in, and she wasn’t about to explain that she suspected he was in some mysterious underground room he had no right to be in.

			Edwin came up beside her and addressed the guard. “Do you know who I am?” 

			His tone was more commanding than she was used to. Sylvia was familiar with a friendly, carefree Edwin. Not the version who threw his weight around.

			“Yes sir, Mr. Smalls.”

			“And does your ‘no admittance’ order extend to me, as well?” he pressed, drawing himself up. The two were matched in height, though the security guard made a much more foreboding picture. His stance remained unyielding, but his eyes were hesitant.

			“No, sir.”

			“Well, then. I demand you allow myself and Ms. Parker inside. We will be in and out before you know it.”

			“But sir—”

			“Now, please,” said Edwin, lifting a finger and wiggling it back and forth in a gesture that indicated that the matter was closed. 

			The guard still seemed uncertain, but after a few moments he stepped aside, allowing them to enter.

			Sylvia had been holding her breath during the exchange, and she exhaled with relief as she followed Edwin through the doorway. 

			She looked around, unsure what to do now. She wanted to find the hidden door Ben had mentioned, but she couldn’t go snooping around with Edwin there. And after his help, she didn’t see how she could politely ask him to wait here.

			“Come on,” Edwin encouraged her, seeming undaunted by his exchange with the guard. “Let’s have a look around, see if we can’t find your brother, eh?”

			Sylvia nodded, and they moved deeper into Pod Manufacturing. Here and there they came across one of the engineers, who didn’t so much as glance up as they passed. The room was long and rectangular, both walls covered with long rows of pods, the center full of workstations and conveyor belts.

			Everything was stopped, the belts silent, the array of parts and materials they carried waiting patiently for work to resume.

			Reaching the back wall, Sylvia and Edwin were faced with three options. The doors were each as nondescript as the one that had led to Pod Manufacturing. She wasn’t sure what she’d been hoping for; perhaps a clearer sign. Something simple like, “This way to the room that moves.” 

			Sylvia cast a hesitant glance at Edwin, who shrugged, and stepped forward to open the first door on the right.

			This room was small, possibly some sort of control center. Inside were several workstations more complicated-looking than those in the main area. An engineer looked up as she entered, and she shot him an awkward, apologetic smile as she closed the door again and moved to the next one, heart racing.

			This had to be one of the storage areas her brother had talked about. Sylvia stepped inside, eyes scanning the rows of pods and crates that filled the room. The presence of a door lifted her hopes, but they were dashed as she read the sign over the lintel: “To Reclamation.” Ben hadn’t mentioned anything about Reclamation. And besides, that door didn’t even have a keypad. In fact, there was no indication of a keypad anywhere in the room. Remembering what Ben had told her about crawling around, she considered dropping to her hands and knees to look, but thought better of it. 

			“Ben?”

			Her voice echoed back to her, but there was no reply.

			Feeling confident that the choices had been narrowed down to the one door that would certainly lead her to Ben, she approached the last one. 

			“Third time’s the charm,” Edwin said with a smile.

			This last room was another storage unit. When she called out she was dismayed but unsurprised to find it, too, yielded no response—from her brother or otherwise. 

			Sylvia followed Edwin back into the main room without speaking, and out past the guard. She chanced a glance at him, and saw his eyebrow raised in a smug expression, as if to say “You see? I told you.”

			She said nothing until they had returned up the corridor again and turned the corner. Her stomach felt tight with dread.

			“I’m sure Ben’s just gone home,” Edwin suggested. “He’s probably taking full advantage of a free afternoon.” 

			He hooked his thumbs behind his bright yellow belt and tilted his head toward the ceiling as he walked, as if looking at the sky. “Goodness knows we could all do with a free afternoon.”

			She nodded meekly, wishing she could tell him everything that was going on. She needed someone to talk to right now. Ben had always been her sounding board, her safe space to get all her feelings out in the open. He’d always been there before. Her mind swam with possibilities. 

			Maybe Edwin was right, though it seemed doubtful. Why hadn’t her brother come straight to her? It was possible she’d missed him in the maze of hallways. He could be at her desk right now, waiting to tell her all about his adventure.

			“Thanks for your help back there,” she said with sincerity. “I appreciate you throwing your rank around on my behalf.”

			“Think nothing of it.” 

			They’d reached the lift. Sylvia stepped off on the first level and glanced back, expecting Edwin to follow. But he just gave a little wave.

			“My work is never done!” he said by way of explanation as the doors began to slide shut again. “I hope you find your brother soon!”

			Sylvia half-walked, half-jogged back to her station, which was empty. 

			Her heart sank. Where could Ben be? If he’d missed her at the desk, he’d probably have gone on to meet Nelson. Thinking back, Sylvia tried to remember if he’d told her where they’d be meeting. She decided she’d check the commissary, and then Core Operations.

			For a brief moment when she entered the dining hall, her body flooded with relief. But the redhead she had spotted upon entry was not Ben, just the sour-faced man who served the meals. He was sitting at one of the tables hunched over a tablet, muttering. He scowled up at her. “What do you want?”

			“Nothing,” Sylvia replied. “Just looking for someone.”

			“Lunches are all finished,” the man said, sounding agitated. “There’s no one here but me and the dishwasher. Go away.”

			Sylvia turned on her heel and left, so lost in her own worries that she barely gave a thought to the man’s rude behavior.

			Core Operations proved just as fruitless as the commissary.

			“What now?” snapped the supervisor when Sylvia knocked on the door to her office.

			“Excuse me, I’m looking for Nelson Boggs. Is he here?”

			“He works over there.” She gestured vaguely. “in Vital Systems. But he isn’t there now. He’s nightshift. That nutcase, Prior, is working his station right now.”

			With that, she went back to her work, leaving Sylvia to see herself out. She walked past the stairs leading down to the Vital Systems station, glancing at the workers as she passed. 

			She recognized one of them as the man who’d run off at lunchtime. He was staring off into the middle distance, deep in thought, an empty log sheet partially obscuring several of the gauges she imagined he was supposed to be monitoring.

			Out of options, Sylvia returned to her own station and tried her best to get some work done, but it was no use. She counted down the minutes until the end of her shift, their slow passage agonizing. Sylvia stared at the people coming in and out of the building until, mercifully, she could leave. 

			The ride back to D5 seemed to stretch on forever. When at last she reached the station, she lost no time hurrying out into the marketplace. She didn’t stop to talk to her father. He waved, shouting at her back, “Tell your mother I’ll be late. I’m waiting for a friend!”

			She burst into the apartment, wild-eyed, causing her mother to drop the pan she’d been wiping onto the floor with a loud clatter. 

			“Is Ben here?”

			Martha, still clasping her heart, just shook her head. Sylvia, not wanting to explain herself right now, went to her room and shut the door.

			She sat considering the possibilities. Was she overreacting? Maybe everyone had been right. Maybe the stress of the Anniversary and all of her extra work had pushed her over the edge. 

			She’d half-convinced herself that there was a perfectly logical explanation for Ben’s absence when she heard a knock at the front door. 

			Sylvia came out to the kitchen and looked past her mother to see Nelson Boggs standing in the hallway. Her eyes swept the hall behind him, hoping to see Ben, but Nelson was alone.

			“Hello,” he said, a little nervously, eyeing the formidable woman who barred his path and stepping back as if anticipating a threat from the wooden spoon still clutched in her hand. “My name’s Nelson. I was looking for Ben. He was supposed to meet me at Sigil an hour ago, but he never showed up.” 

			He glanced down at his watch. “He invited me to come to dinner, though, so I thought he might have just come home.”

			“He’s not here,” said Sylvia’s mother. “He’s more like his father every day. Come in, make yourself at home. I’ve just started cooking. It will be ready in a bit.”

			Nelson sat down at the table, and Sylvia had the sudden urge to confide in him. But she didn’t want to worry her mother, especially if it turned out that nothing was wrong. 

			“Hey, Nelson.” She did her best to sound casual. “Want to walk down to the market with me? Maybe we’ll meet Ben coming off the train. And we can hurry my dad along, too.”

			Her mother scoffed indignantly. “Your father doesn’t hurry anywhere,” she said. “But be quick about it, or you’ll all be eating cold leftovers tonight. If no one has the decency to be home in time for dinner, then no one gets to enjoy it but me and Nana!”

			“Um, okay...” agreed Nelson, looking back and forth between the two women. “I guess a walk would be nice.”

			Once outside, Nelson looked at Sylvia, his eyes full of questions. “So, any idea why Ben didn’t show? He’s not still mad about that incident last week, is he? Because I swear, I never meant to get him in trouble. I was just trying to expand my horizons, see what other departments are like—”

			“What? No, no, he’s not mad at you. At least, I don’t think so.” Her curiosity got the better of her, and she added, “What incident?”

			Nelson’s face went red. “I kind of showed up in his department on my day off. I just wanted to see what it was like! I had a lot of questions, but I don’t think his supervisor was too pleased, because he ran me off pretty quick.”

			“It’s not that,” Sylvia replied, feeling deflated. 

			All at once she found herself telling Nelson about everything that had transpired that day. She told him about Ben’s bizarre idea to go rat hunting and about the strange call, and how she’d searched for him afterward. 

			“And then I thought he must be with you, but now you’re here, and he’s not.”

			Nelson was nodding, his face having gone very grave as she explained the situation. “You’re sure that’s all he said? Nothing else?”

			“No, that’s everything. Why? What are you thinking?”

			Nelson frowned. “I’m not sure.” 

			He looked around to see if anyone was listening. When he spoke again, his voice was low. “Listen, I think Ben might be in trouble.”

			“That’s what I’ve been saying.” Sylvia couldn’t help but be a little exasperated that Nelson was only just now catching on.

			“No, I mean real trouble, like the kind that lands you in Geothermal trouble.”

			Sylvia swallowed hard. Thinking it herself was one thing…hearing someone confirm it aloud seemed different, somehow. 

			More real. 

			“What makes you think that?”

			Nelson sighed, raising his thumb to his mouth and biting his fingernail as he appeared to mull this over. He looked like he was struggling, as if there were something he wanted to tell her. 

			“I’m sorry. I can’t say much. The Elves...there are things they don’t tell us. If he found something he wasn’t supposed to find… I can’t go into it here. But I promise, I’m going to help you figure out what happened to him.”

			Sylvia found herself angry. Nelson was one of those, then. The conspiracy theorists. 

			She suddenly felt stupid for talking to him, feeding his delusions. And yet, with Ben’s disappearance, she couldn’t stop the tiny voice inside her from clinging to Nelson’s words. 

			“What do you mean, something he wasn’t supposed to find?” she demanded, voice rising. Nelson flinched, motioning for her to be quiet, but she went on. “We’re talking about my brother, here. First you say he might have gotten himself thrown into prison, then you have the nerve to act all secretive about it?”

			Nelson paled and fidgeted uncomfortably.

			“Please, can we not talk about this now? Here?” he whimpered. “Just...I need to make sure of some things first. I’ll meet you tomorrow. I promise I’ll tell you whatever I can then, okay?”

			“Tomorrow?” she repeated. “You want me to wait until tomorrow? Ben is missing today!”

			“I’m sorry, it’s the best I can do. Listen, I’m going to go. Meet me in the morning, North Wing, third classroom on the right. Six o’clock!”

			He hurried away toward the station without waiting for an answer, and she shouted after him.

			“What am I supposed to tell my parents?”

			Too late. Nelson had disappeared into the milling crowd.

			“About what?”

			She whirled around to find her father behind her, his brow furrowed, eyes curious. 

			Thinking fast, she blurted out the first thing that came to her. “About—Ben,” she said. “And his friend, Nelson. They were supposed to come home for dinner, but they’ve just made other plans, and they won’t be coming after all.”

			“Oh dear.” Her father shook his head with a heavy sigh. “That won’t put your mother in a very good mood. Did you at least warn her that I’d be late?”

			“Oh, Daddy, I’m sorry, I completely forgot!”

			“Ah well, nothing for it, then. We’d best get this over with.”

			He walked beside her, still frowning. “The worst part is, I’m late for nothing. My friend never even showed up!”

		

	
		
			Six

			Tapestry

			EDWIN glanced at his watch again, groaning. He’d already been running behind to begin with; bumping into Sylvia had thrown off his schedule entirely. Nero would not be pleased. 

			Then again, Nero was never pleased.

			Just entering the Councilman’s office made him feel dirty. Which was ironic, since it was one of the nicest rooms in all of Sigil. 

			As head of the Elder Council, Nero commanded respect. Yet Edwin felt no loyalty for someone who managed to embody everything he hated about Elves in one neat, tidy package. 

			It was always the same. Edwin would sit across from the Elf, who would talk at him about all the things wrong in Sanctuary and all the reasons why all of those things were Edwin’s fault. He would listen, a well-practiced look of concern plastered on his face, inwardly glowering. 

			Nero, on the other hand, glowered outwardly, going so far as to insult other members of the Council, some of whom had the audacity to treat Humans with a modicum of respect.

			This, he suspected, was the reason Nero never did any public speaking. A reasonable person might expect that the Theran who ran the entire city would be the first to address the people on days like the Anniversary. 

			Yet despite having been in charge from the beginning, Nero had never mastered the skill of diplomacy. He believed himself above such trivialities. He had no filter and no desire to develop one. Some might consider that a quality worthy of veneration; the Elf spoke his mind, without hesitation. 

			Edwin had the impression, however, that most people were content to stay out of his way.

			Edwin wished he could just stay out of Nero’s way. Unfortunately, he had no such choice.

			Edwin’s position was a means to an end, and the benefit outweighed the considerable emotional toll. Back when he was growing up, Edwin’s father had been fond of drinking. And when his father drank, he was fond of talking. 

			One of his favorite subjects to rant about had been Tapestry, a secret organization of Humans who preserved and taught the “true history” of Sanctuary. His father would regale young Edwin for hours as his child’s brain soaked up the tales. But when pressed, his father had no evidence that these fantastical ideas were anything more than fairytales. It felt like a betrayal, until his father had not come home one night, nor any of the nights to follow.

			His mother had cried. He’d been sentenced to life in Geo, the charges never revealed.

			Edwin had watched his mother struggle to provide for the two of them. He’d vowed to make Sanctuary better, and with that drive he’d succeeded in becoming the highest-ranking Human in Sigil. He’d been determined to keep the ideals of the fabled group alive. He wasn’t sure how, but he’d been confident that the view would be clear when he reached the top.

			He’d achieved his title at the age of twenty-three...his mother had died four days before the announcement.

			Edwin soon found out that the highest rung on the political ladder had not been high enough to make any difference. He was a figurehead, something for others to aspire to with no real power. He danced when they told him to dance, laughed when they told him to laugh, and spouted whatever propaganda they desired. His suggestions fell on deaf ears. He could not have felt more demeaned if they had smiled, patted him on the head, given him an apple and told him to scurry on his way.

			That was before he met the Weaver.

			Edwin had been on his way home from a meeting that had gone long. The Councilor had wanted to discuss the current food shortages, which Edwin had not known were even a problem. He had wondered, How could I not have known this? He’d been instructed to prepare a statement reassuring the people that there was plenty to go around—a blatant lie to quell rumors.

			“How will we account for the disparity?” he remembered asking. “According to these numbers, within a month one hundred and thirteen people will starve.”

			“You needn’t worry about that, Edwin” the Councilor had reassured him. “Your job is to assure the people keep their faith in the system. It is crucial that we have their trust. Without that, Sanctuary will fall.”

			Edwin had known before he left the Councilor’s chambers that he would do as he was told. He would tell the lie, and one hundred and thirteen people, most likely from the Edge or Geo or the hospital, would quietly disappear.

			This was not the man Edwin Smalls had imagined he would grow up to be.

			A hooded figure had called out to him from a dark alley near Sigil Station.

			Over several more meetings the mysterious figure, always cloaked in shadows, had proven to know a great deal about him. Perhaps it was because the man appealed to his inner desires, or perhaps it was the thought that his father’s stories had been vindicated after all, but Edwin had not needed much convincing to latch onto the idea of becoming a part of Tapestry. He’d been welcomed into the fold, introduced to key members, taught things they’d never learned in school. 

			Edwin had questioned the Weaver only once. He had been struggling to coordinate a particularly tricky operation.

			“I don’t understand why you can’t just tell me your name. You know I’m loyal, haven’t I proven that to you yet?”

			“I am no one of consequence,” the Weaver had replied. “I wish to remain anonymous for many reasons. You could inadvertently lead my enemies to my doorstep. Or the members of Tapestry would see me and be disappointed, or worse, put me on a pedestal as some idol. I have no name, Edwin. I am not a person. I am an idea. I have no desire to be anything more than that.”

			In the years that followed, Edwin had been instrumental in uniting many of Sanctuary’s malcontents under Tapestry’s banner. Whereas the Weaver worked from the shadows, Edwin was able to work right under the enemy’s nose. 

			Up until now, they had managed to organize quite a few small but successful ventures. Tapestry had enough people in Agriculture, for instance, to divert crops and feed dozens of families on the brink of starvation. They’d made headway in reducing crime in some of the most dangerous sections of the Edge. They’d used resources within the hospital to smuggle out several patients destined for an untimely end.

			Edwin was still lost in the past as he reached the private anteroom outside the office and the door flew open, Nero’s daughter rushing out.

			“...expect me to accept some disgusting, squalling, half-breed whelps—”

			Edwin could hear Nero shouting as she pushed the door shut with her whole body, leaning all her weight against it, muffling his tirade.

			“Excuse me,” she whispered, her voice pained. She rushed past him into the lift, jabbing at the control pad as tears threatened to spill from her eyes.

			Edwin watched her go, then faced the door. 

			He might have felt compassion for her if she were anyone else. The fact that she and her father were estranged at all spoke volumes. And yet, she was Nero’s daughter. How much different from the beast that bore her could she be? 

			In any case, this did not bode well for Nero’s mood. He braced himself and knocked.

			“Enter,” snapped a voice from within. Edwin opened the door tentatively.

			Nero scowled at him. “Where have you been? You think I have nothing better to do than sit around, waiting for you?”

			“Apologies.” 

			Edwin pulled up a chair, not bothering to mask his insincerity. Nero was too self-absorbed to notice a little thing like lack of decorum. He wanted to quip that the Elf had hardly been sitting around, given the state in which his daughter had just left. Instead, he settled for, “Urgent matters required my attention.”

			“The only thing urgent around here is the need to find someone who knows how to do their job and mind their place. You Humans are all the same, undisciplined and untrainable. Do not let it happen again.”

			Edwin nodded, but he knew that Nero was only posturing. He had no power on his own to remove Edwin from his position. The Council had hand-picked him, and he had been able to charm most of them. He had been a good puppet, giving no one any reason to complain about his performance. 

			Nero was the only one who refused to extend a hand of, if not friendship, at least cooperation. And besides, there was no chance that he would find someone else in the city more tolerable than Edwin. 

			He’d just said so himself; all Humans were the same to him. None more palatable than any other.

			“I’ve taken the liberty of writing down your notes for you since you could not be bothered to be here to do it yourself. I have other things to attend to.” 

			He shoved a piece of paper across the desk to Edwin with such force that it bent backward over his hand, revealing the scribbled text beneath. Even his handwriting looks angry, Edwin thought. He took it dutifully and stood.

			“Very well, then,” he said, making to leave. This hadn’t been so terrible, after all. Short and to the point. A refreshing change of pace from their usual meetings.

			Nero’s voice stopped him in his tracks. “And where do you think you are going?”

			“I thought you said you had other things to attend to?”

			Nero tapped his fingers impatiently against the desk, his short, well-manicured nails clicking in irritation. The action reeked of condescension, and Edwin felt his own hand clench around the sheet of paper. 

			“Other things with you. I have to attend to other things with you,” Nero corrected. 

			He spoke slowly, enunciating as if he were worried that Edwin was having a very hard time understanding a very simple concept.

			“Again, apologies,” said Edwin, stiff as he retook his seat. “How can I be of service?”

			“I need you to give me an update on the Anniversary. How are we progressing on the pageantry and such?”

			“Everything is well in hand. We have a good team making sure everything will run like clockwork. Sylvia is doing a fantastic job coordinating everything.”

			“What about the new speakers? Have those been selected?”

			Edwin nodded. “Yes, I hand-picked the speakers myself. We need only arrange the timing. Now, I assume we will not be making attending these mandatory, since that will take up practically the entire day, what with the Council’s speeches in the evening—”

			“The new speeches will be mandatory attendance.”

			Edwin tried to mask his surprise. “All right, it’s a bit late in the game to make that kind of an announcement, but we’ll muddle through. I’ll see about getting the word out as soon as we’re finished here.”

			“What are you talking about?” Nero growled. “The word is already out, you idiot, everyone knows the evening is mandatory attendance.”

			“Yes, of course, Councilor, but if we are going to also require the morning to be—”

			“I swear, it’s like trying to reason with a pile of rocks!” Nero threw up his hands. “Must I spell it out for you? Shall I simply do your entire job for you?”

			Edwin had to admit that he was, in fact, having a difficult time following. But Nero’s mocking tone only served to make him angry. 

			He struggled to keep his features neutral as he waited for Nero to continue. It wouldn’t do to go riling him up even further.

			“The new speeches will take place during the evening,” Nero clarified, as if this should have been painfully obvious. “The Council members will be speaking in the morning instead. People will not be required to attend those.” 

			He glared at Edwin as if to head off any protest. “And don’t take me for a fool and bother pretending that you’re upset or confused about it either. It’s the same drivel year after year. Nobody even listens. They’re there to fill their stomachs, not their brains.” Nero shook his head in open disgust. “An idiotic idea, the Anniversary.” His voice rose in pitch like someone talking to a baby. “Here, let’s celebrate the day your entire species almost died, but didn’t.”

			It was almost too much. Only the hopes that Edwin had riding on tomorrow’s events kept him from leaping from his chair and throttling Nero where he stood—superior strength be damned.

			Nero’s lips turned up at the corners. It was a small motion, but easy to interpret. The type of smile that told Edwin that Nero knew exactly what he was thinking, and that he also knew that Edwin would be a good little puppet and take it.

			“I believe,” Edwin said through gritted teeth, “that the idea is to celebrate the salvation of our species, not its near destruction.”

			“Ah, well, what is it you Humans say? Po-ta-toes, po-tah-toes? What kind of an idiot says ‘po-tah-toes’? Surely your kind had enough time on this planet to come up with some better sayings than that.”

			Nero was baiting him. But why? He was always abrasive and rude, but he seemed particularly foul today, and that was saying something. Had it been the fight with his daughter? That must be it.

			Edwin found himself at a loss for words. He decided to focus on the last important detail Nero had given him, rather than dwelling on the ranting.

			The idea that the Council speeches would not be required listening was unprecedented. He almost wanted to point out that there was no way he could have been expected to know something like that, but he thought better of it. Nero wouldn’t care. He would only be opening himself up for further ridicule.

			“Of course,” Edwin said instead. “How foolish of me.”

			“Why, did you make that saying up yourself?”

			Edwin shook his head, confused. “No, I meant—I meant about the speeches.”

			Nero paced the room, sighing dramatically.

			It seemed Edwin had not responded to his taunts in a satisfactory manner. He continued on as if the past few minutes had never happened. 

			“This is the one hundred twenty-fifth Anniversary of Sanctuary,” Nero made a theatrical flourish with his hand, “The celebrations must be grander than ever before. More of everything. What about the food? That’s all taken care of?”

			“Yes, the feast has been planned to your specifications, although, if I could just point out, I’ve spoken to Agriculture, and they say the order is, um...exorbitant.”

			Actually, Harlan had said it was a wasteful act of sheer idiocy, but Nero would not care to hear that particular opinion. 

			“He said that it will severely deplete our current stores and cause some significant decreases in rations.”

			“We’ll manage,” Nero said with an air of finality, signaling that the matter was closed. “Is that it?”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Do you have anything else to tell me?”

			Edwin felt the muscles in his eye twitching. Nero had been the one who said there were things to talk about. Why was he making Edwin feel like a waste of his precious time? 

			“No, sir.”

			“Good. Get out.”

			He did not need to be told twice.

			Once outside, he looked over Nero’s list. Typical, he thought to himself as he read each carefully bulleted point.

			
					Address failure of Security forces to quell general Human unrest surrounding upcoming festivities.

					Address issues concerning rampant disregard of Tube safety regulations.

					Remind all Sigil staff that Therans do not celebrate birthdays and that the covering of Councilwoman Mendon’s office with streamers and confetti was both unwelcome and insulting.

			

			This one made Edwin chuckle. He secretly believed Councilor Mendon had been thrilled by the Human custom-turned-prank, before Nero had arrived to spoil it. 

			The list went on like that for a full page but yielded very little insightful information. Thankfully, his chat with Nero had given him plenty to think about. 

			As well as plenty that he’d rather forget.

			Tapestry cells throughout Sanctuary had been holding regular meetings the past few weeks. As a leader in the organization, he had found himself called to several just in the last few days. The increase in activity had made him nervous, but with the celebration tomorrow, it was crucial that they had everything ready to go. 

			They planned to use the Anniversary as a cover for a couple of big operations, and there was a lot at stake. Nero’s switch in the order of the proceedings was a hiccup–not insurmountable. It just meant tweaking a few details. If the Council members themselves would not be occupied in the evening, Tapestry would need to have eyes on them.

			Edwin strode quickly away from the lift and had his finger on the keypad of his own office when he heard a voice behind him. 

			“Edwin!”

			His finger hovered as he debated whether or not he could get away with pretending he hadn’t heard. The voice belonged to Councilman Prevos. Unlike Nero, Prevos was quite fond of Edwin, and would often find excuses to drag him into long, meandering conversations. At first, he had been able to cherry-pick these ramblings for interesting or important details, but over time it had become more of a chore. Edwin found it hard to focus, instead retreating inside his mind to think about other, more important issues. He would occasionally nod to show he was still listening, but it was rare that he walked away from Prevos with anything more interesting than a stiff neck and a backache from sitting too long.

			He closed his eyes and composed himself, then spun around, greeting Prevos with what he hoped was a convincing smile. “Councilman, how have you been?”

			It was well over an hour before Edwin was able to break away. He was drained, and he still had a long night ahead of him. He considered a quick stop at the commissary, perhaps throwing his rank around for the second time that day to procure an extra cup of coffee. If his rank did not entitle him to an occasional cup of coffee, then what was the point of it all, really? He chuckled to himself.

			The lift door opened onto the main floor and Edwin’s hopes of coffee were quickly dispelled. He spotted Nelson standing in the center of the half-deserted lobby. He was wandering around, peering down each of the corridors as he passed them, wringing his hands and looking at his watch. When he saw Edwin, he let out a visible sigh of relief before running over.

			“Edwin! I need to talk to you!” 

			The kid had a crazed look in his eyes that gave Edwin pause. 

			He’d seen it before. Nelson sometimes let his imagination get the best of him and would come to Edwin with all sorts of insane narratives about this, that and the other thing.

			“Not now,” Edwin said, “Are you crazy? Your shift starts in ten minutes, you should be getting ready. Sweet Evenmire, Nelson, you’re sweating. Have you been drinking?”

			“What?” Nelson looked flustered. “No, no of course not!”

			“Then what’s this about?” 

			Edwin’s eyes flitted around the lobby to be sure they were still alone. A few workers trailed in and out, but not close enough to hear. He lowered his voice all the same. “I’ve just been trapped with Prevos, not to mention Nero. I’m tired, I’m achy, I’m hungry, and I’m in no mood for whatever scheme you’re into this time. I have a meeting to prepare for.”

			“That’s the problem.” 

			Though Edwin was almost certain no one was listening, Nelson’s strange behavior would be sure to draw unwanted attention if anyone bothered to glance their way. 

			And on top of that, he made no effort to quiet his voice. He spoke with a feverish intensity that he seemed incapable of dialing down. “I’ll be working tonight. I won’t be able to attend—” 

			“Shh! Shut it, you idiot!” Edwin hissed. “In here.”

			He half-dragged Nelson backward into the lift and pressed the button for the fourth floor. When the doors had slid closed and they began to move upward, he waved his wrist in front of the keypad and depressed a small red button. The lift stopped halfway between the second and third levels. 

			“Make it fast, or someone will get suspicious. What couldn’t wait until tomorrow?”

			“It’s Ben.” Nelson’s expression was expectant, as if this statement explained everything. When Edwin didn’t answer, he added, “He’s gone missing.”

			Edwin frowned. “I know, I helped Sylvia look for him earlier. She was acting kind of peculiar. You’re sure he didn’t just go home? Pod Manufacturing was let out early for the systems check.”

			“Yeah, I’m sure. I checked.” He stood up straighter and gave a sharp nod. “I went there myself!” 

			Nelson’s words were defensive, as if Edwin had been about to challenge his statement.

			“I don’t have time for this right now,” snapped Edwin. “Get to the point.”

			“Well, apparently Ben was snooping around in a storage area, and he found...something.”

			“This is a bad time for guessing games, Nelson.”

			“Well, I’m not sure exactly what he found. But Sylvia said he was on the comm with her, and he was going on about this…this moving storage room. He said the whole room went down, just like a lift. He said he was maybe three floors underground.”

			Though the story seemed odd, this made Edwin curious. “Three floors? You mean he found a moving room and ended up in, what, the Geothermal Plant?”

			But Nelson gave a fervent shake of his head. “No, that’s what Sylvia thought, too, at first. But he specifically said he wasn’t in Geo. He said he was somewhere else.”

			Edwin said nothing, thinking hard. He’d never heard of anything else beneath Sanctuary. Surely if such a place existed, the Weaver would have known about it. And if the Weaver had known, he would have told Edwin.

			Wouldn’t he?

			“I think he must have stumbled on something big, Edwin. I’ve never heard of anything but the penal colony that far down. And secret rooms that move? And then to just...vanish?” 

			Nelson shook his head. “There’s something more there, I can feel it. And whatever it is, I’m scared for Ben. Do you think...do you think Tapestry could help him?”

			“So, either he’s still hiding down there, or he’s been found and sent to Geothermal. I’ll reach out to my contacts to see if there’s any record of him being taken in. If he’s in Geo, it won’t be easy to get him out,” Edwin said, “but it isn’t impossible. We’ve managed it a few times in the past.” 

			He paused, not wanting to dwell on the times they’d attempted and failed such missions. “After the Anniversary, I have a feeling everything’s going to get a lot harder, so we’ll have to act now, add this in to our plans for tomorrow. But usually we’d have more time to prepare...bah!”

			He slammed his fist against the tiny red button and the lift began to move upward once more.

			Edwin was frustrated but determined. He didn’t know Ben, but he knew Sylvia, and she was a good person. If there was a chance he could help her, he’d take it. Tomorrow he would prove to her, to everyone, that the Weaver hadn’t made a mistake putting him in charge. Things would go as planned, no matter the cost.

			“Are...you okay, Edwin?”

			Edwin nodded.

			“I’ll get someone to cover your shift tonight,” he told Nelson with grim determination. “You’re coming to the meeting.”

		

	
		
			Seven

			The Snow’s Cold Embrace

			WILLOW’S heart was heavy as she climbed the wide steps of the D4 Schoolhouse. 

			There was a sense of familiarity here, as the building had always been intended for one of the Council members, and it was very similar to the home where she had grown up. 

			But this was not a warm, comforting familiarity. The black stone stood proudly against the concrete ground, rising up as if to assert its dominance over its inferior surroundings. 

			Just now, the memories it dredged up made her insides churn, and she struggled to keep her composure as she unlocked the door and stepped into the dark interior.

			She walked from room to room, turning on the lights as she went, looking with fresh eyes on the extravagance of the architecture. 

			Pillars and carved sculptures rose to high ceilings. An ornate fireplace dominated the center of the house, its white marble facade pristine. The Therans had brought this stone through the Gate when Sanctuary was being built. Her father had told her that there were cities on Thera where everything was white, miles and miles that gleamed like freshly fallen snow. It was such an odd thing to have added to the homes—a fireplace where wood was at a premium and the temperature was always steady and comfortable. In all of Sanctuary’s years, she doubted it had ever been used. 

			What a stupid thing to offer Earth, she thought, anger surging up inside her like a storm. She’d never considered it before. A sense of shame stirred deep in her belly. 

			Shame at what her own people had done—and everything that they had failed to do. 

			What a stupid waste of time, bringing rocks to remind them of home when they should have brought something useful. Something that might have helped.

			That this home would be abandoned and then repurposed to teach the very students who were so reviled by the Elder Council offered a small but welcome comfort. There were a dozen homes like this in each of the residential domes, but when the Human population had begun to rise, all of the Theran inhabitants had migrated to somewhat less impressive housing in what was now considered the Theran district, rather than live and sleep in such close proximity to the places where the Humans and Halfsies were. These abandoned stone behemoths had been transformed into schools and shelters. Willow taught on the first floor, where she and her fellow teachers had sorted the fifty-six school-aged Halfsie children into three classes according to ability. She was in charge of the youngest group.

			Her supplies, in stark contrast to the home, were shabby and dull. When the Sigil school had begun to turn away Halfsies, Willow had felt responsible. She knew it was her father’s doing, and she knew it was wrong. She’d scraped and scrounged to find and collect the things she’d accumulated here: a few desks, although many of the students still had to sit on the floor; a projector that Felix had rigged up for her from spare parts—or rather, Ripley had. Felix’s most recent offering to the school had been several crates of old log sheets smuggled out of the Observatory a few at a time. 

			The children used the margins to work out math problems, and those with blank backs for essays and writing practice. Even the youngest among them had been instilled with the ideals of Sanctuary; they wrote in small, neat lettering, conserving space, making what little they had stretch as far as they were able. In the Sigil school, paper was always available, tossed into recycling piles half used, returning over and over from the Reclamation department as fresh, new sheets. 

			For her students, this was a luxury they would never know.

			Still, they made do. Willow’s love for her students had proven more important than desks that didn’t wobble or books that weren’t missing pages. They thrived under her tutelage, and she considered it a privilege to teach them.

			As the first ones began to filter in, Willow put on her best smile and began to welcome them.

			***

			“Is that really what it looks like?” chirped Eloise, pointing at the projection on the wall, her gleaming eyes wide with fascination. She wore a threadbare tunic two sizes too large that hung limp on her tiny frame.

			“Yes,” Willow confirmed with a nod and a smile. “It’s quite beautiful, isn’t it?”

			“Can we go and see it? Like, the real one?” asked Nathaniel, a spirited boy whose pointed ears peeked out from beneath a thick mat of sleek black hair. Willow shook her head.

			“Remember how we talked about the way they sealed Sanctuary up, to protect the Humans from the Sequencing? Well, they sealed it up so well that there isn’t a way in or out anymore. So, I’m afraid we won’t be able to make a field trip to Antiquity’s Gate a part of our studies.”

			“It looks like a jewel,” remarked Sasha, a shy girl who spoke very little during class, and always sat in the back. She did not have pointed ears at all and might have passed for a Human child from behind. The trouble was always the eyes—Halfsies were born with Human features all the time. But never the eyes. Hers glimmered with golden hues, flashing as she looked around at her classmates, sinking down and looking startled at herself for having spoken aloud.

			Willow acknowledged her statement with a comforting expression and looked around at the other students. 

			“That’s very true, Sasha. Can anyone tell me why it looks like that?”

			There were several raised hands, and she pointed to one of them. “Yes, Mikayla?”

			“Is it made of ice?”

			Willow pursed her lips, tilting her head slightly to one side. “That’s an interesting guess, but no. Hugh?”

			“My dad said it’s made out of crystals,” Hugh offered.

			“Correct!”

			Hugh’s chest puffed out with obvious pride. Willow continued the lesson. 

			“Antiquity’s Gate is composed of a mysterious crystalline substance. After its discovery, the scientists who studied it said it was like no other crystal found on Earth. They believed it to be extraterrestrial in origin. Who can tell me what ‘extraterrestrial’ means?”

			“From another place,” Hugh answered, “like the Elves.”

			Willow tilted her head back and forth, squinting as she pondered how to explain the difference. “Well, you’re partly right. It means something that’s not from Earth. But the Therans, or Elves as they’re more commonly referred to, are from Earth, technically speaking. Thera has its own gate, which they call the Evenmire. It exists in the same place and time, but on a different plane...but we’re getting a little ahead of ourselves, here. I’ll leave that tricky subject for Miss Adeline to explain when you’re older! For now, let’s explore a bit more about the gate. 

			“So, we know that Antiquity’s Gate is extraterrestrial because it’s not from Earth. It’s from outer space. The scientists believed that it fell from the sky, much like a meteorite would.”

			“It looks like it’s glowing,” added another student from the back.

			“Yes,” agreed Willow. “It’s also believed that the Gate absorbs and channels sunlight, which is where it gets its power. It’s very sensitive to different types of energy and responds to them in different ways. Can anyone tell me how we know that?”

			A few hesitant hands went up. “What can you tell us, Lyle?”

			“Because it grew?”

			Willow nodded in approval. “That’s right. You see, Antiquity’s Gate was not always a Gate. It began as a large, solid mass of crystal. It was first discovered by an explorer named James Clark Ross a very long time ago, in 1843. When he returned on a later journey, he was unable to locate it again. The people of his time called him a liar and chalked it up to a failed bid for fame. For a long time the crystal lay forgotten, until it was rediscovered nearly two hundred years ago. 

			“Technology had come a long way, so scientists began all sorts of experiments on it. They tried to move it somewhere warmer but discovered it was rooted deep in the ground. No tool seemed able to chip away at it, so they experimented with other ways to take samples. We aren’t sure what made the crystal start growing, but we do know that they tried to stop it, because they were afraid. But by then it was too late. Antiquity’s Gate had taken the shape we’re familiar with today.” S

			he watched the little faces as they imagined the story unfolding. After a while, she broke their contemplations with a question. “Now, who was the first Human to go through?”

			She looked around again, but no one answered.

			“His name was Gabriel Thurston,” Willow supplied.

			“I knew that!”

			“Thank you, Lyle. Now, here’s something you might not know about poor Gabriel. He didn’t mean to do it! When the Gate began to form, everyone was confused, and a little scared. Gabriel was the only person to approach it. And when he stepped beneath its arch...” 

			She threw out her hands dramatically, and the children jumped and giggled. “Poof! He disappeared!” 

			She waited until the giggling had subsided before continuing. “No one knows what happened to him, but it was a while before anyone else was brave enough to go through to search for him. That’s when the Humans and the Therans met for the first time.” 

			She watched the tiny faces, all of them pondering the mysterious fate of poor Mister Thurston and the first meeting of two worlds.

			“Unfortunately, exactly how it functions was not determined before the Sequencing began, so we still only have theories even after all this time.” There were several looks of dubious skepticism. “Therefore, it is still a mystery how Antiquity’s Gate came to be, or where it came from, or how and why it connects Earth and Thera. Some have even suggested that the Gate itself is a living being!”

			The room broke out in whispered exclamations of disbelief. 

			“Perhaps some of you will be scientists someday. Maybe you’ll discover some of these answers, so that future generations will have a better understanding of Antiquity’s Gate. What do you say to that?”

			Several students nodded enthusiastically, but for every bright smile in the room, Willow could see at least two scowling faces. 

			It was a cruel world, indeed, where children had to endure the bitterness of such harsh realities. Simply because their parents chose to love the wrong person, these kids were ostracized and looked down upon. Many of them were likely thinking about how unrealistic it was to dream of making important discoveries, given the small number of career opportunities that would be accessible to them. 

			At that moment Willow found herself hating her father. Halfsies had never been popular, it was true, but his personal vendetta against them had swayed many who used to view them with only polite indifference. 

			Things were getting worse for Halfsies, and she feared for them.

			Shaking her head to clear her mind, she looked up. “Alright, so let’s see who’s been paying attention. Can anyone tell me the Theran name for Antiquity’s Gate?”

			“The Evenmire!” squeaked a boy who sat cross-legged on the floor, one toe peeking out from the worn sole of his boot.

			“Very good, Jacob, but please remember to raise your hand next time, alright?”

			“Excuse me, Willow.” 

			A kind-looking woman with olive skin and dark eyes had appeared in the doorway. “Have you finished with the projector? I’d like to use it, but only if you’re done.”

			“Oh, yes. Of course, Molly!” she replied, flipping the switch. “Children, please get out your arithmetic books. We’ll be working on our multiplication next. Start with the problems on page thirty-seven.” 

			There were several groans, but the students complied. She picked up the projector.

			“Hurray!” shouted Eloise, “I don’t have page thirty-seven!”

			Molly had walked forward to take the machine from her. 

			“Here, let me.” Willow followed her to the door, so that they could speak without being overheard. At least, that’s what she told herself. Many of the children had hearing as good as any pureblood. Her quiet words would be no secret to any curious enough to listen.

			She looked back over her shoulder and saw that the students were bent over their papers, busy writing down problems and working them out. 

			“I hate to ask this of you, but would you mind terribly if I left right away after school today? I...have somewhere to go.”

			Molly’s warm smile lit up her whole face. “Not at all! I’ll just tidy up a bit for you after they leave. And I’m sure a few of the children wouldn’t mind staying behind to help. Is it another appointment, then?”

			Willow bit her lip, not wanting to talk about her situation right now. If she did, she knew she would cry, and the last thing she wanted to do was expose her students to more pain than they already had to deal with. “Yes, I suppose you could call it that.”

			“Well, you do what you need to do, love. I’ll take care of things here.”

			“Thank you, Molly.”

			Molly’s eyes flickered over the students and back to Willow. Her smile faded. 

			“They’re only children,” she said softly. “It’s terrible that they are made to carry the burdens of these troubled times.” She shook her head and, without further explanation, disappeared with the projector into her own classroom.

			Molly taught the oldest students, and Willow didn’t envy her. Despite having been kicked out of Sigil’s school system, the Halfsies were not exempt from the law requiring every resident to register for the workforce. Those who showed little academic promise were made to register at fourteen, so that they could be put to use on jobs involving manual labor. Those more adept at their studies found reprieve until the age of sixteen, at which time they would be reviewed on an individual basis and matched with an appropriate position. 

			Many Halfsies registered earlier, foregoing the end of their education in favor of bringing more money into their impoverished homes. Molly had a tender heart, and each time a student stopped showing up for school, Willow knew that she wept silent tears for the loss.

			While the last of the student were busy packing away their books at day’s end, Willow made her way to the Tube. She stood, lost in thought, as she waited for it to arrive. Her stomach roiled, and her heart was full of dread at the thought of approaching her father. 

			Though she had seen him on several occasions, it had been years since they’d spoken. Her mother had come to visit a few times, looking to draw Willow back into the fold, but never her father. He did not suffer traitors, especially those in his own family.

			She knew what his reaction to the news of her pregnancy would be. She had not even bothered to try and fool herself into believing he would be happy or concerned for her. She had grown up with the man, and she knew the only thing she could count on him for was consistency. 

			Nero had never changed, and he never would.

			She had wondered more than once what his motivation had been, back at the founding of Sanctuary. The Therans who had stayed on Earth had done so voluntarily, many in hopes of making recompense for the terrible consequences of their arrival. She liked to believe that they wanted to leave more than the Sequencing as their legacy in this place. 

			But why had Nero, who hated Humans, agreed to stay? Why would someone who reviled the vast majority of the populace lock himself in a self-contained city under the pretense of aiding them? Given the long lifespan of the average Theran, and how many more years Nero had ahead of him, it didn’t seem logical for him to resign himself to living out his days here instead of back on Thera. Surely the prestige of being named to the head of the Elder Council could not outweigh his disdain for Humanity?

			Willow, as a guest and not an employee, was supposed to check in when she entered Sigil. But the woman at the desk looked busy, and Willow knew if she waited she would lose her nerve. She brushed past the counter, her pace brisk as she made her way to the lifts at the far end of the spacious lobby. 

			How many times had her father brought her here as a girl, grooming her for a future that would never be realized? How many nights had he lain awake, fury eating away at him, as he contemplated ways to bring her back onto his side? Or had he written her off completely? 

			No. She was his only child. He would hold onto the dream of the day when she would come back to beg forgiveness for the rest of his long, miserable life. He would nurture his hatred for Felix, for all Halfsies, and he would wait for her to see the error of her ways.

			As Willow reached the door to her father’s office she froze. The thought of the confrontation terrified her. Yet, she had to try. She owed it to Felix, to her children, at least to try. Gathering her courage, she tried the door only to find it locked. She tried a timid knock, but there was no answer from inside.

			Willow stood in the hallway for what seemed like a long time. Her bravery faltered, draining with each passing minute until at last she decided to go.

			She spun around, raising her hand to call the lift back when she heard it rising from the floor below. Her insides turned to ice and she stepped back, pressing herself against the office door as the lift came to a halt. 

			The door slid back to reveal her father. His ever-present scowl deepened as his eyes fell on her, and she dropped her gaze respectfully. 

			“Hello, father.”

			Nero shot her a glare, looking her over but saying nothing. 

			The silence was deafening, and she found herself wishing he would speak, even shout, if only the unbearable silence would end. At last he moved past her without comment, unlocking his office and stepping inside. 

			She felt certain that this was as much of an invitation as she could expect to receive.

			“Sit,” he said at last, and she did so. 

			Willow watched as he pulled open a drawer and withdrew a sheet of paper. She waited, obedient, as he looked around for a pen, and then sat as he began to write. 

			He seemed to ponder each word, pressing down hard as if wanting to be certain that his meaning transferred to the page. The pen was loud in the long silence. She didn’t dare to speak out of turn. She wanted, if it were even possible, to have his good will. At one point he let out something akin to a low growl, snatching the paper up and crumpling it into an angry ball before beginning all over again.

			Willow knew he was testing her now, and she was determined to wait him out, even while every instinct screamed at her to get as far away from her father as she could.

			He seemed displeased to find that she was still there. He put the pen down and sighed, leaning back in his chair and drumming his fingers on the desk as he studied her, still scowling. 

			Willow had long ago decided that this expression was so overused by her father that his facial muscles had simply accepted it as his natural resting position and conformed themselves to oblige. 

			“Why are you here?”

			The question was not one of concern or caring. In fact, to Willow’s ears it sounded almost rhetorical. As if he hoped she might not answer at all.

			“I...wanted to talk to you.” 

			She still wasn’t certain how to begin. She had practiced the whole way here, thinking of ways to tell him, but in her mind all of them ended the same way.

			“It hardly seems necessary to talk now.” Bitterness dripped from every word. “You have made every effort to avoid me ever since your sharp decline into rebellion. Unless you are here to tell me that you are ready to repent, and to return home where you belong. Is that why you are here, Willow? Do you wish to grovel at my feet and beg forgiveness for your sins against your people? Against your family?”

			She willed the tears back, knowing her father would only see weakness. She could not remember a time in her life that she had shed more tears than over the last few days, and it infuriated her to succumb to it here, now, in front of him. He did not empathize; he did not sympathize. She knew this. Compassion was beyond his understanding. 

			She didn’t want him to know how much he’d hurt her. That would be like letting him win.

			Oh, how she wished Felix were here with her now. Felix had given her the courage to stand up to her father, he’d shown her that it could be done. If he had been here, she wouldn’t be so afraid. 

			She drew a deep, steadying breath. Felix had always been strong for her. Now it was her turn to be strong—for him.

			For their children.

			“I came to ask for your help,” she said, and waited. When he didn’t respond, she pushed on. “I would like you to intercede for me with the Council...to ask...to ask special permission.”

			His next words were slow, accusing. “How dare you. How dare you have the nerve to ask favors of me, when you’ve made your choice clear. You chose him. Over your own family, you chose him.” 

			It was as if he couldn’t even bring himself to speak Felix’s name, as if it were too vile a word for civilized conversation.

			“Please, father, just listen to me—”

			Nero stood, taking Willow by surprise. He came around the desk and loomed over her, cloaking her in his shadow. 

			“I know why you’ve come,” he growled. “Do you think anyone in this wretched city can do anything without my knowing about it? I knew about the abomination in your belly before you left the hospital wing.”

			Willow’s hands moved over her stomach in a protective motion as she flinched. 

			“If I had it my way, anyone senseless enough to marry outside their race would be sterilized before such a travesty could occur. I have spent each day since you made such a choice thinking of ways to kill your filthy mutt of a husband. Slow ways. Painful ways.” 

			He stepped back from her, a look of disgust on his face, as if she might contaminate him. “Did you really believe that I would help you? That I would open my arms and help bring not one, but two of his spawn into the world?”

			She stood then, looking him in the eye, quivering with anger. 

			“His name is Felix. And they aren’t an abomination. They’re your grandchildren, whether you like it or not!”

			Nero’s expression was incredulous. “You come in here, to my office, and have the nerve to associate me with...with the likes of...” His breath came in small, angry huffs, as though he were having trouble getting enough air. “I don’t want to hear anymore. Get out.”

			“Father, please—”

			“Do not ‘Father, please’ me. Do not presume to call me father when you have dishonored me in such unforgivable ways. I don’t think you understand, Willow. I am not refusing to help you because the law ties my hands. I am refusing to help you because I wrote the law, and I have never been prouder of that fact than I was when I discovered the mess you’ve gotten yourself into this time.”

			She stood in stunned silence, unable to breathe as his gloating face loomed over her.

			“Now get out! I hope you lose them both!”

			Willow turned and ran to the door, pushing it open, barely hearing his words as he continued to shout at her back. 

			“How could you possibly expect me to accept some disgusting, squalling, half-breed whelps—”

			Willow slammed the door behind her, shutting out his vitriol. 

			She’d never known. She knew he hated Halfsies, hated Felix. But to extend that hatred to his own grandchildren? His own flesh and blood?

			She looked up to see a man standing in the hall before her in stunned silence. 

			“Excuse me,” she said, before rushing past him. 

			She just wanted to be alone.

			***

			Willow found her way home by instinct, unaware of how she’d managed to get there. She couldn’t think straight. She longed to speak to Felix, to feel the comfort of his arms. He would know what to say to make her feel better.

			But Felix wasn’t here. She walked around the tiny apartment, as if she might find him hiding somewhere, but she was alone. Curled up under the blankets, squeezing Felix’s pillow tightly, she fell into a fitful sleep.

			In the morning she rose early. She was still tired, and her stomach was quick to remind her that she hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before. Sitting up and looking toward the kitchen, she spotted a piece of paper on the table and wondered how she had missed it. She sat down, unfolding it.

			My dearest Willow,

			I promise you that everything is going to be alright.We have a plan. I am not sure how long it will take. Don’t leave. Don’t go to the celebrations. I will come for you — be ready. I love you, always.

			Felix.

			Be ready? Be ready for what? 

			She looked around again, wondering what she should do. Her heart felt lighter. The note left her with many questions, but she felt almost at peace for the first time in days. If Felix and Ripley had a plan, any plan, there was hope. Felix had never broken a promise to her, and Ripley was as close as family. Closer, really, considering her actual family. 

			Not knowing what else to do she got up, went to the table, and dumped out the contents of the satchel she used for carrying her school supplies. Then she began filling it with anything she thought could be useful.

			Willow grabbed a few ration packs, some fresh vegetables, and a loaf of bread. She wrapped it all in a cloth and placed it in the satchel. She added some bandages and ointment, fuel cells, and a flashlight. 

			There was still room, and she looked around, wishing she knew more about what she was preparing for. She settled on packing a few pairs of extra socks, a needle, and thread. Surveying her little emergency kit brought her a sense of immense satisfaction and she looked expectantly toward the door, as if Felix might appear at any moment now that she was ready. When nothing happened, she sat down on the bed, keeping her shoes on just in case. 

			Long moments passed, and when staring at the door became too agonizing, she looked around for something to distract her.

			She picked up the book she had been reading a few days ago, before all of this began. Molly had lent it to her. A collection of poems entitled The Weaver’s Tale, the volume was old and worn. The edges of the cover were softly indented; evidence of the many times it had been thumbed open over the years. Most of the books that had once been in Sanctuary’s archives had long since been added to the computer systems, the dusty tomes of old shoved into forgotten corners of the city or sent to Reclamation to be recycled. But this, this was one of the few artistic works ever to have been produced here. 

			Life in the domes left precious little time for artistic pursuits. She had seen the carefully machined bindings of the old books, produced en masse using technologies lost with the plague. No one would consider mass-producing a book in Sanctuary, not with their limited resources. This was one-of-a-kind, the binding a simple work of thick stitches through the center crease. Someone had gone to great pains to see this little book come into being. She cradled it delicately, like a fragile bird. 

			It reminded her that there was still beauty in the world. That creativity could not be forced into extinction. Though the leisure time that people did have in Sanctuary was spent in ways they felt were more important than creating works of art, some people managed to make the time to add a little beauty to the world, in whatever way they could. To leave their mark in some small manner. 

			Willow remembered moving things around just after Felix’s father passed away, about a year after they’d been married. This had been Felix’s family home. She had pulled a desk away from the wall to reveal a tiny figurine carved from stone. Felix had said only that his dad used to make them, and he had placed it on a small shelf by the bed. Looking at it now, she reached out for it, cupping the miniature figure in her hand before slipping it into her pocket. She didn’t have a lot of sentimental items. But if they were leaving this, the only home they’d ever had together, it seemed right to take this one, small thing.

			Willow flipped open the book to the place where she’d left off and began to read. She found herself reading the same line over and over again until, at last, she gave up. Although she had been rather enjoying the sorrowful, impassioned musings of the author, she just wasn’t capable of appreciating poetry right now. She needed something else to keep her mind off the slow passage of time.

			She felt a sudden pang of guilt. What would become of her students when she left? Would Molly and Adeline be able to take all of them on? Would someone else step up? Would they feel abandoned?

			Those children were used to abandonment. The whole city had abandoned and shunned them. But they wouldn’t expect it from her, not from Miss Willow, who had done her best to make them feel safe and loved. That, she knew, would be a true betrayal.

			Willow steeled herself. Right now, she needed to focus on her own family, her own children. She hated herself for it, but her students at least had their parents, and they had Molly and Adeline. Her own children could depend on no one else. No one was going to save them if she and Felix did not prove up to the task.

			Maybe she just needed to do something with her hands, like fixing something to eat. Anything to distract herself. If Felix came home, perhaps they’d have time for a hot meal together. If not, at least she wouldn’t be heading off on an empty stomach.

			A short while later, she was sitting down to a piping bowl of vegetable potage. It smelled good, and her stomach rumbled its approval. But no sooner had she lifted the first spoonful to her lips than there came a knock at the door.

			Dropping the spoon, she grabbed her satchel and slung it over her shoulder then ran to the door, heart pounding and all thoughts of hunger forgotten. 

			“I’m ready!” 

			Her hands trembled with excitement as she opened it wide, beaming.

			But the figure who loomed in the hall was not Felix.

			Willow’s tone was cold. “What are you doing here?”

		

	
		
			Eight

			Out of the Loop

			THE Tapestry recruits filtered into the room, individuals or groups of two or three at a time. 

			Although the labyrinth of passageways in Sigil’s lower level afforded a fair amount of privacy, it had become increasingly difficult to get everyone down here without being seen.

			Meeting right under the Elder Council’s nose might seem like a risky move, but Edwin had weighed all of their options more than once. 

			A private apartment would have been cramped, but that small discomfort would have been nothing compared to the possibility of curious neighbors listening in through the paper-thin walls. 

			There was the Edge, which offered places where being overheard would not be an issue, but too many Sigil employees making their way out to the Edge all at once could arouse suspicion. 

			No. This was the only possible meeting place that made sense.

			Edwin sat straight-backed and tense. These plans had been in the works for months. 

			Every time Edwin believed he had checked off everything on his list, however, life would throw something new at him. 

			Nero’s little revelation about the speeches, for example. Or Nelson’s plea to help Ben.

			Nelson was the first to arrive. He sat down next to Edwin, his eyes bursting with questions. Edwin only frowned apologetically in return. 

			“It isn’t good,” he said. “I’ve heard back. He’s in Geo, all right. I wasn’t able to get any details on the charges, but that doesn’t really matter. We know why he’s there.”

			Nelson rubbed the bridge of his nose, squeezing his eyes shut. “Damn.” His whole posture shifted as he seemed to deflate. “I was hoping to be wrong, for once.”

			“We’ll talk about it soon,” Edwin promised, turning his attention to the newcomers.

			There was Harlan, who oversaw the flow of information between Sigil and the Agridome, and Denton and Percy from Security. They sat without a word, choosing seats far from one another, the space between them speaking volumes to the fragility of Tapestry’s infrastructure.

			Brightly lit with a long table and plenty of cushioned chairs, the room had once been used for interdepartmental conferences. Now it was abandoned. 

			The conferences had dwindled to a halt some time ago and Edwin had made the redistribution order for the room’s furnishings disappear. Such a small victory for the cause…but a victory none the less. 

			Edwin wished that over the years the group could have established something closer to friendship, but he’d long since given up hope that it would ever happen.

			Only Nelson, who had openly admitted on more than one occasion that he hoped to take Edwin’s place someday, clung to him. Perhaps eager to glean from his experience; perhaps looking for a friend. 

			Edwin assumed it was the former.

			Denton’s nostrils flared as he grumbled something unintelligible to Percy, who smirked. Both seemed more like mammoths than men: large, threatening, and a bit dull. Edwin was grateful that they were, at least in theory, on the same side.

			A slender, long-legged woman with brooding eyes came in alongside a short, middle-aged man whose remaining hair formed a pale blond ring around an ever-growing bald spot like a crown. 

			This pair was Sterling and Briggs, both members of the Sanitation crew. Their department might have an inglorious reputation, but their knowledge of the ins and outs of the places most Sanctuary citizens never saw had been nothing short of invaluable. 

			This made Sterling’s acerbic attitude much easier to tolerate.

			Jackson followed. A member of Health Services, Jackson was unassuming in stature with a sly mind. People felt at ease around him, perhaps because of his easy smile and grandfatherly appearance. His hair had been grey longer than Edwin had known him, trimmed neatly around his ears in a short, wavy mass the same color as the concrete so ubiquitous here in Sanctuary. His eyes darted around the room, assessing the situation even as a broad smile flashed across his face. 

			Jackson was always looking for a threat while making sure to let everyone else know that he wasn’t one.

			Molly, a teacher, arrived last. 

			Diminutive and a good listener, she was the one person in Edwin’s cell that he could honestly believe had no ulterior motive. Molly exuded a quiet passion that he found impressive for a woman with her unassuming background. She would even, on occasion, butt heads with Denton—something even a much larger man might have been afraid to do.

			“Okay, that’s everyone.” Edwin leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Let’s get started.”

			Sterling sat back in her chair, crossing her arms and pursing her lips in annoyance. “I don’t know why we bother. Always just seems like more of the same, to me.”

			“I think Smalls just likes to sit around and listen to himself talk,” complained Denton. “Makes him feel important. I’m tired of talking. When we gonna see some real action?”

			“You know perfectly well that there will be plenty of action during the Anniversary!” snapped Jackson, his shifty eyes locked on Denton in an accusing glare. “Or do all those big muscles take so much effort to maintain that your brain is too shriveled to remember?”

			Denton made a move to stand, and Edwin knew he had to change the subject, fast. 

			Tempers were short, nerves were frayed, and everyone was on edge. They could not afford to let their emotions dictate their actions. 

			“Sit down, Denton. And listen up. Your little shenanigans haven’t gone unnoticed by the Council. Just today they gave me orders to deal with all the little skirmishes that have been breaking out. 

			“I’m not an idiot. I know that you and your pals have been instigating a lot of these things. I can turn a blind eye to the trouble in the Edge, that’s nothing new. But you’re getting too bold, and you need to cool it. You’re going to draw attention to yourself. And that could draw attention to Tapestry. What were you thinking, starting a fight in the middle of the marketplace?”

			“I can’t help it.” 

			The deep wrinkles that formed in Denton’s nose as he frowned were shrouded by the tufts of his thick eyebrows. “I can’t stand it. I can’t stand to see their ilk strutting around, acting like they own the place.”

			“They do own the place,” retorted Briggs with a snort of disdain. “They make the rules, they enforce the rules. They decide who gets paid and who gets fed.” He shrugged, clucking his tongue. “Sounds like ownership to me.”

			“This is our home!” Denton slammed a meaty fist on the table. “They have no right!”

			“Calm down!” Edwin had little patience for these antics tonight. “You aren’t telling us anything we don’t already know. The sooner we get through this the sooner you can go about doing...I don’t know. Whatever it is you do when you’re not working. Just promise me you’ll keep a lid on your vigilantism.”

			Denton glowered but made no reply, which Edwin took as acceptance. 

			Or at least close enough.

			Nelson was squirming in his chair, anxious to speak. Edwin ignored him for the time being. 

			“Harlan, I addressed the food issue with Nero. He didn’t budge. The feast will go on as planned.”

			He had known what to expect. Harlan had access to the numbers. His careful planning to make sure no one would die of starvation had been totally thrown out the window when the orders for the Anniversary had come down from on high. Nero might as well have spit in his face; Harlan might have taken it better. The vein in the man’s forehead was threatening to pop it was throbbing so hard. 

			“I’ve been going over the numbers for weeks!” he grumbled. “If we prepare this much food, we’ll have people starving in the streets. Do they not understand how the Agridome works? Do they think we can just conjure food out of thin air?”

			“Maybe they want us to go hungry, maybe that’s what they’re hoping for.” Jackson spoke in his calm, matter-of-fact tone. “Maybe they want to fatten us up at the feast, get us nice and complacent, and then just let us all starve.”

			“There are simpler ways to get rid of Humans, if that’s what their goal is,” Edwin reasoned with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I don’t think that’s it. I agree it doesn’t add up. But for now, Harlan, just do the best you can.”

			“I’m an administrator, not a miracle worker,” Harlan retorted. “And don’t expect extra rations for any more mercy runs, either. There’s no way I can operate under these conditions.”

			Edwin nodded, turning his attention to Nelson. 

			“Okay, next order of business. I had the opportunity at this morning’s meeting to assign the rest of the speakers for tomorrow. Nelson, how is your speech coming?”

			“Fantastic!” said Nelson, sitting up straight and seeming to forget his worries for a moment. “It’s going to be really moving!”

			Sterling’s eyes were wide and disbelieving. “You’re letting the kid speak? Who else?”

			“No one from this group. I had considered Denton, but apparently, he isn’t very well-liked.” 

			Edwin shrugged and, unsurprisingly, got no argument from anyone. “Nelson here is a much more consumer-friendly face.”

			Nelson nodded, eager to boast. “It’s true!” he confirmed with a winning smile, “Everyone likes me!”

			“As far as timing goes,” Edwin continued, ignoring him, “these speeches will be taking the evening slots traditionally held by the Council members. They, in turn, will be speaking at the beginning of the ceremonies.”

			The room filled with a buzz of concerned voices as everyone sat up, all trying to be heard at once.

			“Will you please keep it down?” Edwin was now struggling to be heard over the sudden chatter. “It’s okay. The evening speeches are still going to be mandatory attendance. Nero has confirmed this. Now, our window of opportunity has not changed, but it is somewhat complicated by the fact that several of our members will be giving speeches during that time. If I’d known, I would have gone outside of the organization. As it stands, backing out at the eleventh hour would look suspicious. There just isn’t time to make any more changes.”

			“What does the Weaver say?” 

			At Molly’s question, several of the others perked up, eager for answers.

			“I haven’t spoken to him about this yet, but I will. I wanted to settle things here first.”

			“Speaking of settling things—” began Nelson.

			“Not yet, Nelson,” Edwin said, cutting him off. “Now, we’re going to need some volunteers to keep tabs on the Councilmembers during the festivities. If they aren’t going to be speaking, we need to make sure we don’t run into them. Harlan, Briggs, you’re indisposed, obviously. Any takers?”

			Sterling raised her hand with a half-hearted lack of enthusiasm. 

			“I will, I guess. I’m just a floater, anyways.”

			“Okay, great. You’ll be in charge of Mendon. I’ll see about getting you a comm. Can you meet up with your contact in D4? Find as many available recruits as possible for the other members.” 

			Sterling nodded, looking pleased at having been given some personal responsibility. She sat up a little straighter and tried to hide her smile beneath a weakening pout.

			“I can take one,” offered Denton with a wicked grin, but Edwin shook his head.

			“You aren’t especially good at stealth, Denton. No, not you either, Percy,” he replied, as Percy looked ready to say something. “We need someone a little less conspicuous. Molly, I’d like to take you off the transfer op, if that’s all right. I think you’d be a good choice as a tail. You’re non-threatening, and I trust you can be discreet.”

			“Whatever you need,” Molly said with a polite nod. 

			Her lack of argument was like a refreshing breeze for Edwin. 

			“Just tell me who to follow and who to report to. The only trouble is, I don’t work in the Sigil building. Won’t I be noticed, hanging around in there?”

			Edwin’s smile was grim. “Sigil will be like a ghost town the whole day. I’ll get you a pass, no one will think twice if they see an average citizen wandering the halls. There’s usually some sort of tour going on during the festivities. And if you’re questioned, you can just say you were looking around and got separated from your group. Once your target goes beyond where you can follow, up the lift that leads to the private chambers, you can station yourself near the main entrance. That way you’ll be able to watch for any Councilmembers leaving the building and also keep an eye on the festivities.”

			When he’d finished, he cocked his head thoughtfully. Nelson’s leg was bobbing up and down as he waited to make his request known.

			“How do we know the other cells will do their part?” inquired Jackson, his face concerned. “I mean, we’re going to be moving a lot of supplies, and a lot of people. We’ve never coordinated anything on this scale before. It’s a huge risk. There’s no way it’ll go unnoticed for long. The last thing I need is to be caught with half a dozen patients at the hospital entrance, and no one there to pick them up. The Elves will double down on security after our actions have been discovered. We won’t have another chance like this.”

			Briggs was nodding. “I agree. Up until now, little missions here and there, it’s been easy to sweep those under the rug. But this is big. They’re not stupid. They’re going to start looking for us.”

			“Let them come!” said Denton. “Let them find us! How many are there in Tapestry, now? A lot, right? It’s time we stopped sneaking around in the shadows and made some real changes around here!”

			“We are making changes, Denton. The speeches will show that. Speaking of which, Briggs, is everything in place for the diversion? We’re going to need all eyes on Sigil square if we want to make certain all of our ops go off without a hitch everywhere else.”

			Briggs grinned. “One riot, coming up! Don’t worry so much, Edwin. We’ve got this. Not gonna lie, I’m pretty revved up for some rabble rousing.”

			“Don’t be,” said Edwin sternly. “Things could go south real quick in this type of situation. You need to have your head in the game, Briggs. Don’t get carried away. It isn’t a riot. It’s a peaceful protest.”

			“I’m worried that it could turn violent,” Molly agreed. “I mean, D1 is going to be full of people, more than any other day of the year. And there will be children, too. I understand what you’re trying to do, but some people—” her eyes darted toward Denton and Percy, “are not averse to causing injury.” She took a deep breath. “I’m a teacher, I’ve read history. I know that it does not take much prodding to turn a protest into the type of situation where a mob mentality takes over.”

			There was a murmuring of assent, and Edwin groaned. 

			Here we go.

			“Forget injury. We ought to just take over, and send them all back where they came from,” Jackson said excitedly. “No more sneaking around with scraps of food or invalid patients. We’d be calling the shots, then!”

			“Send them back?” spat Denton, his face contorted into an odd mix of glee and disgust. “Nah, we ain’t sending them back. We’re going to take care of the Elven problem— permanently.”

			“What?” Molly’s eyes were wide as she gaped at him. “You can’t mean—you aren’t talking about killing them?”

			“That’s exactly what I’m talking about.” Denton’s gaze was fixed on the teacher, cold and serious. “An eye for an eye. Long overdue, if you ask me.”

			“But what about the children?” Molly protested, standing up. Her small stature seemed all the daintier in light of Denton’s mass, but she showed no signs of fear. She was angry. “You can’t be suggesting that anyone kill children?”

			But Denton waved a careless hand at her. “They aren’t kids, Watanabe. They’re Elves. I don’t care what size they are. Little Elves turn into big Elves. And big Elves...” He sneered. “Big Elves are a problem. So what’s it to me how old they are?”

			“And I suppose you feel the same about the Halfsies. Who, lest you’ve forgotten, are my students. We aren’t talking about faceless enemies, here, Mr. Murphy. These are children I’ve helped raise. They didn’t get to decide who their parents were, and you certainly don’t get to decide what their fate is!”

			“Just whose side are you on, anyway?” Denton was leaning toward her across the table, his stance menacing, but Molly showed no signs of backing down. “Just what are you teaching these half-breeds in your silly little school? True history? I doubt that. When push comes to shove, you’ll see their true colors. They’re Elves, plain and simple.”

			“You’re wrong!”

			“You ever seen a Halfsie without them creepy eyes?” he demanded. “Nah. They don’t come that way, see? Cause the Elf half always wins out over the Human half, don’t it? Time to face the facts, Teach. You’re just churning out more mindless followers for the Council. And that’s a headache we don’t need.”

			“Molly’s right, though,” pointed out Briggs. “We can’t kill them.” 

			Molly shot Briggs a look of gratitude until he went on. “Someone has to work in Geothermal. It’s nasty down there.”

			Edwin leaned back and closed his eyes, waiting for the discussion to play itself out. Once it became clear that it would not do so, he interjected. 

			“The Weaver assures me that everyone is ready and willing to do their part, Molly,” he said, in answer to her original concern. “We’re going to have to trust him. And no one is killing anyone. That much should be crystal clear, to all of us.” 

			There was still a wild look in Denton’s eyes, but he seemed to know better than to argue. He’d said his piece. Loudly.

			Nelson took advantage of the sudden lapse in conversation. “Excuse me, now may I speak?”

			Edwin threw his hands up in surrender. “Why not? Everyone else has.”

			Nelson cleared his throat before his words poured out in a rush. “My friend Ben stumbled on something big and got himself captured and now we have to save him.”

			“What do you mean, something big?” asked Jackson.

			Nelson’s eyes had a dreamy quality to them, as though he were envisioning the possibilities. 

			“I’m not sure.”

			“Tell them what you told me,” Edwin encouraged, and Nelson eagerly obliged.

			“A room that moves?” Sterling’s reply was skeptical as he finished. But Nelson wasn’t discouraged by her tone. Nelson was not discouraged by anything.

			“What could they be doing down there?” he breathed, almost as if he were talking to himself. “Hidden keypads, giant lifts, secret levels...there’s definitely something going on. I can feel it in my bones!”

			“Now,” Edwin said, since Nelson had clearly decided he was done giving any useful information. “what Nelson is proposing is a rescue mission. He wants to get Ben out of Geothermal. I think, with a little luck, we can squeeze it in. Denton, I know you’re no diplomat, but we’ll need your help on this.”

			“I won’t be able to get you into the Plant,” Denton warned. “They only put Elven guards down there.”

			“I know, but what you can do is get a few of our guys close and set them up with some uniforms and access codes. I’ve got some people in mind.” The others nodded as Edwin finished laying out the framework of a plan.

			“And I’ll need a few volunteers to go take a look in Pod Manufacturing,” Nelson declared. “We can scope out the situation, get a feel for—”

			Edwin looked at him, taken aback. 

			“We aren’t going to Pods,” he told Nelson. “Ben was sent to Geo.”

			“Well of course I know that, but we have to find out what they’re hiding down there, right?”

			Edwin shook his head. “We have been planning for the Anniversary for months. It’s going to stretch us pretty thin, adding in a rescue mission. We don’t have time to go looking for more trouble, Nelson. Otherwise we might as well turn ourselves in now, save everyone the trouble.”

			“But...but...!” he said, desperation creeping into his voice. “We aren’t going to have another shot. Once we rescue Ben, they’ll know we know...they’ll put extra security. It’s now or never. We won’t have another chance to find out what’s hiding down there.”

			“Nelson,” Edwin needed to at least attempt to make him see reason, “it’s either check out Pod Manufacturing, where maybe we’ll find something and maybe it will be worthwhile, or rescue your friend. Let him tell us what he saw down there—after he’s safe. You can’t have it both ways. Are you really willing to make that tradeoff?”

			Nelson’s hesitation was nearly imperceptible, but it was there. An instant later he scowled. 

			“No, of course Ben is more important! But I don’t understand. Why can’t we go there now?”

			“We aren’t risking our people on some wild goose chase, Nelson. We would need time to plan, to decide who to send. You’re not asking us to go on a picnic, here. This stuff takes time.”

			Nelson was staring at him now, slack-jawed. When he had gathered his thoughts, he blurted out, “You can’t be suggesting we waste this opportunity?”

			“I think you’re mistaking ‘opportunity’ for ‘suicide’,” smirked Briggs, and several of the others voiced their agreement.

			Nelson stood. 

			“Fine,” he said, tugging at the waist of his uniform and nodding tersely. “Fine. If that’s how you all feel, then there’s nothing more to discuss.”

			He stormed from the room, the muffled stomping of his soft-soled shoes fading as he hurried away.

			Everyone looked to Edwin. 

			“You aren’t just going to let him go, are you?” Molly tilted her head to one side, gazing at him with worried eyes. “Shouldn’t we stop him?”

			Edwin sighed. “That kid is stubborn.” 

			The statement raised no disagreement from the rest of the group. “He’s going to go sniffing around if that’s what he’s determined to do. And if he’s caught, he could expose us all.” 

			He paused for a long moment, considering his options. Nelson wouldn’t listen to reason. They would need something more persuasive than logic to lure him back into submission. “We can’t risk it. Not when there’s so much at stake. Denton, take Percy and follow him. He’s probably going to head for Pods. He won’t be able to get in, but that won’t stop him from trying.”

			Denton nodded, stone-faced, and turned to leave.

			“Denton?” Edwin called after him, stopping the larger man in his tracks, “He’s not a Halfsie. He’s not an Elf. He’s your comrade. Remember that. You bring him back. Keep an eye on him, keep him out of trouble, but don’t you dare lay a hand on him, you understand me?”

			“Yeah, I got it.”

			Edwin had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, but it had been the right call. Nelson would be angry with him, certainly, but he would get over it in due time. Nelson knew too much; they couldn’t let him fall into the wrong hands. Denton roughing him up a little would be a lot more pleasant for the kid than being tossed in Geo by Elven Security.

			Edwin looked around at the remaining members of the group, all of whom showed signs of being troubled by the sudden change of circumstances. 

			“Meeting’s over,” he said grimly. “You all know what to do. Make sure you aren’t spotted leaving. I’ve got to speak to the Weaver.”

		

	
		
			Nine

			Once More unto the Breach

			RIPLEY and Felix had been searching the tunnels for hours, beams of light spilling out in front of them, illuminating each of the dark passages they’d explored and casting them back into darkness as they left. 

			The headlamps had been hung in a neat row inside a maintenance staff room right near the Sigil station. The keypad on the door had been smashed, presumably by vandals, and no one had bothered to replace it. A little tugging from Felix had been all it took to coax the door open wide enough to slip through.

			Once inside, they’d found an odd assortment of supplies and absconded with the headlamps, a pry bar, and a sack full of small tools that had littered the table. 

			Felix had even scooped up an armful of ancient-looking ration packs off a dusty shelf and slid them into his sack. 

			“What?” Felix had replied to Ripley’s quizzical look. “We could be down here a while.”

			Now that the door was open, it was likely that others would come and take whatever was left behind, so they grabbed an extra headlamp for Willow, too. Felix hadn’t wanted her to meet them in the tunnels, but once they found the exit—if they found the exit—they would go back for her.

			They’d explored eight offshoots so far, keeping a meticulous record at Ripley’s insistence on a hand-drawn map. They didn’t have time to waste exploring the same tunnel twice. They needed to be methodical about this. 

			Ripley had always considered himself to be in decent shape but keeping up with Felix’s long strides when his friend was on a mission proved exhausting. 

			He had never realized just how much Felix and the rest of his kind slowed things down for the benefit of Humanity. 

			He focused on keeping his breathing steady, in through the nose and out through the mouth, determined not to be a hindrance. 

			After all, the tunnels themselves were proving to be hindrance enough on their own.

			When D6 had been sealed off, the Tube system had already been constructed. It was designed to run beneath the dome and there had been no time or supplies to redirect it. 

			So instead of barricading D6 altogether, the engineers had to seal off all of the branching tunnels. The trouble was, the builders had placed all of the bulkheads where these tunnels emerged from below the ground, which meant they were doomed to explore many that led to dead ends. The only way to know for sure what lay at the end of each was to search them individually and check to be certain it was not the one which would lead them to the breach. 

			This alone made their task even more daunting and solidified Ripley’s suspicion that finding a breach in the dome was not quite as easy as he had first believed. No wonder this was proving to be such a nightmare for Lub and his team.

			Ripley and Felix had crawled for what seemed like ages, climbing ladders and exploring ductwork. Sometimes even these secondary tunnels branched off, adding a sense of chaos to the pair’s urgency. 

			The map had proven itself more than once now, but they had barely scratched the surface.

			The tunnels with tracks were easier to navigate since they allowed for walking, but even these proved to be a horrible maze of offshoots, small stations, and turnabouts. Though Ripley felt sure the original builders had had their reasons for doing things the way they had, there seemed to be little rhyme or reason to the design.

			Both of them were  already tired and sore, and they still had a lot of nooks and crannies left to search. 

			“Maybe we should split up,” Ripley suggested at last. 

			He didn’t like the idea, but it seemed the most reasonable course of action. And he still had a sneaking suspicion that Felix would be able to work much quicker without Ripley’s slower pace holding him back.

			Felix was quick to agree. “Yeah, we can cover more ground that way. We’ll meet back here in—” he glanced around, as if expecting to find a clock. “I don’t know. Just meet back here.”

			Felix turned to go, but Ripley stopped him. 

			“Wait,” he said, holding out the map. “You take this, I can remember where I’ve been.”

			Felix nodded without offering a single sarcastic quip about what Ripley’s words implied, a true mark of the gravity of the situation in which they now found themselves.

			Ripley took a service tunnel to the right while Felix moved off to the left to follow an unmarked passage up ahead, swiftly disappearing into the shadows without a sound.

			Ripley ducked his head under the low ceiling of the service tunnel, walking with an awkward, hunched gait. It narrowed after a few dozen yards, forcing him to his knees. Once inside, it led to a ladder that disappeared upward. 

			He let out a small sigh as he began to climb, noting with dismay how the light from his headlamp bounced off the ceiling above in both directions. How was anyone supposed to find anything down here? He wished there were signs. What did Sanctuary’s creators have against signs?

			Ripley’s knees were screaming in protest by the time he crawled back into the main tunnel twenty minutes later. 

			The shaft had led to two more dead ends. The only thing he had to be grateful for was that it had not had any further branches. 

			Ripley’s heart was racing, more from being confined than from the actual excursion. He had always hated small spaces. The shafts were tight, and each time he entered one he had to force himself forward, his chest constricting in panic and his legs stubbornly unwilling to move without fierce orders to do so.

			He straightened up, stretching and taking a deep breath, thankful to be back in the relative openness of the main line. 

			It was then that he heard a familiar, unwelcome voice behind him.

			“Well, well, well.”

			Ripley closed his eyes. This could not be happening. He didn’t have time. 

			Not now.

			“If it isn’t Ripley Prior, Sanctuary’s great defender of peace and unity.”

			Ripley turned to face the man behind him. As he’d suspected, Denton Murphy was not alone.

			“More like defender of tyrants and terrorists!” said one of the others with him. 

			It was clear that this new speaker had been drinking. Tall and hulking, he wasn’t wearing a uniform, but he fit the profile of a security guard. He hadn’t been one of the ones at the market, but that didn’t mean Ripley expected any great empathy from the man.

			In his experience, anyone who associated with Denton Murphy was a thug at best, and an outright criminal more often than not.

			The great brute stepped toward Ripley but then stumbled a bit, as if he had expected the floor to be a few inches higher than it was. He scowled at the ground accusingly, then directed his glare at Ripley. 

			“You see a scrawny kid run by here, Elf-lover?”

			Ripley shook his head as he sized up the group, hoping to buy himself some time to think. There were four of them. Last time, in the market, it had been only two. 

			He wondered how far away Felix was and if he could hear the exchange. Forced to fight these four on his own, Ripley might as well just lay down and die right here. If past experience was anything to go by, it didn’t take a great leap of logic to figure out their endgame.

			He doubted it would be the first time that these tunnels had become someone’s tomb.

			His brain raced through the possibilities. He might be able to outrun them if he could get a bit of a head start somehow. 

			“There are rules, Prior.” Denton was drawing closer. “Not supposed to be wandering these tracks, you know. Some kind of hooligan, are ya? Causing trouble? Oughta be more careful ‘bout where you hang out. People might get…the wrong idea.”

			“Listen,” Ripley put his hands up in what he hoped they took as a gesture of peace, “I don’t want any trouble. I hope you find who you’re looking for, but I really need to be on my way.”

			“Oh?” Denton’s features took on an unconvincing look of sympathy. “Clear the path, boys. He needs to be on his way. Shouldn’t keep him from his business any longer.”

			Ripley took a few paces back, his arms still raised in surrender. Just as he was about to turn and make a run for it, two hands grabbed his wrists and yanked, twisting them roughly behind his body. 

			He cried out in surprise and pain as his captor wrenched his shoulders, forcing him to his knees. 

			Ripley had been so focused on Denton that he hadn’t noticed the fifth man in the shadows behind him.

			His prospects of making it out of the tunnels seemed to be dwindling by the second. He tested the man’s grip, only to feel the fingers squeeze tighter.

			“You’re going to have to excuse us for holding you up, Mr. Prior. You see, we’re happy to have run into you. I’ve been wanting to have a little chat about our disagreement the other night. Real convenient, meeting you here. Nice private place for a heart-to-heart, wouldn’t you agree?”

			One of the other men stepped forward and spoke up. 

			“Uh, Denton, what about the—” 

			But Denton raised a hand and his companion fell silent.

			“I thought we’d come to an understanding, you and I. I guess you have a very short memory.”

			Ripley scanned the faces of Denton’s men, searching for something, anything resembling empathy. 

			He found none. 

			These men’s loyalties were to their leader, and it showed. Ripley tried hard to think of a witty retort, something that would make him sound a lot less scared than he actually was.

			Nothing came to mind.

			“You see, we didn’t like the way you decided to butt in on our private conversation. We thought you ought to learn a little bit about self-respect and minding your own business.”

			“You were drunk,” Ripley snapped, hearing the words escape his lips before he even had time to think about what he was saying. 

			He knew his only chance was to grovel, but he couldn’t seem to make himself do it. They weren’t just going to let him walk away from this, no matter what he said. 

			Might as well be honest. “And you were harassing that woman.”

			“Nah, that’s where you’re wrong. We might have had a few drinks at the tavern to let off some steam after a hard day protecting the city, sure. But we weren’t harassing no woman. We were telling a Halfsie to go back where she belonged. She had no reason to be there. Their kind ain’t got no business in our market.”

			“There’re no rules against anyone going to the market—”

			“Of course there ain’t any rules against it!” Denton’s words spilled out in an angry roar. “Because the Elves get to make all the rules. They’re the ones that put us here to begin with, and they’ve been telling us to learn our place ever since.”

			“Even if that were true, so what?” Ripley felt his shoulders try to shrug, but the searing pain from his pinned arms made him wince. “That doesn’t make it your right to discriminate against them.”

			“Oh, we ain’t discriminating. We hate all Halfsies equally.” 

			Denton spat, a flash of hatred twisting his features. “They put us here. Invaded our home, made us sick, trapped us in a cage on our own damn planet. Now they treat us like second class citizens. And what? We’re supposed to worship them? Nah. It ain’t right.” 

			He sneered again, sucking air between the small gap in his front teeth as he studied Ripley’s face. “We warned ya about cavortin’ with the enemy. You should have done the smart thing and taken our advice. Instead, you go parading around with one right in front of us.”

			“Please,” Ripley whispered. He wasn’t sure what made him keep talking. There was nothing he could say that would convince these men of anything other than what they’d already resolved to believe. “Felix is my best friend. He’s never done anything to you. He’d been through the market hundreds of times before, I wasn’t trying to prove anything, I wasn’t ‘cavorting’—”

			Denton’s fist connected with the side of Ripley’s face, knocking the words, and perhaps a few teeth, from his open mouth.

			Ripley had been hit before, but never in the face. His eyes watered, and bursts of light clouded his blurred vision. He needed to find a way out of this. 

			He spoke with calm deliberation, the distortion of a mouthful of blood masking the quaking of his voice. 

			“You have to let me go. Just walk away.”

			“You mean like you should have walked away the other night? Nah. We asked you nicely.”

			Denton kicked him in the stomach, hard, and Ripley felt something crack. The air rushed out of his lungs, and he would have fallen if the other man hadn’t still been holding his arms behind him like a vice. “We said, ‘Get outta here. This ain’t none of your concern.’ I remember saying that, didn’t I, Percy?”

			Another of the group, standing off to the side a bit, nodded enthusiastically. “I remember, Denton.”

			Denton kicked Ripley again, and again, until his chest burned for want of oxygen. When the blows stopped, Ripley’s mouth opened in painful, shallow gasps. 

			He wheezed, all hopes of escape gone. Then Denton knelt beside him, putting his face close to Ripley’s ear.

			“We told you, we don’t want their kind here anymore. We’ve tolerated it too long. Humans need to take back what’s ours, starting with our district. No more Halfsies hanging around, no more Humans being forced to the Edge to scavenge like dogs.”

			Denton watched, something like pity in his eyes, as Ripley continued his feeble attempts to free himself. 

			“We’re gonna have to make an example of you. Maybe we’ll take it slow. Make ya see why the only thing worse than a Halfsie is the people like you. Who forget what it means to be Human. Who’ve got no sense of pride, of justice.” 

			Denton grabbed him by the hair and yanked his head up, glaring into Ripley’s eyes for several long moments. Then he lifted his chin and his lip curled as he glared down the length of his nose at Ripley’s bloody face. 

			“Nah. You ain’t going to change your mind. Oh well. One less Halfsie-loving turncoat to worry about.” 

			Denton released his grip and Ripley dropped back to his knees.

			Ripley had finally caught his breath. The pain was intense, waves of dizziness threatening to overwhelm him. 

			He refused to black out. He wouldn’t let it end this way. 

			Not like this. 

			Channeling every lesson on being stubborn that Felix had ever taught him, Ripley managed a half smile. As his lips curved upward, a mingled stream of blood and saliva slipped from them and trailed down his chin. 

			Denton had turned away, but Ripley was no longer interested in self-preservation. He was hurting, and angry, and it was his turn now. He had to make them see.

			“There you go again with your ‘Human pride.’ As if you were there when the Sequencing began. When it wiped out cities and left orphans starving in the street. You don’t get to take their suffering and fly it like a banner. You have no right.”

			Denton whirled back around, bringing his face so close to Ripley’s own that the man’s hot breath stung his eyes. “I have every right.”

			“They were my ancestors, too!” 

			Denton flinched back as Ripley’s shout spattered blood across his face. 

			“Where were you, when they discovered Antiquity’s Gate? Where were you when the Therans came through? Did you try to warn Humanity? Did you run through the streets, shouting, ‘Hey, close it up! They’re carrying a plague!’?” 

			Ripley’s head swam, reverberating with the sound of his own voice. So loud, louder than he’d intended. 

			His thoughts muddied. In the silence, his mouth began to fill with blood again. He spat, the metallic taste lingering.

			“You weren’t there,” he repeated. “You weren’t there, the Halfsies weren’t there. They didn’t even exist. How can you blame them for this?”

			Ripley was losing his train of thought. But Denton hadn’t hit him again, and that was something. The larger man was studying him, disgust on his face but no reply to Ripley’s tirade. 

			“Should have buried it,” Ripley mumbled. “Should have left it under the ice forever.”

			Denton stood up, wiping the flecks of blood from his face with the back of his wrist. “But they didn’t, did they? Couldn’t leave well enough alone. Just had to know what it was, what it did. Too damn curious to let it go. Now here we are, paying the price.”

			Ripley would have laughed if it were possible, but all that happened was an almost imperceptible jerk of his shoulders. “The Therans didn’t have to stay, you know. They could have just left us all to die.”

			Denton’s rage was evident as he balled his fist and pulled it back, getting ready to hit Ripley again. Ripley closed his eyes, waiting for the blow, but it never came. 

			When he opened them, Denton was glaring at him.

			“I’ve heard enough. Take him up the next maintenance hall and toss him in a garbage chute.” 

			Denton waved his hand in the direction of the nearest shaft. “Maybe his beloved Halfsie friend will come looking for him and fall in, too.”

			“Actually,” came a new voice from behind Ripley, “Ripley is the one prone to tripping. I have excellent balance.”

			The hands that had been holding Ripley in place loosened and fell away as the man behind him grunted and crumpled to the ground. 

			Denton backed up a bit toward Percy and the rest of his thugs, eyeing Felix as he materialized from the shadows, wielding a pipe wrench that Ripley guessed his friend had just used to knock his captor out cold. 

			Felix helped Ripley to his feet with one hand, lifting him easily as he continued speaking.

			“Funny thing about Halfsies, really. We all tend to be light on our feet.” 

			He turned to Ripley, who was unsteady, and helped him to lean against the wall of the tunnel, sliding the wrench through his belt loop like a sword. “You okay, buddy? You’ve looked better.”

			Ripley coughed, wincing. “I’ll be fine,” he managed.

			“Oh.” Felix was still watching Ripley but addressing Denton and his group now. “We’re also super strong, too. Which will make things easier.” 

			He looked at Denton, turning to fix him with a cold gaze. “Because I’m going to kill you all.”

			Denton and the others turned and ran, leaving their unconscious comrade behind. At least, Ripley hoped he was just unconscious. How hard had Felix hit him? Felix’s body twisted as he made to follow, but Ripley held fast to his arm. 

			“Don’t. Just let them go.”

			“They were going to kill you,” Felix pointed out. “I wasn’t kidding. I really am strong, you know.”

			“I believe you. But we don’t have time for that.” He tried to straighten up, but fire blossomed in his chest.

			Felix gently pulled Ripley’s arm over his shoulder. “Lean on me,” he murmured. “I’ve got ya.” 

			But Ripley shook his head and pointed to the man lying on the ground.

			“Is he dead?”

			Felix raised an eyebrow. “I just gave him a little tap.”

			“Then drag him off the tracks.”

			Ripley waited, feeling himself slipping down the wall as Felix made short work of moving Ripley’s attacker to the safety of the walkway. Then they left, progressing at a snail’s pace, Ripley stopping every so often to catch his breath. 

			They made it to the next side tunnel just as the sound of an engine became audible. As they rounded the corner, Ripley turned back just in time to see the front of the Tube appearing around the bend.

			They sat down. Blood trickled from a cut on his brow. Ripley heard a tearing and turned to see that Felix had a piece of his sleeve in his hands, which he wrapped around Ripley’s head like a bandage. He wasn’t much good at this sort of thing. It felt tight, but the moment he let go it slid down to cover one of Ripley’s eyes, obscuring his already lousy vision. Felix gave a shrug and tore off another piece, using it in an unsuccessful attempt to mop up some of Ripley’s blood off of his chin and neck. 

			“Let’s rest here for a while,” he suggested.

			The cool metal wall felt good against Ripley’s aching body. He tried to breathe in short, shallow breaths to quell the pain in his chest, but it left him feeling lightheaded. He didn’t need to be a doctor to know that at least one of his ribs had been broken. Beside him, Felix was rustling through the sack. He pulled out a ration pack and tore it open, not bothering to read the contents. He munched thoughtfully, studying the wall across from them. 

			“So,” he said between bites, “That’s what you do in your spare time, huh? Pick fights with jerks twice your size?”

			Ripley shook his head and reached over Felix, wincing as he did so, to grab the pack. He wasn’t hungry, he just needed something to do with his hands. Something to focus on besides the immense pain. 

			“I just don’t think it’s right, the way they act so superior. It’s almost funny, since that’s what they claim the Elves do.”

			“Yeah,” Felix scoffed. “Real hilarious.”

			Ripley sighed. “I just can’t imagine living every day filled with so much hatred.”

			“It was you, wasn’t it?” Felix didn’t look at him, just continued to focus on his food. “In the market the other day. The fight James told us about. That’s how you got those bruises, isn’t it?”

			The questions took Ripley by surprise. He’d been sure his friend hadn’t been paying the slightest attention to anything James had said. After a moment, he nodded.

			“Not very smart,” Felix pointed out. Ripley forced a small smile and the faintest of shrugs. Even that was painful.

			They were quiet for a few minutes, the only sound that of Felix chewing.

			“Thanks for saving me,” Ripley said at last.

			“Anytime.”

			Ripley reached into the pack, shoving tools aside. “You buried all the food at the bottom,” he grumbled. 

			It was then that he felt something familiar, something that triggered a memory. Smooth, curving handles. He gave them a squeeze. Pliers.

			Rusty pliers.

			Ripley sat up too fast, instantly regretting it when pain tore through his side again and his vision danced. 

			“Felix, how far down the tracks were we when you found those pliers?”

			“Huh?” Felix swallowed his bite, considering. “Oh. Hmm. Let’s see... I remember we had just passed a tunnel with a sign that said, ‘No Exit.’ I remember thinking that the writing looked familiar on that one...” 

			Understanding dawned on his face. “Ooooh.”

			“Come on!” 

			The excitement of the revelation seemed to be diminishing Ripley’s pain. They shoved the food back into the pack and Felix slung it over his shoulder. He helped Ripley up, and they started off again as fast as Ripley could manage.

			“He didn’t disappear.” Ripley was talking just to distract himself as each step set his chest to burning. “He’s been here the whole time!”‘

			“I told you. I told you it was possible to hide in Sanctuary! This place is a giant maze.”

			“This is no time for I told you so’s,” retorted Ripley, exasperated.

			“Seems like as good a time as any. We’re almost there...here it is!” Felix stated triumphantly. “This has to be it!”

			When they reached a dead end, Ripley leaned against the wall again while Felix looked around. At first glance, it looked like every other passage they’d tried so far. But then Felix pointed out that one section of panelling seemed too small. He grinned. 

			“One of these things is not like the others.”

			Ripley moved closer and saw that the seam, though welded, was not attached to the rest of the wall, but instead slightly raised. He held his hand up. “Cold.” 

			He looked at Felix, excitement bubbling up inside him, mingling with the pain in one giant maelstrom of adrenaline. “We found it!”

			Felix shoved the pry bar into the seam and gave it a tug, but it offered a groan of resistance. 

			“It’s stuck.”

			Ripley knelt gingerly, trying to get a closer look. “It’s latched from the inside,” he confirmed. “Hang on.”

			He pulled out his multitool and slipped the knife into the narrow opening. He gave it a push, and the simple latch slid easily to one side.

			The section of wall popped open, flooding the hall with a sudden rush of cold. Ripley felt his skin prickle. 

			The opening was small, even smaller than the maintenance shafts. Felix climbed through first. 

			“It’s okay. You can stand up inside.” His voice echoed.

			It took a few minutes for Ripley to figure out how to squeeze through without screaming in agony. Once he did, he found himself in an oddly shaped chamber. About fifteen feet across and thirty feet wide, it rang hollowly whenever he or Felix made a sound.

			“We’re inside a bulkhead,” he whispered. It was so cold. And yet, not as frigid as he’d imagined it would be. He pulled the panel shut behind them, latching it again.

			“There’s another one over here.” Felix had crossed the room and was trying to unlatch a second jerry-rigged panel. Ripley groaned at the thought of climbing through another hole but moved to assist. After a few more painful minutes they were inside another, identical chamber. 

			“You doing okay?” prodded Felix with concern.

			“No,” Ripley replied honestly, “but I’ll survive.” 

			He leaned against the wall, eyes searching the swath of light from his headlamp as it moved around the enclosure. “When these bulkheads were airtight, they helped mitigate the cold, acting like buffers.” 

			Felix was looking around, searching for another opening, nodding as Ripley spoke. “Every time they’re opened, they’re messing with the environmental controls. It’s affecting the whole city, but mostly the domes that are closest.” Ripley felt along the opposite wall with his hands while he continued to chatter, unable to see another hatch like before.

			“Huh. But cold air is dry, isn’t it? How’s it causing rust?”

			“When it hits warmer air, it’s causing the moisture to condense. Like when you have an icy glass of water and the outside gets wet.”

			“Ah, right. Never did pay much attention to environmental science,” Felix admitted ruefully.

			There was nothing on the wall opposite where they had entered. Ripley moved to the side of the chamber and found what he was looking for. He stumbled as his foot made contact with something, catching himself. A metallic clinking echoed as whatever he’d tripped on rolled away across the ground. Ignoring it, he reached out and ran his hand along the icy outline of an indented panel. 

			It looked like it had been badly bent and then beaten back into shape. Either way, he knew what it meant. The cold was unmistakable. This was another hatch.

			He called Felix over. His friend looked the panel over with an appraising eye. 

			“Shoddy workmanship,” he murmured as he wrenched it open.

			They were met with a staggering rush of freezing air. If Ripley had thought the chambers they’d gone through were cold, he’d been sadly mistaken. 

			This was much worse.

			Ripley stood shocked for a moment, his brain frozen. Felix reached his arm out to shut the hatch, perhaps unprepared to delve deeper in the unexpected cold, when a voice floated out of the darkness.

			“In, in! You’re only making it worse by just standing there. Come on, come on!”

			A hand reached into the beam of light cast by Ripley’s headlamp, beckoning them forward. 

			“You can’t leave the hatch open long. That’s how they’ll find us!” the voice implored. “Posthaste, boys!”

			Without much forethought, Ripley and Felix both scrambled into the frigid darkness, and the mysterious voice slid the hatch closed behind them.

			They followed the figure, who appeared as a tall bundle of blankets with legs. Ripley had questions, but he was in too much pain to ask them. It was a struggle just to keep moving. Felix might have had questions, too, but perhaps his brain felt just as frozen as Ripley’s, unable to form words.

			“Quickly, quickly!” the voice kept shouting back at them, but even with Felix supporting him, Ripley couldn’t go any faster. 

			It was so cold that his lungs ached. His clothes were useless, and the air seemed to be biting at his skin. It was dark, and the tall figure bobbed along in the confluence of his and Felix’s lamplight, hurrying forward and out of sight. 

			Ripley stumbled, lightheaded. They had to catch up. They couldn’t afford to get lost out here. They had to find their way back, had to get Willow. He thought he could make out a voice...Felix was speaking now, but the words sounded garbled. What were they doing out here? He couldn’t remember. Had they been here long? Why was it so cold? Nothing made any sense.

			The darkness swirled around him. Ripley tried to take a step, felt himself falling, and passed out.

		

	
		
			Ten

			Delusions of Grandeur

			NELSON regretted his outburst almost immediately. He stomped down the hall, feeling more and more uncertain with each passing step. 

			He wasn’t an idiot; he knew they wouldn’t just let him march out like that without some kind of consequence. After all, in a tapestry, a loose thread needed to be tucked back in. 

			Nelson was a loose thread.

			Only, he didn’t feel like being tucked in right now—or at all, for that matter. He wanted to prove himself—prove he was a worthwhile investment. He’d never get anywhere just playing it safe. This wasn’t a game. This was reality, and the stakes were too high. 

			And besides, if Tapestry wanted to play it safe, they wouldn’t be working against the Elves, would they? They wouldn’t even exist. They’d all be home right now, sleeping in their beds, praising their wonderful, wise overlords for keeping the big, nasty Sequencing away. 

			What a bunch of hypocrites, he thought, consoling himself. Who are they to tell me what to do, and how to do it? They didn’t follow any of the rules, did they? They’d become a movement by doing the exact opposite, in fact. And if this time it was their rules that weren’t making sense, why should he abide by them? Wasn’t it his responsibility as a concerned citizen to do what was right, even if he had to do it alone?

			He was going to Pod Manufacturing, and he was going to find the moving room. Then he’d find out what Ben had discovered down there. It was probably something big. It had to be, he knew it. 

			If they didn’t want to help him, fine. He wouldn’t have to share the credit! Edwin was a nice guy and all, but if he couldn’t see the value of this mission, Nelson had no choice but to go it alone. He couldn’t let this moment pass him by.

			Maybe he’d find an entrance to the Geothermal Plant down there, too. He wasn’t sure of the exact location of the plant, he only knew it was somewhere beneath D1. 

			But if this moving room took him underground, surely it would somehow be connected? How many separate underground facilities could there be under just one city, after all?

			Yes, he would likely find an unguarded entrance into Geo. Then he’d rescue Ben. Heck, he’d probably just free everyone while he was at it. Wouldn’t that be something? 

			Of course, they’d need to come up with a new way to keep the power on, but that was the kind of thing Edwin excelled at. When he got done telling Nelson what a great job he’d done, and how sorry he was for not believing in him, Edwin would take care of the finer details. And Nelson, he’d show them all. When the Elves were vanquished, and a new order was established, everyone would point straight at Nelson and say, “There’s our guy. He should lead us.”

			Nelson had always been ambitious. He’d been top of his class in every subject and approached each challenge with a fresh, unquenchable zeal. He’d only been in Core Systems about a month before Edwin had approached him about joining Tapestry. 

			A whole new world of possibilities opened up for him. In all of his ambitions, he’d somehow never even considered the idea of being a revolutionary. He was going to be the best revolutionary that had ever been. 

			Sure, the Weaver seemed to have set his sights on goals that were a bit mundane for Nelson’s taste. Feeding the hungry, helping the sick, that was all well and good. But Tapestry needed to take a hard look at the bigger picture. Nelson would help them see. There was no point in feeding people today that would starve tomorrow. They needed to get to the heart of the problem, nip it in the bud and keep it from spreading.

			The Elves were the heart of the problem.

			He thought about the other kids back at school, who’d laughed at him and called him an overachiever. How about overthrowing the Elves? How about taking back Sanctuary for mankind? How would that be for overachieving?

			Feeling much better about his decision, Nelson drew himself up and began to follow the maze of corridors toward Pod Manufacturing.

			It wasn’t long before he heard them. The oafs certainly hadn’t been recruited to Tapestry for their stealth—that much was obvious. Two sets of heavy footfalls echoed behind him, but not far enough behind for his liking. He knew it must be Denton and his faithful lackey, Percy. They knew where he was heading, too.

			 Nelson felt betrayed. Edwin sent them after him as if he were some kind of criminal that needed to be contained! The idea only hardened his resolve. He sped up, stopping just short of the passage leading to Pods, giving himself a moment to compose himself. Like most of the departments down here, it wasn’t staffed overnight. That’s what made this underground level such a great place to meet. If he was lucky, he could get in and find the hidden door before Denton caught up to him.

			He peered around the corner and pulled his head back, heart sinking. Two Elven guards manned the door. He should have expected security. He wouldn’t be getting in there anytime soon.

			Thinking quickly, he backtracked and took a circuitous route back toward the main lift. As long as he could outwit Denton, which shouldn’t be too hard, he could double back later and slip in during shift change. With any luck, Denton might go for one of the closer secondary lifts, buying Nelson a few precious minutes. 

			He opted for the stairs because the lift doors were loud. If he could just make time to come up with a plan, he knew he could figure this out. It was all about attitude. Just think positive, Nelson! You can do this! 

			But how could anyone think with a couple of great ugly brutes following him around? Glancing behind him, he saw no sign of pursuit. He felt optimistic that he’d managed to shake them. Up the stairs and onto the landing he padded, stopping to check that the coast was clear... and then out into the deserted lobby he went.

			He hesitated for a moment, uncertain where to go next.

			What were his options? He couldn’t go home; they’d look there first. Or maybe they wouldn’t? They knew him well enough to know he was a smart guy, so they might assume he was too smart to just head home. No, it was important not to overthink this. Bluffing and double bluffing, there was no time for that kind of thing. He had to act fast.

			He couldn’t go to Sylvia’s, either. Edwin would check there, too, knowing that Nelson had planned to speak with her again after the meeting. Where in Sanctuary could he hide? Never before had the domes seem so limiting. He’d never considered that before. There were hundreds of Tapestry members in the city. How big of a threat would they consider him to be? Would the Weaver mobilize all of them to find him?

			He had almost reached the front door when he heard the lift doors sliding open behind him. 

			“There he is!” Denton called, his voice booming in the empty space.

			Nelson was out of time. He sprinted. He felt his heart pounding in his throat as he raced down the steps and out into the darkened square. 

			He looked around. He had to lose them. But how? He turned toward the Tube Station and ran full out.

			Nelson had never claimed to be an athlete, but Denton and Percy were bigger and older. Long legs, youth, and a slight frame would give him an advantage in a contest of speed against the likes of these two, but they would easily overpower him if he couldn’t keep up the pace. 

			If only he could find a place to hide, Nelson thought he could give them the slip. He flew through the market place, passing a rowdy trio of off-duty security guards clustered outside of the tavern. He could hear Denton not far behind.

			“You three, with us!” Denton wheezed, “Security matter!”

			Nelson bolted up the steps to the station, stopping just long enough to swipe his wrist across the chip reader before darting out onto the platform. 

			He cast around for an escape route, but there was no sign of a train. Several passersby eyed him with mild concern, but he paid no attention. Spotting the maintenance entrance, he ran for it, down a flight of stairs onto the dimly lit tracks. He was feeling a little faint and wasn’t sure how much longer he could run. 

			For a moment, he considered giving himself up, going back to Edwin and pleading with him for forgiveness. Was it too late? Had he sealed his fate when he stormed out of the meeting? Of course Edwin would take him back. Edwin wasn’t a monster. But what about the Weaver? Nelson had never met the Weaver. What if he decided that Nelson was too wild, too rebellious even for a rebellion?

			The stitch in his side had become almost unbearable when he spotted a door on his left that had been forced open. It was rusty, and it creaked, but he was able to squeeze inside. He looked around for an exit, but there was none.

			He heard the echoing sound of Denton’s group drawing closer. His eyes fell on a tall, narrow cabinet. It was empty, and he thought he might just be able to—yes! With a little effort, he forced himself into the cramped space, pulling the door shut behind him.

			He was just in time. As he struggled to catch his breath, which came in quiet gasps, he heard the men approaching. The door creaked again as they attempted to draw it wider. He clamped both hands over his mouth to mask the sound of heavy breathing.

			“Boggs,” came Denton’s quietly menacing voice from outside. “Boggs, we know you’re in there. Come on out. We ain’t gonna hurt you. We just need to bring you back and keep you safe, that’s all. Keep you outta trouble.”

			He could hear the grinding of metal on concrete as they worked the door back and forth, sending chills down his spine.

			“Get in there and check, Percy, you’ll fit.” 

			Nelson heard a bit more commotion and a grunt.

			He tensed, certain he was about to be discovered. It appeared that Percy could not squeeze inside, after all.

			“There’s nobody there,” said Percy. “Just a bunch of junk. He musta kept running.”

			Denton gave an exasperated sigh. “Well come on, then. This place is a mess of tunnels. If we lose him, we’ll be here all night.”

			Nelson strained to listen as they moved away. He waited a long time before opening the cabinet door. He freed himself from the cabinet, listening again. They were gone.

			He slipped out onto the tracks, back toward the stairs, and up into the station.

			***

			Nelson spent the rest of the night drifting in and out of sleep, curled up behind a giant model of Antiquity’s Gate in the third classroom on the right. 

			This was where he’d told Sylvia he’d meet her. He would keep his promise and let her know that there was a plan in place for Ben’s rescue. After ditching Denton and holing up in the North wing, he had tried for hours, to no avail, to come up with a plan to get past the guards. His little detour through the tunnels had taken too long, causing him to miss the next shift change. Perhaps after a bit of rest he’d think of something.

			His stomach growled and his throat was parched, but he didn’t dare venture out of his hiding place. It was morning, and the building would be crawling with critical employees as well as curious citizens enjoying the opportunity to get an inside look at the inner workings of Sigil.

			But it would also be full of Tapestry’s moles. Even Molly, and she didn’t even work here! He wasn’t actually worried about his safety—their movement was humanitarian, not a group of terrorists. However, he was concerned that if they caught him now, they’d make him sit out the Anniversary all together. He wouldn’t get to give his speech! 

			He’d been thinking about it, trying to keep his mind off of his hunger. He was really going to inspire the people of Sanctuary, he just needed the right words. Nelson was supposed to talk about Core Operations, and he would—a bit. But maybe he could slip in a few of his more ambitious thoughts. He toyed with floating the idea of a democratic governing system. No more self-anointed Elves dictating their lives. Appointed, not anointed! He liked the sound of that. When he closed his eyes, he could hear the crowds cheering, repeating it over and over. Appointed, not anointed! Appointed, not anointed! 

			They’d probably demand he be installed as head of the Elder Council right away. Come to think of it, maybe that was a bad idea. He wasn’t trying to overthrow the Council single-handedly. 

			Or was he?

			The door to the classroom opened, and Sylvia’s delicate silhouette appeared. 

			“Nelson?” she whispered into the darkness.

			“Sylvia! I’m here. Hurry and close the door. I don’t want anyone to—”

			A second figure had appeared beside Sylvia, and with a jolt, Nelson backed up, knocking into the model. 

			“Edwin? What are you doing here?”

			“Just take it easy, Nelson.” Edwin stepped inside and closed the door. He locked it behind him and turned on the lights. “I’m not here to tie you up or anything like that.”

			“But how did you know I’d be here?”

			“After you gave Denton the slip, he reported back to me. I knew I’d have to deal with you myself. I went to Sylvia and told her everything.”

			“Everything, everything?”

			Edwin shrugged. “Okay, I told her enough.”

			“Did you tell her about...our group?”

			“Yes.”

			“Did you tell her about...our plans?”

			Edwin closed his eyes, tilting his head back and biting his lip as if trying to keep from saying what he was feeling. 

			“Yes, I told her about our plans.”

			“Did you tell her about—”

			“I told her what she needed to know, Nelson, alright? Anyway, she said that you were going to meet her here to talk about Ben. I decided to tag along.”

			“I can’t believe you sent Denton after me,” grumbled Nelson, folding his arms and staring at the floor, refusing to meet Edwin’s eyes. “He would have knocked me out if he caught me, you know.”

			“Better knocked out than captured.”

			“I would never have talked!” Nelson protested, puffing out his chest.

			“I couldn’t take that chance.”

			Sylvia looked back and forth between the two of them with a skeptical eye. 

			“You realize this sounds crazy, right? A secret organization? ‘True history?’” She leaned against the wall, shaking her head. “If it weren’t for what happened to Ben, if you’d come to me with this yesterday morning, I’d have told you that you were insane. Now, I’m just overwhelmed. Or maybe I’m just insane, too.”

			Edwin offered her a friendly smile—too friendly, if Nelson said so himself. This was no time for that sort of thing. Then Edwin turned back to him, raising his hands in that placating manner he used whenever Tapestry meetings started to get rowdy. 

			“Nelson, listen. It took some convincing for me to get Sylvia on board with this. But I promised her, and I promise you, we will free Ben. We have a plan, Nelson, a solid plan. This time tomorrow, Ben will be free, and this will all be behind us.”

			Nelson spoke in a quiet, submissive tone. He didn’t want to blow his chances by sounding unrepentant. “So...I can still give my speech, right? You’re not going to lock me in a closet till after the Anniversary?”

			Edwin shook his head. “If you promise to trust me, I promise to trust you. Deal?”

			There was a long pause as Nelson came to a grudging acceptance of the terms. 

			“Deal,” he conceded at last.

			***

			Nelson was exhausted. He was used to long nights, having worked the graveyard shift for several months now, but he normally was just sitting around at his desk and checking off lists, not running around maintenance tunnels and dodging sketchy Security guards. He hadn’t even been home five minutes, keen on a hot shower and something to eat—or maybe something to eat and a hot shower, he hadn’t decided yet—when there was a knock at his door. All he’d wanted to do was get fed and freshened up before heading back to the festivities. Was that so much to ask?

			Mrs. Temple, his neighbor, smiled warmly at him as he peered out through a small crack, unwilling to allow her entry. If she sensed weakness, she’d barge right in and make herself at home. She might, as she had said on many prior occasions, genuinely worry that Nelson was lonely and overworked. But Nelson had scrimped and saved and begged and borrowed for the immense luxury that was this solitary apartment, little more than an oversized closet. He had done so to get away from his family and the distractions of socialization. He had no need, nor desire, to be Mrs. Temple’s new gossip partner. 

			Mrs. Temple was a talker, and Nelson was in no mood for chatting, especially just now. 

			“Yes?” He was unable to muster the strength to mask his irritation. “What is it?”

			“Sorry to bother you, dear, but a messenger came for you a few hours ago. I told him you weren’t home, but that I’d be happy to give it to you straight away when you returned.” She clutched the folded note in both hands, close to her chest.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Temple.” He extended an open palm to take it. When she made no move to hand it over, Nelson found himself wishing for the thousandth time that they’d just all been issued tablets. Sanctuary had plenty of ways to recycle resources, and plenty of ways to repair tech, but precious few sources of raw materials—and that meant precious few new devices. 

			When he ran Sanctuary, the first thing he would do would be to open up mines in the earth beneath them. There wouldn’t be a man in Sanctuary walking around without a tablet when he was through. Everyone would be connected all of the time, no more of this stupid, antiquated need to write everything down.

			“Are you sure you’re alright, dear? You look so tired,” Mrs. Temple said. “I do worry that they’re working you to the bone. Staying up all night—it isn’t natural! I was only just talking to Nadine about it, and she said—”

			“Mrs. Temple?” Nelson interrupted. “My note?”

			“Ah, yes. Of course, dear.” She surrendered it to him somewhat grudgingly.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Temple.” 

			He took the paper and closed the door on her before she could start asking him any more questions.

			It was a letter from the Core Operations Supervisor.

			Mr. Prior did not arrive for his shift this morning. Please proceed directly to Core Operations on receipt of this notice. Thank you.

			Nelson sighed. For once in his life, he felt absolutely unmotivated. He didn’t want to go to work, he just wanted to sleep. 

			Thanks a lot, Ripley, he thought as he put his uniform back on. What have I ever done to you?

			Bleary-eyed and sore all over, he arrived at headquarters half an hour later. He checked in and made his way to his station, passing the supervisor, who didn’t so much as extend a simple “Thank you, Mr. Boggs, for coming in so promptly.” She glanced at him with a critical eye as he passed, taking in his rumpled uniform without a word.

			He leaned an elbow on his workstation, resting his chin in his palm and squinting down at his log through half-open eyes, uncertain whether the numbers he was entering were correct. 

			He dozed off a couple of times, once nearly cracking his head against the panel when it slipped out of his hand. It was at this point in time that Nelson was lucid enough to realize how hungry he was and looked up to see that it was just about time for him to leave.

			And this was exactly how Nelson Boggs came to be at just the right place at just the right moment. 

			As he’d always told anyone who would listen, opportunities only present themselves to those who present themselves for opportunity. He was just passing the guard station when he heard the supervisor complaining loudly, “Can’t believe they couldn’t just send someone up to get it themselves, expect me to bring them all the way down to Pod Manufacturing for them, as if I don’t have enough to do, working double shifts—”

			“Excuse me, ma’am” Nelson said, inserting himself into the conversation, “I could take them for you.”

			The supervisor whirled on him, eying him suspiciously. “What did you say?”

			Her tone was more threatening than thankful. Nelson swallowed hard, uncertain if his volunteering had been the wrong move. No, that couldn’t be. This was an opportunity; he was presenting himself.

			“I could take whatever you’ve got there down to Pod Manufacturing for you,” he repeated, his voice sounding meeker than before under the searing eyes of the somewhat terrifying supervisor. “It would be no trouble.”

			She glanced at the clock. “You’re supposed to leave now. Don’t you want to get to the festivities? Buy some souvenirs, enjoy the food? You must be hungry.”

			“No,” he lied. 

			His stomach gave an audible growl. “Well, yes,” he admitted, “But it shouldn’t take me long to make a quick delivery. I don’t mind, honestly.”

			She pursed her lips, mulling it over. “All right then.” She held out a small stack of paperwork. “Here you go. Give these to the supervisor on duty.”

			“Yes, ma’am!” he said, sounding a little more eager than he’d intended to. 

			He grabbed the papers quickly before she had the chance to change her mind. What a stroke of luck! He forgot all about his promise to Edwin as all his dreams from the night before came flooding back to him, one after another in rapid succession. Clutched in his hands, at this very moment, was his ticket to glory! He glanced down at the papers, looking them over. It contained a whole slew of data concerning outside atmospheric conditions and weather pattern predictions. What a strange thing to request in Pod Manufacturing. But no matter, he wouldn’t care if it were a requisition order for fungi samples. Heck, he’d deliver black mold samples with a wink and a bow if it got him into Pods!

			He approached the guarded door with newfound confidence. 

			Shoulders out, back straight, Nelson drew himself up to his full height and offered the guards a winning smile. “I need to deliver this!” he announced cheerfully.

			One of the guards reached out for the papers, and Nelson pulled them back against his chest while taking a quick step back. His smile had gone from his face, replaced by a look of indignance. 

			“Not to you,” he clarified, aghast. “To the supervisor!”

			The guard gave a little shake of his head and might have rolled his eyes, but he stepped aside and let Nelson enter. He was almost skipping now, filled with a renewed vigor. The room was almost empty, as Pods wasn’t an essential department, so almost all of the employees had been allowed the entire day off. Just a few workers, perhaps finishing overdue tasks, lingered. He approached one of the men who was still there. “Excuse me, where can I find the supervisor on duty?”

			The man pointed down the aisle toward another door. “In there, but you might not want to—”

			“Thanks!” Nelson said before he continued on without allowing the man to finish his thought. This was not the time for negativity!

			He knocked at the door and, in his exuberance, let himself in without waiting for a response. 

			“Pardon my interruption—”

			Nelson stopped dead in his tracks. Inside the room, not ten feet away, the Pod Manufacturing supervisor stood speaking with someone. The other man’s back was turned, but the figure was unmistakable.

			Councilman Nero.

			Nelson felt his face drain of color. He struggled to remember his mission. His feet felt glued to the ground.

			“What is this?” Nero snarled. “Who are you?”

			“Councilman Nero,” stammered Nelson, “It’s such an honor, sir...”

			Nero did not seem to care what an honor it was. 

			“What are you doing here?”

			What was he doing here? What kind of a question was that? Didn’t they know?

			“I, uh...” he trailed off, then tried again. “I’m...I’m delivering this!”

			He nearly shouted it, pleased at his near flawless recovery from the shock of walking in on the head of the Elder Council. 

			“I was told to deliver this to the Pod Manufacturing supervisor,” he elaborated, “so here I am...delivering it.” He paused, tearing his gaze from Nero and looking to the other Elf. “To you.”

			Nero eyed Nelson with open contempt, but the supervisor strode forward to take the papers from him. He forced his fingers to release them into the Elf’s outstretched hand.

			“I told her to deliver it herself,” he grumbled, annoyed.

			Nelson’s reply was rather timid. “The Core Operations supervisor was quite busy.”

			“Aren’t we all?”

			“Of course, sir.”

			“Thank you. That will be all.”

			Nelson nodded and backed out of the room. He was still breathing fast as he shut the door, then turned to lean against it. Out of Nero’s presence, his sensibilities began to trickle back. He scanned the room. A few workers milled about, but he’d come too far to let that stop him.

			With not a moment to lose, Nelson strode to the nearest door. He hesitated before opening it, but decided it couldn’t be any worse than storming in on Nero. 

			He braced himself, turned the knob, and opened it slowly.

			Jackpot.

			The room was full of pods, this had to be the storage unit Ben had mentioned. He walked along the rows, searching for a clue, scanning the top of the walls for signs of the secret controls. Finding nothing, he crouched down, crawling across the floor. 

			There—he saw it. In between an uneven stack of crates and an upright pod was a small space, just big enough to crawl through. He squeezed himself through and stood up again. There was the keypad! He reached forward and pressed the largest button.

			To his dismay, nothing happened.

			Locked! He looked around, as if hoping to find a key hanging nearby, but of course a key would do him no good. What he needed was a code.

			They must have locked it after Ben wandered in. He bent down to study the keypad, but it offered no clue as to the unlock combination. For one brief, frantic moment, he thought about just punching in his own home access code but decided against it. But then, how was he supposed to get the room to go down? His destiny cried out to him from beneath his feet—what cruel twist of fate was this?

			Unwilling to give up, he paced back and forth. To his horror, he heard the sound of someone approaching the room. 

			He had to hide. Nelson stepped up to the nearest pod and pulled the latch. It swung open and he clambered inside, drawing it quickly closed behind him. He thought of the cabinet in the underground as he squeezed himself in. At least I’m not claustrophobic, he consoled himself. There’s always that.

			The pod was not as uncomfortable as the cabinet had been. The pods had been in all sorts of configurations, and he considered himself fortunate that he’d chosen one lined with a soft material and only one small window. He hunkered down, listening, but it seemed to have some sort of soundproofing, because the only thing he could hear was the beating of his own heart. I’ll just stay here for a bit, he decided. I’ll give it ten minutes, then poke my head out and see if they’ve left.

			Nelson closed his eyes, grateful for a brief respite from all the excitement.

			And with that, thinking happy thoughts about his future triumphs, Nelson fell fast asleep.

		

	
		
			Eleven

			Reunion

			WHEN he came to, Ripley felt warmth embracing him like an old friend. It lulled him back toward the blissful painlessness of sleep, but something kept him from submitting. There was something he needed to do. But it was warm, and there was a soft pillow beneath his head, and he didn’t feel like getting up just yet.

			There was an important thing that needed doing; he just couldn’t put his finger on what it was. 

			With enormous effort, he opened his eyes and found Felix hovering over him, his furrowed brow melting as he grinned at Ripley’s groan. Felix let out a whistle of relief and rocked back on his heels, clapping his hands together.

			“You had me worried for a while, there, buddy. We’re in crisis mode, here, and you decide to take a nap? And for the record, you could do with losing a few pounds. You’re heavier than you look!”

			Ripley swallowed, his mouth feeling thick and sticky. “Crisis...mode?”

			“Yeah. But take a minute. We’ve got a lot to talk about, and you’re going to need your wits about you.”

			Ripley didn’t reply. His breathing felt constricted. He reached down and found that his rib cage had been wrapped in a tight bandage. 

			“Don’t play with that!” chastised Felix, smacking his hand away. “Tobias says he thinks you cracked a rib, but you should be okay. He thinks the pain combined with the cold probably made you black out.”

			“I’m not a doctor,” warned another voice from somewhere outside of Ripley’s range of sight. 

			Where had he heard that voice before? It conjured up an image, one of darkness and cold. “I can’t be absolutely certain that my diagnosis is correct.”

			Felix rolled his eyes at Ripley, as if to say, “Can you believe this guy?”

			But Ripley had not yet fully found his voice and could not formulate a response. 

			He looked around, taking in their surroundings. They were in a room, but he wasn’t sure where, or how they’d gotten there.

			It was easy to tell, even in his addled state of mind, that someone was living here. Blankets lay in a heap by the door. In the corner a small sack lay open, ration packs peeking out over the brim, a small kettle resting on a hot plate nearby. Dominating the center of the room was a large wooden crate that had been flipped over to form a table, and several smaller crates of varying sizes surrounded it like sad chairs. 

			It was somewhat cramped, and Ripley felt it might have been intended as a large storage closet, or something to that effect. Yet it felt almost homey, in an odd sort of way. It wasn’t the cool white of Sigil or the pale beige of the housing districts. The walls were shiny and silver, long panels spanning from floor to ceiling in neatly riveted columns. The light glared off the metallic surface, making him squint. Ripley reached up with one hand and tried to rub his eyes, but they felt puffy and swollen, too tender to touch. To his surprise, he discovered that one would not open at all.

			“That Denton did a number on your face,” Felix growled. 

			Ripley had never heard such ferocity in his friend’s voice before. But it only lasted a moment before Felix reverted to his comforting mother hen demeanor, smiling down at Ripley and murmuring unrealistic reassurances. “But a few days of rest and I’m sure you’ll be just fine.” 

			Ripley ignored this, still focusing on the room. It was familiar, yet not. It reminded him of the Tube station, only cleaner and brighter. As if it had not been subjected to a century of the everyday wear and tear of the citizenry.

			“How long was I out?” 

			Ripley was still groggy as he blinked his good eye, trying to bring things into clearer focus. His mind felt as foggy and uncooperative as his eyesight.

			“Almost eight hours,” Felix’s words were too casual, as if Ripley was just having a lazy day off from work with a lovely picnic to follow. “It’s almost noon. Hope you’re feeling refreshed, because we’ve got a busy day planned! A really busy day.”

			Almost noon? How was that possible? Ripley felt panic welling up in his chest, the same kind as when he was in the tunnels. Only now it was time closing in on him instead of space.

			“Why did you let me sleep so long?” he demanded, directing the anger he felt at himself toward Felix instead. “We’ve got to go get Willow! We need...we need to...” 

			It was coming back to him now. Willow’s impending appointment, and the need to find a way out. 

			But Felix only shrugged, his nonchalance in stark contrast to Ripley’s own urgency.

			“It’s not like I didn’t try to wake you,” Felix argued, “You just insisted on sleeping. It doesn’t matter, Tobias has things well in hand. I was going to go back for Willow, but I didn’t want to leave you—”

			“What is this place?” Ripley said, cutting Felix off. They were in D6, of that much he was certain. But why was it warm and bright? Ripley felt a burst of hope—if they could just get Willow here, they’d be safe. 

			But for how long? All of Sigil would be looking for the breach. They’d be caught eventually. How could Felix be so calm? Ripley still felt disoriented. 

			“What’s happening? And who’s Tobias?”

			“That would be me.”

			Ripley looked toward the voice and saw that its owner was a thin man with disheveled blond hair that framed a friendly, but tired, face. “And you’re in the D6 Central Tube Station.” 

			The man paused, appearing to ponder the accuracy of his response. “Or at least, it would have been a Tube Station, if they’d ever had the chance to finish it.”

			“It’s warm.”

			Tobias nodded.

			“All the wiring and vents were put in place during construction, but it seems they were never connected to the main breaker system. It was actually quite a simple thing to pull heat and lights in, at least for this small area. I do know a little about these types of things.”

			Felix knelt down beside Ripley, who sat up with some difficulty. 

			“Tobias is our rat,” he said, but Ripley was still a little out of it, and merely stared, blankly, until Felix elaborated. “Also known as the one who sabotaged the monitor?”

			When Ripley continued to stare, Felix shook his head in amazement. 

			“Just how out of it are you, buddy? Tobias is our long-lost Observatory Attendant,” he offered at last, looking pleased to be the one explaining something while Ripley tried to catch up for once. “He’s been here ever since he went missing, going in and out of Sanctuary at night sometimes through the series of hatches we found. He was just on his way to do another supply run when we showed up.”

			Ripley stared at Tobias, the gears of comprehension beginning to spin, albeit slowly, in his head once more. 

			“So...you’re the one wreaking havoc on the environmental systems.” The statement was more for his own benefit than for the others. “It might not even have caught their attention if you weren’t coming in and out.”

			Tobias nodded. “I’ve been trying to limit my trips, but it isn’t easy. I can only carry so much at a time.”

			Ripley frowned, undeterred. It was the day of the Anniversary. It was already halfway done. How could Felix ask him to slow down when everything was racing forward, with or without them?

			Tobias kept talking, taking the blanket that had been rolled up beneath Ripley’s head while he slept and shoving it under one arm as he spoke.

			“You two, like myself, came looking for answers. I think you’ll find I have a few for you.” 

			Ripley looked from Tobias to Felix, trying to decipher these enigmatic words.

			“Listen,” said Ripley, not unkindly, “it’s very nice to meet you, Tobias, but if Felix has told you anything, you probably know we’re on a pretty tight schedule. So, if you have anything to share about how to get out of this icebox and survive in the wild, I’d love to hear it. Otherwise, I should keep looking, and Felix, you should go and get—”

			“Whoa, there.” Felix pushed Ripley back down as he attempted to stand. “Just take it easy!”

			“What’s gotten into you?” Ripley stared at Felix in disbelief.

			Just then, the sound of a twisting doorknob caught Ripley’s attention. His stomach tightened into a knot as he imagined the possibilities. They were too late. The Council had found them.

			But Felix didn’t even get up. He just sat grinning, taking in Ripley’s mounting confusion as the door opened to reveal a new figure.

			The man before him had a thick beard that was mostly grey, though here and there a few streaks of red still managed to cling defiantly to his chin. His face was leathery, and a spray of freckles ran from one round cheek to the other, crossing the bridge of his nose. He wore a fur-lined cap with flaps that came down over his ears, and a puffy green vest spanned the distance between broad shoulders over a warm-looking leather jacket. 

			“Ah, awake finally, I see,” said the man, his mustache bobbing pleasantly as his mouth formed a smile. “A pleasure to meet you at last, Ripley.”

			“Hello,” replied Ripley, dumbstruck.

			“Ripley.” Felix was grinning. “I’d like you to meet my new friend Ambrose. He’s a survivor... from outside of Sanctuary.”

			***

			As Felix wiped out the remnants of his ration pack, Ripley studied Ambrose, too starstruck to notice Felix stealing a can of preserved mystery meat from beneath his slack hand. 

			A part of his brain kept reminding him that it was impolite to stare, but Ambrose stared back without seeming to mind. The hint of a smile lingered on the corner of his lips, his eyes bright, more youthful than the rest of his appearance. He had removed his hat to reveal a head of hair that matched his beard perfectly. The hat had caused it to stick up in wild disarray, hints of red hidden among their more numerous silver-grey brethren. As Ripley continued to stare, Tobias had set to work making tea as he filled them in on what had transpired since his disappearance, waving the kettle around as he gestured animatedly with his hands.

			“So,” Tobias said, peeking into the kettle before placing it down on the hot plate he’d set up in the corner, “I was just minding my own business, like any other day in the Observatory, when I noticed a speck on one of the monitors. It struck me as odd because it wasn’t snowing that day. It was very windy though, and whatever it was caught my eye because it kept getting bigger. I was mesmerized. I tore my eyes away, eager to jot it down as the first anomaly I had ever spotted and had just finished noting it in my log when I looked up and saw that it was an aircraft of some kind.”

			Ripley felt his eyes widen. “An aircraft?” he repeated in amazement, tearing his gaze away from Ambrose at last. Tobias nodded vigorously, picking the kettle back up again.

			“It looked like a rocket ship! Or, or maybe a dirigible. You remember, from our history books?

			“Anyway,” Tobias continued, “it seemed to be out of control. Everything happened so fast! It went into a roll and then wham! It smashed right into the D6 camera.” This last part he embellished with a flourish, slamming his hands together, sloshing the contents of the kettle down his shirt. “Ouch! Hot, hot, hot!”

			“I expect you have questions,” Ambrose said, while Tobias danced around, blowing on his shirt and flapping it with both hands. Ambrose’s appearance was imposing, but his tone was kind. Ripley wasn’t sure what he’d expected. Perhaps something more akin to the way Denton spoke. Gruff and wild, a voice befitting a survivor of a cataclysmic event.

			“How did you survive out there?” Ripley burst out, not knowing where to start. “Where did you come from? How did you get here? They said that no one survived outside Sanctuary.” 

			This last statement came out sounding almost accusatory, as if Ambrose himself had perpetrated this lie. More questions came tumbling out before Ripley could regain control of himself. “Can you take us with you? Are there others?”

			Ambrose burst into laughter at the sudden barrage. His freckled cheeks rose like little moons, partially obscuring his deep green eyes. “Oh, son. There are others, all right.”

			“How many?” demanded Ripley, aware that he sounded quite rude. His anticipation of the answer to this question made him forget that he had even asked anything else. “Hundreds?”

			Ambrose was still chuckling, shaking his head. His beard made a faint scratching noise as it brushed across the front of his vest. “No, not hundreds.”

			Ripley’s heart sank, his hopes dashed as fast as they had formed. For a few precious moments, he’d allowed himself to believe that there might be a thriving village out there somewhere. Somewhere they could be safe. 

			Felix and Willow could raise their children in peace. He’d be Uncle Ripley. They’d share a garden and discover the secret to making Mac and Cheese that was actually edible. He’d meet a nice girl, settle down, maybe have a family of his own...all the possibilities that flashed through his head took only an instant, but it felt as if Ambrose had just crushed a dream he’d been fostering for a lifetime. 

			Now, instead, he imagined isolated stragglers, roaming the ruined cities, scavenging to survive. In his mind’s eye, it looked a bit like the Edge, only with more trees and fewer people. Rough and unwelcoming. Not the kind of life he’d like for his friends. Not the kind of life he’d like for anyone.

			“Not hundreds,” Ambrose repeated, and Ripley felt a sting of indignation as if the older man was trying to rub it in. But he shoved the disappointment to the back of his mind—now was not the time for wallowing. They’d needed a way out of Sanctuary, and fast...now it seemed that they’d found one. That was enough. “Hundreds of thousands. Whole nations. Humanity’s alive and kicking.”

			It took a moment before he understood what he’d just been told. Tears filled Ripley’s eyes as the reality of the words sunk in. Hundreds of thousands of people! They could leave Sanctuary—they could go anywhere! His tiny garden blossomed in his mind once more, the dreams bursting forth, moving from outlandish imaginings to real, solid possibilities.

			“Felix,” he whispered.

			“I know, buddy.” Felix clapped him gently on the back. “I know.”

			“But I don’t understand,” continued Ripley, bewildered, “we’ve always been told we were the only ones left. No one else survived the Sequencing. If that’s not true, then why hasn’t anyone come sooner? Or at least tried to contact us?”

			Ambrose’s smile faded, and his face became more serious. “After the Sequencing, it took a long time for Humanity to get back on its feet. It was chaos back then, you understand. The population was almost annihilated, and we lost the knowledge and wherewithal to run most of the equipment that had previously been taken for granted. We were isolated by mountains and oceans, cut off from each other with no one to turn to but ourselves. There just weren’t enough people left to keep things running, let alone show others how to do the same. For a while, it looked like the end. People took to looting and fighting. It looked like Humanity would finish what the Sequencing had started. But somehow, it worked out okay. We’re a resilient bunch, us Humans. People started over, formed alliances, rebuilt.”

			He sighed and closed his eyes, as if he were remembering the events himself. Of course, he wouldn’t have been born, but Ripley felt sure that this was a history lesson that Ambrose would have grown up hearing over and over. Humanity had been driven to the brink... and come back from it. They’d done it without the Therans, without a dome. They’d made it through sheer force of will, the desire to keep going. Surely that was worth talking about. A heritage to be proud of. 

			Ripley wondered what history would say about Sanctuary, and the people who lived there. He wondered if they would be branded as weak or foolish for running away. 

			He pushed the thought aside. It didn’t matter.

			Ambrose continued. “It took a long time. Pravacordia took to the sky decades ago. Culei conquered the sea. Nequiem subdued the land. But none of us were ready to travel to the edge of the world. It’s only been a few years since we’ve perfected airships that can make it this far south. And strictly speaking, even now it’s a tricky prospect.” 

			He shrugged. “I thought I could make it. But the cold was worse than I had imagined, and my timing was poor. I tried to make it at the worst possible time of year, when your Antarctic night is coldest. My instruments started malfunctioning, and before I knew what was happening, I had crashed right through the dome.”

			“How’s that possible?” Ripley’s mechanical brain was whirring. “I mean, these domes are really thick. They’re made to withstand a lot of force. If what I’ve read is true—not that I can be sure of that anymore—they were made to be completely submerged in deep water. But you managed to accidentally crash through?”

			“I think the structure of D6 was significantly weakened during the disaster that made it uninhabitable,” Tobias suggested.

			“Which was lucky for me,” Ambrose pointed out. “If I’d come in at that angle and speed against something I couldn’t penetrate, it would have squashed me like a pancake! As it stands, I was thankful just to walk away from the crash.”

			“Then what happened?” Ripley was shivering despite the warmth of the room, and Felix got up, returning with one of Tobias’ blankets. He draped it over Ripley’s shoulders.

			“It’s not cold in here, buddy. You okay?”

			“Fine.” Ripley waved him off but was grateful for the blanket all the same. He was fascinated by Ambrose and eager to hear everything the man had to say. He wanted to know all about the outside world, but he was also painfully aware that they did not have the luxury of time.

			“I don’t know how long I was unconscious, but when I came to, I started looking for shelter. Somewhere I could contain the heat from a fire. I certainly couldn’t make a fire in my ship! I found my way in here and used some of these old crates for burning. There was plenty to keep me warm for a while, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough. So, I kept looking. Only they’d sealed everything off, see? I’d started to give up hope after three or four days, about the time my food ran out. I’d gone back outside, looking for something I thought I’d never find, when I heard noises. Banging and hissing, and a good deal of cursing.

			“I followed the sound and found Tobias just breaking through the outer wall of the bulkhead you two came through. I tell you, the look on his face peering out at me, blowtorch in hand and steaming metal laying in the snow—I’ll never forget that sight. Most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. I could tell I was inside one of the domes, you see. But there were no people. I didn’t know about the disaster in Dome Six, and I was beginning to think I was too late.”

			“Too late for what?” Felix asked.

			Ambrose frowned. “To warn you.”

			Tobias had regained his dignity and sat down next to Ambrose. “Everything we’ve ever been taught about Sanctuary is a lie,” he stated, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “The Therans didn’t save us from the Sequencing. They created the Sequencing. On purpose! They were trying to wipe us out.”

			“Only it didn’t work,” Ambrose pointed out. “Obviously. It crippled us, sure. Threw us back into the dark ages. The problem was, it didn’t kill nearly as many of us as they’d hoped. They’re stronger and faster, but they didn’t have the numbers, or the transportation. As soon as people started catching on that the Elves were behind everything, they refused to send any more ships or aircraft to Antarctica. So, the Elves were stuck here, cut off with no way to advance. They had no way to get off this frozen continent.”

			Ambrose paused for a sip of tea, the wispy tendrils of steam curling and weaving through his mustache as he drank. Then he went on with his story, leaning back slightly and looking up at the ceiling.

			“For a long time, survivors assumed that the Elves had given up and retreated back through Antiquity’s Gate, back to wherever they came from. But thirty years ago, Pravacordia—that’s where I’m from—developed long-range radio towers. We started picking up strange transmissions, but everything was garbled. We worked with a neighboring nation to put up more towers, this time out at sea. Eventually, we figured out that what we were picking up were transmissions being sent by the Elves. Those sneaky devils hadn’t gone back through Antiquity’s Gate at all. They were right here, in Antarctica, the whole time. They were communicating via the Gate with those back on their own homeworld, just biding their time. We let them get comfy, and they took advantage of our ignorance for over a century.”

			He shook his head, looking almost ashamed. “It shouldn’t have taken us so long to find you,” he concluded. “We should have looked...should have been more proactive.”

			“Hang on,” interjected Felix, “Back up. I thought the Elves built this place with the Humans, to save the survivors. Over an old base called McDonald’s—”

			“McMurdo,” corrected Tobias.

			“Right,” replied Felix. “That’s what I said.”

			Ripley understood Felix’s confusion, and took over. “We were taught that they developed a vaccine against the Sequencing,” he told Ambrose, “but that it only worked on their kind, not on Humans. That they cured themselves and brought the remainder of Humanity here to safety. They said if we ever left this place, all of us could be infected because the Sequencing can stay dormant in the soil for centuries.”

			“More lies,” said Tobias with a disgusted shake of his head. “When the Gate formed, suddenly all of the world powers wanted to get involved. At first, it resulted in a lot of tension as they fought over the available facilities. Tenuous agreements were made to expand, each country making grand plans and all of them arguing who would pay for what. But then the first contingent of Therans came through, and suddenly the conflicts between nations seemed petty. They signed an unprecedented world peace accord. Every nation sent their best and their brightest. 

			“They constructed this place to house all the teams and their families, all the people who’d come to study Antiquity’s Gate, and the Elves. And of course, the teams had teams, because out here in the frozen waste there wasn’t any food or anything like that. They had to bring cooks and engineers and doctors and—well, you get the idea. Sanctuary wasn’t just a little base anymore. It was a self-contained city, a melting pot of the best we had to offer. The Elves helped, but they weren’t helping to build a refuge for Humanity. They were building a refuge for themselves. A foothold in our world.”

			Tobias plowed on without taking a breath. He seemed eager to share the knowledge he had gained from Ambrose before Ambrose could do it himself. “The Therans came under a banner of peace. But that was just a ploy. They knew they couldn’t march armies through the Gate, because if they tried, we would fight back, and we’d have the advantage. It would be like trying to send an army through a small ravine...only a few soldiers at a time could get through, so it would be easy to pick them off. And a lot of their technology wouldn’t fit through, either, and the things that could wouldn’t function in the extreme cold. But they could bring through a small weapon, something no one would be able to detect. Something no one would notice until it was too late.”

			“The Sequencing,” breathed Ripley.

			Ambrose nodded. “Over the years, the Pravacordians have collected a lot of intelligence listening in on the Elves. Between that and what we’ve been able to piece together from oral tradition, we believe that the Elves overpowered the surviving members of the expedition here. They slaughtered all the adults and founded the Scientific Institute of Guided Instruction and Learning.”

			“They kept the kids around. Anyone young enough to forget the atrocities they’d committed. They fed them all the stories that we’ve grown up on,” Tobias said, his tone bitter now. “It’s been about indoctrination the whole time. They needed sympathizers, workers, to help them accomplish what they didn’t have the numbers to do themselves.”

			“That seems like a lot of work for a very slow return.” Ripley found his voice dubious. It wasn’t that he doubted the tale Ambrose and Tobias had shared. If anything, he was quick to embrace it as truth. The thing that didn’t make sense to him was the Elves. Why had they gone to all this trouble? There had to have been a quicker way to accomplish their goals.

			“Elves have long lives,” Felix pointed out, the corner of his mouth twitching into a half-scowl. “They probably don’t think of time in the same way you and I do. Therans can live for centuries. A long-term plan for them isn’t the same thing as it is for a Human.”

			Ambrose was nodding. He leaned forward over his empty cup, and Ripley copied him. He sensed that they were, at last, getting to the crux of the matter, what everything they’d been told had been leading up to. 

			“Which brings us to what I came to warn you about,” Ambrose said solemnly. “A few months ago, we picked up a transmission saying that they were going to abort the Sigil initiative. They figured something out back home, you see. They were getting ready to regroup.”

			“What does that mean, exactly?” Ripley had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach that had nothing to do with his injuries. He realized that he was afraid of the answer. He wanted to hear it—needed to hear it—but at the same time something inside him wanted to run.

			“Ripley,” Tobias’ tone was gentle, as if he were explaining a sad concept to a young child. “This whole place? Sanctuary? This is the Sigil initiative. They’re planning to destroy it.”

			“What?”

			Ripley could not have heard right. Surely this was some kind of a mistake. The Therans of the past might have sought to destroy Humanity, but the Therans of Sanctuary? Could they really be so cold as to seek the death of eight thousand Humans, people they’d lived and worked with for over a century?

			“They’re going to destroy Sanctuary,” Tobias repeated. “And it’s already been set in motion. It’s going to happen right after the Anniversary.”

			“But the Anniversary,” Ripley was now feeling that same frustrating sense of being unable to articulate his thoughts that he’d had when speaking to the supervisor, “that’s today.”

			“Yeah,” Felix replied. “Which means if we aren’t able to stop their plan, everyone in this city will wake up dead tomorrow.”

		

	
		
			Twelve

			The Truth Within

			NELSON jolted awake in his pod as a great grinding reverberated through his core, a rumble he felt more than heard. What’s going on out there? he wondered, pressing himself upward to peer through the window. All he could see was the wall. How long was I asleep? He glanced down to look at his watch. He’d been out for about an hour. He cursed silently, rolling his shoulders, then his neck, which were both stiff from being stuck in the tight confines of the pod. There was plenty of time before his speech, assuming he could get out of here without getting caught. Did he dare chance a look outside?

			He decided he did dare. 

			Holding his breath, he grasped the handle of the hatch and pushed. As the seal broke, a flood of voices assailed him, and he shrank back. The rumbling stopped, and Nelson looked up, out of the pod’s only window, and saw shadows on the wall of the storage room. One after another they passed, dozens of them. 

			He waited a few minutes after the last shadow disappeared and steeled himself to try again. But the rumble returned, and he felt the familiar sensation of upward motion. This is it, he thought, perking up. The room is moving, just like Ben said! It just went down, and now it’s going back up! He cursed his rotten luck. He’d missed his chance! He was halfway out of the pod before the room came to a halt.

			He heard the door of the storage area open and ducked down once more. There were more voices. Some seemed to be giving instructions, others spoke in anxious, high-pitched tones.

			“I don’t understand. Why are we doing this?” questioned a female voice.

			“Please remain calm. Go all the way in. That’s right. You’ll be accompanied by a guard the whole way, so there’s no reason to panic. Everything will be explained.”

			“What about my son? He was at the celebration. He wanted to hear the speeches!” This was a man’s voice, worried and upset.

			“I assure you that all Theran inhabitants will be noted and accounted for. You may wait for your son, if you desire, but I must ask you to please wait by the exit. Please, keep the line moving. Thank you.”

			The exit? What are they talking about?

			“Yes? What is it?” demanded the voice that had been issuing instructions. There was no answer. “What do you mean, immediately? I’m trying to organize everything here. We’ve only just started, I can’t—” A pause. “You’re right, of course, Councilman. My apologies. I will be there straight away.”

			The voice, whoever it was, must have been speaking on a comm. A moment later it boomed out. “You there! Congratulations, you’re now acting Head of Security. I have other business to attend to.”

			“But, Captain Lub, sir—”

			“It’s not that difficult, just keep them moving and make sure those fools in the office are keeping careful track. We don’t want anyone left behind.”

			“Left behind?” Nelson whispered the words aloud without meaning to. Just what had he meant, left behind? Left behind where? There were heavy footfalls as Captain Lub moved away.

			The newly promoted voice took over now. “Right then, what are you all looking at? Keep it moving, there we are!”

			Nelson sat in trepidation as the room filled, descended, emptied, and repeated. At first, he tried to count the shadows as they passed, but he soon gave up. Despite quite a few angry or confused voices, the process seemed to be going smoothly. 

			Nelson was now so cramped that his muscles were screaming at him, but he didn’t dare stretch, for fear someone might catch a glimpse of him through the pod’s window. He listened intently to the conversations but was unable to hear anything he deemed useful. The room rose and fell six or seven times before a voice said, “Hold up. There’s some kind of disturbance up top. We’ve been instructed to discontinue the operation until they sort things out.”

			Nelson waited a few minutes, then pushed the hatch away and climbed out. The door to the moving room lay open.

			He approached it from the side, slowly peeking beyond. No one was there. A long corridor, no different than any other in Sigil, stretched out before him. There was nowhere to hide—if they came back this way, they’d see him for sure. 

			Still, there didn’t seem to be too many options. He entered the hall, walking as briskly as he could. Perhaps if he was caught he could bluff his way out. 

			He was a good talker, after all.

			***

			At the end of the passageway was a door standing ajar. A plaque on the lintel read, “CEDAR.” He pushed it open, his breath hitching in his throat as he half-expected to come face-to-face with one of the many people he’d heard in the lift. But again, he was met with no resistance.

			Nelson stepped into the room, and all other thoughts drained away. Before him, to both sides, stretching up to a three-story ceiling, were pods. 

			Stacked high, and in rows so deep he couldn’t see the walls beyond. Thousands upon thousands of pods. “Sweet Evenmire,” he whispered. “What on Earth...?”

			He walked the rows, no longer trying to be stealthy. His steps echoed in the cavernous space as his hand trailed along the fronts of the pods. There were some shaped like rockets, like the one he had hidden in. There were some that were little more than a tall glass cylinder with a touchscreen on the front. Some had wires and tubes dangling inside, and some were made entirely of metal. Some were configured to stand up, and others seemed made to lay horizontal. 

			His eyes traveled along the rows ahead of him, and he noticed several dozen that appeared to be in operation, clustered near the center of the room. He approached hesitantly, something in his gut telling him not to. He ignored the something, stepping up to the closest pod.

			Lights blinked on its display panel, and an eerie green glow radiated from the single glass view pane that dominated one side. He raised himself on his tiptoes and peered through, then reeled back, retching.

			There was... something... inside the pod. Something small, the size of an infant, but most certainly not a baby. It was grotesque, deformed. His heart raced. What was that thing? 

			A part of him wanted to look again, but the rest of him wanted to run as far and as fast as he could. Whatever it was, it wasn’t natural, wasn’t right. He looked with horrified fascination at the other pods, all beeping innocently, lights indicating that they were on. How many of them contained tiny monsters of their own?

			There was a sound behind him, and Nelson didn’t have time to think. He ducked between the humming pods, shielding his body from view. He put his hand over his mouth as he gagged again, thinking about how close he was to that—that thing.

			As he worked to calm his mind, he saw movement. He got low to the ground, working his way slowly to the edge of the cluster of pods so that he could see better. 

			He watched as dozens of flustered-looking Elves filed past. A few, mostly the younger ones, glanced around at the pods with confusion. But most looked straight ahead, and he followed their gazes toward the opposite end of the massive room. There was another door there, a tall, wide double door that stood open, beyond which he couldn’t see. The Elves came in groups, maybe forty or fifty at a time; he couldn’t be sure. Then there would be a few minutes pause before another group, then another would pass by. 

			Nelson knew he was witnessing some sort of mass exodus, but from what, or to where, he wasn’t sure. Was it possible that the riot had started, and the Elves were gathering down here to wait it out? No, that didn’t seem logical. But then, what? Just what was going on down here?

			Nelson tried to remember his school days, when he’d learned about the population of Sanctuary. Just how many Therans were there, again? It wasn’t that many. Two thousand or so, if he was remembering correctly. He’d been trapped in the pod in the moving room for maybe seven of these groups. And since he’d been down here, at least another ten had gone by. That would mean that half of the Elven population was down here already, and they showed no signs of stopping. But where were they all? Each group disappeared through the large double door, but none had returned. He thought back to what he’d heard the guard say about the exit. But he couldn’t have meant, surely not...

			As the current contingent of Elves filed through the door and out of sight, Nelson made another impulsive decision. He stood up, glanced around, and followed. 

			He peered down the dim passage and saw them up ahead. Not wanting to get caught by the next group, he started after them, sticking to the shadows along the edges of the hall. They walked for a long time, and Nelson noticed that they were following a gentle incline. He also noticed that it was getting colder and colder the farther they went. It seemed to him as though they’d walked much farther than the dome ought to have extended, but his mind still refused to believe what his heart was telling him. He was arguing with himself. It’s just like the Tube tracks, he insisted to the whispers in his head. It’s just going between domes, that’s all.

			The Elves kept a steady pace, and he soon found himself sweating from exertion. But he didn’t feel overheated. Instead, he felt colder than ever before. He began to shiver, and his teeth began to chatter. He was thirsty and tired, and he just wanted to rest. 

			But if he turned around, he’d run into more Elves, and there hadn’t been a single door to the left or right through which he could escape. He had no choice but to push forward.

			A chilling gust of wind pushed Nelson backward onto his heels as it rushed over him and down the corridor. He had never felt the wind before, and the sensation was rather disorientating. He jogged forward a bit and confirmed what he had been telling himself was impossible the whole time.

			He’d reached the end of the journey. Before him, through a door that had not yet shut, he glimpsed the faint outline of Antiquity’s Gate, glowing in the darkness, just barely illuminating the surging mass of Elves that streamed toward it.

			He didn’t know how long he stood in the cold, shivering and staring at the door that had long since swung shut. He could still see it, right there in his mind’s eye, pulsing eerily. When he heard the sounds of people approaching, his eyes darted in search of a place to hide.

			There was none.

			Gulping, he stepped forward and pushed open the door.

			The cold seemed to soak through his skin like water, engulfing him. Breathing hurt and his eyes stung. He squinted around in the darkness. There had to be somewhere to hide. Anywhere!

			He looked behind him, back at the door. It came out of the side of a small hill, and to either side, a decorative pillar rose up. With a start, he realized it was a crude imitation of the Gate itself. But there was no time to critique the poor work of the artist, only time to move. He scooted around the side of the pillar and wedged himself behind it, just in time. 

			The next group of Elves had stepped out of the door, gasping and groaning in the sudden cold.

			Nelson huddled there, sheltered from the wind but unable to find any respite from the frigid air. He pulled his shirt up over his nose and stuffed his hands under his arms, sinking down so that he could draw his legs up against his chest. He knew that, if he survived the next little while, it would be the most painful thing he had ever done. He squeezed his eyes closed and listened for the sound of the door. He listened to it open and shut as each group filed through. 

			It seemed to Nelson as though they were taking their time about it. Every group seemed to take longer than the last. He counted them in his mind. He counted as his forehead grew numb, and the mucus dripping from his nose froze to his face. He counted as his feet seemed to disappear from his legs. He counted as his teeth ceased to chatter, and he began to feel warm again. Warm, and sleepy.

			Nelson jumped up as he realized what was happening. How many have come through? It could have been the last of them, but there was no way to be sure. But he knew that he wouldn’t last much longer out here and decided then that he’d rather take his chances inside. 

			He stepped out from behind the column, wobbling. The thin, tractionless soles of his shoes were ill-designed for the terrain, and Nelson let out a gasp of surprise as he felt his foot slide out from under him. 

			He fell onto his back, knocking the wind from his lungs. His mouth opened and closed, gulping in the icy air, burning his chest. Closing his eyes as he caught his breath, Nelson flipped himself over, rising to his hands and knees, too winded to stand.

			Two arms reached under Nelson’s armpits, pulling him up. 

			“You shouldn’t be here,” said a gruff voice. 

			He grabbed at his assailant blindly, but the other man was too strong. He dragged Nelson, flailing and kicking, back through the door and into the long passage. 

			“Stop fighting.” 

			The stranger dropped Nelson into a heap onto the floor. Compared to the outside, the corridor felt almost warm. “You’re just wasting your energy. You’ll need your strength.”

			This is it, thought Nelson wildly. He’d been captured. It was over. 

			They’d want him strong so that he wouldn’t pass out as they tortured him. Horrific images of the things they would do to extract information from him filled his mind, and adrenaline flooded his body. He sprang up from the ground toward his attacker. The man stepped aside in a single, fluid motion, and Nelson was only able to grasp a handful of fabric as his momentum carried him across the width of the hall, where he slammed into the wall. 

			He groaned and turned around, raising his fists into a defensive position. He knew he had no chance of winning, but he refused to go down without a fight. He’d pulled off the man’s hood, revealing a pair of gleaming violet eyes, and two elongated ears that came to pointed tips just visible beneath a sheet of snowy white hair.

			“I’m not trying to hurt you,” the Elf said, calmly raising his hands. “Just rest for a moment. Catch your breath.”

			Nelson couldn’t argue with that. He leaned against the wall, panting, studying the figure before him. “Who are you?”

			“Who am I?” The Elf stared at Nelson, pondering the question. “That’s not important. I know who you are, though. You’re one of mine.”

			Nelson stared blankly at the Elf. “One of yours?”

			The Elf nodded, raising the hood back over his head. “Quickly. We need to return to the pod room, before anyone sees us. I believe there are still more to come.” 

			He turned back down the corridor, taking long strides so Nelson had to struggle to keep up.

			“I don’t understand. What’s going on? How did you find me?”

			“I was hidden in the pod room before you arrived. I had intended to stay there and wait until all of the others were long gone before leaving myself. But when you went toward the exit and didn’t return, I worried that you’d been discovered. I thought you might need my help. And now you should get back to your people. Edwin and the others are in trouble up there.”

			“Edwin and the others...” Realization dawned on Nelson’s face. “But...you can’t be...you’re an Elf!”

			“Yes,” the stranger replied, “and the Elves are leaving. For one hundred and twenty-five years, I have watched from the shadows. I have whispered and heard whispers. I have woven the backdrop, but the masterpiece, that has always belonged to you, to Humanity. I wish I could stay to see it.”

			“I don’t understand, why have you helped us? The Elves are our enemy. We wouldn’t even have known that, if it weren’t for you!”

			“The Therans have a world of their own. A beautiful world. Many of us believed it was wrong, to take more than our birthright. This world belongs to Humans, not to us. You will always have friends on Thera, but not enough, I fear. This will not be the last you see of my people.”

			“Then stay. Stay and help us!”

			The hood shook regretfully. “My intentions have ever been to preserve truth and to aid those in need. But the First Order forbids me to take up arms against my own. This is not my fight, but yours. I must learn why they’ve left. I have done what I set out to do here. You and your friends know the truth. Now it is up to you to decide what to do with it.” 

			The downward slope of the passage urged Nelson on, and they soon reached the giant double doors, breathless but unnoticed.

			“Hide!” the Weaver said in a harsh whisper, shoving Nelson behind the nearest row of pods.

			Nelson heard them before he saw them. Councilman Nero was cursing and ranting, shouting questions at the small entourage of Elven guards who flanked him on either side. He was limping and grasping his arm, where bright red blood oozed under his palm from a gash in his sleeve.

			“I don’t care if they aren’t all out! There’s a riot going on up there. We aren’t going to wait around to see what happens. Hurry up and give the order!”

			“But, Counciloman Nero, sir, we can’t just leave them behind. The First Order—”

			“We aren’t killing anyone. Now give me that,” snarled Nero, yanking the guard’s comm away. “Commence shut down!”

			Nelson could hear a muffled reply from the comm, which Nero was holding in front of his mouth as if he were about to enjoy a tasty treat. “Understood. We’ll be right behind you.”

			He watched as Nero and his followers disappeared through the double doors, and turned back to the Weaver, who was watching him intently.

			“Hurry, now. The city is yours, Nelson Boggs. You must hold it. Whatever it takes.”

			Nelson stared at him for a moment, then nodded. 

			“Thank you,” he said. “For everything.” 

			He turned and began jogging across the long room. The city is yours, Nelson Boggs. The Weaver himself had just passed him the torch. Why wasn’t he more excited? Something was wrong, he could feel it in his gut.

			He looked down at his hands and saw that several of his fingertips had turned an ugly shade of purple. He hoped it was just the light playing tricks on him, but he had the feeling that that was not the case. 

			Somehow, it didn’t bother him. He had more important things to worry about. Edwin and the others needed his help. The Elves were leaving. What were a few fingers in the grand scheme of things?

			He rushed past the blinking, humming pods full of tiny monsters, but when he reached the door to the moving room, he skidded to a halt. The door was open, but the room had gone. He was staring into a massive, empty elevator shaft. There wasn’t a control panel beside the gaping hole, and he felt himself begin to panic slightly. The only controls must be in the room itself. But how would he get back? 

			Maybe he could climb. He looked down at his frostbitten fingers, dubious. Climbing was out.

			He would have to wait for whoever Nero had called on the comm to come down. As if on cue, the sound of the moving room echoed down from the empty shaft. 

			Nelson considered hiding again but decided against it. He was finished hiding. He stood before the entrance, flexing his legs, getting ready to bolt. The room ground to a halt and the door opened. Nelson just had time to register the shock on the face of the two Elves exiting the moving room as he shot past them, slamming his fist against the controls and sliding the door shut in their astonished faces. 

			He bounced impatiently as the room rose, and then he was back in Pod Manufacturing. He was out the door and into the maze of Sigil’s basement in moments, racing toward the main lift that would bring him back to the lobby.

			He emerged from the basement into an unrecognizable world. Everywhere, things were smashed, people were screaming. He shoved his way through the crowd, looking for someone, anyone, from Tapestry. He was jostled from every side, but somehow managed to force his way out into the courtyard.

			It looked like the world was ending. There were bodies on the ground. Several people lay clutching injuries and moaning, while others were unnaturally still. People were running, throwing things, brawling openly.

			It didn’t matter. He kept moving, dodging projectiles and skirting around unconscious men and women. He stopped, feeling once more like he might be sick. 

			Focus, he had to focus. 

			A Halfsie child, perhaps six or seven years old, sat huddled in a corner, weeping as blood streamed down her face from a gash on her forehead. He scooped her up, tucking her head against his chest and covering her exposed ear with his hand. This isn’t right, he thought, still searching the crowd. This isn’t how it was supposed to happen. How did we let this happen?

			There...by the podium set up for speeches, which had been knocked down, the streamers and flowers that had adorned it trampled and scattered on the ground...there was Edwin, his hands in the air, shouting words that could not be heard over the bloodthirsty roar of the mob.

			“Edwin!” he called, knowing it was futile even before the name left his tongue. He moved through the surging mass of bodies, shielding the little girl as best he could, trying to traverse the distance between them. “Edwin! Edwin!” His cries grew more desperate.

			He had nearly reached the stage when Edwin finally heard him. The taller man reached down, taking the child from Nelson’s arms so that he, too, could scramble up onto the raised platform. 

			“What happened?” He had to shout to be heard.

			“You really think this is a great time for me to explain? Things got out of hand, all right?”

			“Out of hand?” Nelson gaped at Edwin in disbelief. “Edwin, people are dying out here!”

			“Do you think I don’t know that?” Edwin cried, eyes anguished as he pressed the quivering little girl back into Nelson’s arms. “Listen—take her. Get her somewhere safe. I’ll do what I can here.”

			“No, you listen! The Elves are gone, Edwin. They’re all gone.”

			Edwin’s eyes widened. “What do you mean, they’re gone?”

			“I saw them leave. There’s a door out of Sanctuary. It leads right to Antiquity’s Gate!”

			Edwin looked out over the seething crowd. “They’re...gone? Because of us?”

			Nelson nodded. “I think so. I don’t know. Maybe?”

			“And you saw them leave?” Edwin asked, grabbing Nelson’s shoulders and giving them a shake. “You’re certain?”

			“I’ve never been more certain about anything in my life,” Nelson assured him.

			Edwin’s eyes darted back and forth. Suddenly, Sterling was beside them. She’d scrambled up onto the stage, one eye swollen shut, blood dripping from her nose. “They’ve got Parker, he’s safe. But we’ve lost the Council.” she shouted at them. “We don’t have eyes on any of them!”

			Nelson nodded. “That’s because they’re gone!”

			“Gone?”

			“Never mind.” Edwin pointed toward the back of the stage where a large metal frame held up a delicate fabric backdrop. “Help me push that down!”

			“What? Why?”

			“Less talking, more doing!” he commanded. 

			Without hesitation he threw himself bodily against one side of the metal frame, pushing hard. Sterling ran to the opposite side and mimicked him. They pressed in unison, and after a few moments, the frame began to tilt back. It wobbled back and forth for a moment, but one more shove sent it over.

			It crashed to the ground with a tremendous clang that carried over the crowds. The noise was so startling that many of the people stopped what they were doing, turning to see what had caused it.

			“Listen to me!” shouted Edwin at the top of his voice. “This must end now!”

			“It won’t stop until they’re all dead!” came a voice from the crowd, and there followed many frenzied shouts of agreement. 

			“Down with the oppressors!”

			“Please, you need to listen. It’s over. The Elves are gone! They’ve fled through the Gate. We’ve won!”

			This declaration was met with silence. Then, murmurs began, building to a crescendo. “That’s not possible!” cried an angry voice.

			“There’s no way out of Sanctuary!” said another.

			Nelson stepped forward, alongside Edwin. “There is a way out.” 

			He could hear the confidence in his own voice. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. I watched the Elves as they fled. They’re gone. And if we work together, we can make sure they stay gone—for good!”

			The crowd erupted with a mixture of cheers and cries of disbelief, but Nelson held up one hand, and to his great surprise, the noise died down again. He looked out, for the first time noticing individual faces, instead of just an angry mob. 

			He could see several members of their Tapestry cell—Molly, whose face was tear-stained and anxious, and Briggs, who was breathing heavily. He saw co-workers from Core Systems, and the foul-tempered cook from the commissary. He saw people. Just people, who were frightened, lost. 

			But the innocent, arrogant way he had viewed the world before was lost, too. It had been buried somewhere amongst the bodies lying prone in the Sigil lobby. He looked out on the crowd with new eyes, wiser eyes. And he knew that he would never be able to see these people the same way again.

			“They’re gone,” Nelson said, his voice calm and level, so that those in the crowd strained to hear him. “But is this how you want to remember the day the Humans retook their home? By destroying it?” 

			He saw many people glancing around, some shame-faced, others appearing shocked as the realization of what they’d done hit them. 

			“Please, you must stop this. We need each other, now more than ever. We’ve won. The Elves have fled. So let’s stop fighting, and start turning this place into what it was always meant to be—let’s build a new Sanctuary!”

			A heartbeat separated his words from the sounds of cheering and victory that followed.

			“Get every able-bodied person organized into small groups,” Nelson commanded Edwin over the thunderous applause. “Nero set something in motion before he left. I don’t know what exactly, but I think we ought to search Sigil and see what we can find.” 

			Edwin nodded without argument and leaped from the stage, pointing to people in the crowd and gesturing for them to join him.

			Nelson had pictured many different versions of this moment, where people applauded him and obeyed his commands without hesitation. He’d imagined the thrill, the joy of having this type of power and respect. But none of those dreams had been quite like this. 

			Now, the only thing he felt was the sick churning in the pit of his stomach and the fierce trembling of the sobbing child that clung to him, arms wrapped tightly around his neck.

		

	
		
			Thirteen

			Outside Perspective

			SEVERAL hours had passed since Felix and Tobias left to get supplies and bring Willow back. Ambrose used the time to explained to Ripley how the Elves had been using the celebration preparations as cover to implement new protocols all over Sanctuary. 

			“They want this to be quick and clean,” he said. “They’re going to evacuate the Theran population in groups, during all the festivities. That’s why the breach has had them in such a tizzy. They don’t care about it being a safety issue, they just don’t want the people panicking. If some industrious Sigil employee were to go poking around because of the breach, they’re likely to stumble across some of the new protocols. If I had to guess, I’d have expected them to give up looking by now. But I imagine that most of the Elves don’t even know about the evacuation yet. They’d be worried about those that might sympathize with Humans giving them a heads up. They’re probably clueless, just going about business as usual.”

			“And what exactly do these protocols do?”

			“Well, I may be a mechanic,” Ambrose said with a fair dose of reluctance, “but the technology here is all PS, and there aren’t any experts on that kind of thing where I’m from. The mechanical aspects, I understand. It’s all the computer systems and everything that’ve thrown me for a loop.”

			“PS?”

			“Pre-Sequencing. See, this whole place runs on a geothermal system. Steam moves the turbines, gets condensed, and gets sent back down into the earth. But the Elves plan to shut down the condensers. If the steam isn’t cooled back to liquid, it will build up pressure. And if that pressure isn’t vented, boom! It won’t completely wipe Sanctuary off the map, but it’ll rip open plenty of holes in the domes. Whoever isn’t killed by the explosion will freeze in short order.”

			Ripley shook his head in disgust. “Why can’t they just go and leave us alone?”

			Ambrose shrugged. “My guess would be there are too many secrets here that they don’t want anyone to find. And I’m sure they don’t fancy the idea of leaving a ready-made base for Humanity behind, right next to the Gate. Not if they’re planning to come back.”

			“I just can’t believe it. I can’t believe I defended the Elves. How could I have been so stupid?”

			Ambrose was quiet for a moment. “So this Willow, is she a Halfsie, like Felix?”

			“No,” replied Ripley absently. “She’s a pureblood Elf.”

			“And the people who did that,” he pointed to Ripley’s swollen eye, “to your face. They were Elves, I assume?”

			Ripley looked up at him, confused. “No. They were Human.”

			Ambrose gave a solemn nod. “I see. So, you defended Elves, who are all bad, for trying to destroy Humans, who are all good. But since your best friend is a Halfsie, his wife is an Elf, and your attackers were Human, you can see where I might be a bit befuddled.”

			The statement caught Ripley off-guard. While his brain struggled to parse his own logic, Ambrose continued.

			“It can be simple, at times, to put a label on things. On people. I see it a lot. Even now, after all that’s happened to this beautiful planet, people are always trying to find a way to put a label on things. Elves are bad; Humans are good. That nation is evil; ours is just. But I’ve found, in my experience, that you cannot just label a group of people and expect them all to fit neatly within that box. The Humans who attacked you were bad. The Elf that you care for is good. You must judge individuals based on merit, not on the way they look or the place that they came from.”

			Ripley nodded thoughtfully, turning the idea over in his head. “I suppose that makes sense,” he said at last. “Thank you.”

			“Not at all, not at all,” chuckled Ambrose. “Always happy to help.”

			“Okay, well, back to the plan—how do we stop them from destroying Sanctuary?”

			“Tobias can explain it when they get back. I’ve been trying to figure it out for two months, but I’m still a little fuzzy on the details. Honestly, I don’t think I would have been any help at all if he hadn’t shown up.”

			Ripley looked at him in surprise. “You mean your people just sent you up here without a plan? Alone?”

			“Well, uh...I may have...come without permission,” Ambrose admitted, a flush rising beneath his freckled cheeks. “I’d been asking to attempt to fly here for years, but the Ministry deemed it too much of a risk. I finally decided, you know what? Pluto’s mine and if me and the old girl want to risk it then—”

			Ripley sat up. “You brought a girl with you? Where is she?”

			Ambrose gave a sly smile. “Aye, that I did. Here, I’ll introduce you.” 

			He helped Ripley to his feet and secured a heavy blanket over him like a cape. “She’s in the station. Tobias was afraid to draw attention to us by heating such a large area, but there are lights at least.”

			He guided Ripley out into a cold passageway and down a short flight of stairs to the main platform. There before them was something the likes of which Ripley had never even imagined.

			“Whoa,” was all he had to say.

			Ambrose moved forward and slapped the side of the craft, producing a hollow clanging sound. It must have been twelve, maybe fifteen feet long, Ripley guessed, and it was shaped sort of like a teardrop. The far end came to a sharp point, and the front had a rounded nose. Components for which Ripley had no name dotted the hull like odd growths. Several of them looked as though they were intended to spin, although right now they were as still as a corpse, and Ripley thought a corpse might be more likely to achieve movement than they were. A patchwork of riveted panels was covered in scratches and dents, listing slightly to one side at the end of a long skid mark that Ripley could see extended to a large hole in the wall of the station and out of sight.

			“This is Pluto. Built her myself, though I guess she’s seen better days. We’ve been through a lot together. Stratus class, first prize three years in a row at the Grand Derby!”

			“And...this thing...flies?” Ripley tried to mask the doubt in his words.

			“Of course she does, son! Blimey, how do you think I got here? She flies all right, and Tobias and I have got her all fixed up and ready to high-tail it out of here if we need to. He’s been sneaking in and out with everything I needed to get her repaired after the crash. You and your friends can come, too. It’ll be tight, but I think we’ll all fit. Once we get back to Pravacordia and tell them what’s happened here, I’m certain they’ll be willing to render assistance to the rest of your people. Well, almost certain. Come on. Have a look inside.”

			With a good deal of hesitation, Ripley ducked through the hatch that Ambrose pulled open for him. He had to steady himself once inside, as the ceiling was low, and the floor was uneven. 

			He braced himself against the wall and moved toward the cockpit. Ambrose shimmied past him and sat in the pilot’s chair. He reached out and began flipping switches and pulling levers, so fast that Ripley had a hard time following. 

			Something deep in Pluto’s innards roared to life with a stutter of protest, followed by a series of thuds, like boulders being tossed around in a giant tin can.

			“Purrs like a kitten,” Ambrose remarked fondly, patting the controls.

			Ripley was trying to make sense of some of the knobs and levers. He pointed to a red button on the steering column, hidden beneath a hinged glass cover. 

			“What’s that do?”

			“Don’t touch that one!” Ambrose warned. “That’s for emergencies only. It activates—”

			“Ambrose! Ripley!”

			Tobias’ desperate cry was muffled by Pluto’s hull, but it still sent chills down Ripley’s spine. They hurried back onto the platform and saw Tobias on his knees at the base of the steps, gasping and panting.

			“I got back as fast as I could!” he managed between deep, panicky breaths. Ambrose helped him to his feet and led him back into the warmth of the utility room.

			Ripley felt an icy foreboding that had nothing to do with the cold. “Where are Felix and Willow? What happened?”

			“When we got to their apartment, there were guards outside. We hid, but Felix refused to leave. We heard a lot of arguing. Felix said it was Willow and Nero.”

			“Nero? That’s Willow’s father,” Ripley told Ambrose. “Head of the Elder Council.” He turned back to Tobias. “Are you sure?”

			Tobias shook his head. “That’s what Felix said. When a guard came out of the room, dragging Willow by the arm, Felix lost it. I tried to stop him, but he charged in. He actually did a fair amount of damage before they were able to subdue him. And by subdue what I mean is they knocked him out cold.” 

			Tobias let out a low moan. “What are we going to do?”

			“First,” instructed Ambrose with a stern frown, “we’re going to remain calm.”

			Ripley’s hands were balled into fists at his sides, and he looked grim. “Nero had to have known about this plan all along; he’s not just on the Elder Council, he runs it. He must have intended to force Willow to evacuate with them.”

			“What about Felix?” Ambrose asked. “Would they take him, too?”

			Tobias was wringing his hands. “They hate Halfsies, maybe more than they hate Humans. Felix is only going to stay alive as long as he can prove he’s useful.” His voice shrank to a whisper. “He could lead them right to us!”

			“No,” said Ripley, shaking his head, “Felix wouldn’t betray us. He wouldn’t risk the lives of everyone in Sanctuary to save himself. He wouldn’t bring them here.”

			He began moving toward the door.

			“What are you doing?” cried Tobias.

			“I have to save him.”

			“How?” Ambrose asked. “You can’t just march up there and demand they let him go.”

			“I know,” said Ripley. “I’ll have to figure it out as I go.”

			He shut the door behind him, grateful he was still wearing the blanket-cloak as he hurried through the darkness. He glanced upward as he went and was surprised to see Ambrose’s breach. It appeared like a deep blue blotch amidst the black of the dome. 

			With a jolt, he realized what he was seeing. Twilight.

			It only took a moment to find the hatch from which they’d come, and he flung it wide, not bothering to close it behind him. He climbed back through the interior of the bulkhead and out into the tunnel system. He had almost reached the main line when he heard voices. 

			Ripley froze, chancing a peek around the corner. They were still a way off, but Ripley could make out the stocky profile of Captain Lub. He was speaking to Willow’s father, who was flanked on either side by a guard. The one on his left was holding Willow, the one on his right had a hand around a short rope that bound Felix’s hands. 

			How did they get here so fast? Ripley wondered. He refused to believe Felix had told them anything.

			“He didn’t finish it,” Lub was complaining, waving a crumpled piece of paper in Nero’s face. 

			Ripley felt sick. It was their map. The one he’d insisted they draw. “If we had more people, we could find it quicker.”

			“No,” Nero replied. “The evacuations are proceeding on schedule. We’ll find out what he was doing down here, and then we’re leaving.”

			“Please, father! You don’t have to do this. Felix was trying to protect me, he was trying to find a place to hide. That’s all. Just let us go, please. I don’t want to leave Sanctuary with you. I want to be with Felix.”

			Her father’s face was hard, his features full of disdain. “You aren’t staying in Sanctuary. This time tomorrow, there won’t be a Sanctuary.”

			“What?” Willow’s voice registered fear. “What do you mean?”

			“They’re planning to blow it all up,” Felix replied miserably. “They’re going to go back through Antiquity’s Gate and they’re going to destroy Sanctuary once they’re gone.”

			Captain Lub backhanded Felix, and even at this distance, Ripley could see his friend’s head snap backward from the blow. 

			“How do you know about that?”

			“So it’s true?” Willow’s horror was evident in the trembling of her voice. “You’re running away and you’re going to just kill all these people? Father, why? How could you?”

			Nero sighed. “You are still young, Willow. You don’t understand now, but you will in time. I’m willing to overlook your poor judgment in the past, but it’s time to face reality now. This is the way it’s going to be. The way it has to be.”

			He moved in front of Felix, grabbing him by the chin. 

			“Look at me,” Nero said in a deep, commanding tone. “This is your fault, you know. You turned her against me, against her own people. Now, I want to know what you know, and what you’re planning. If you cooperate, I might be inclined to kill you quickly.” 

			Felix didn’t respond. His face was a mask, emotionless. 

			“Tell me!” Nero was mere inches from Felix’s unflinching face.

			He let go and whirled on Lub and the others. 

			“Find me that breach!” he bellowed.

			But Lub didn’t move. “The breach doesn’t matter anymore. What matters is getting out of here.”

			“What matters is finding out what this filthy half-breed was up to. What matters is what I say matters. Do I make myself clear?”

			Ripley had seen enough. He raced back to the bulkhead and slipped inside, ignoring the pain. He reached the utility room and threw open the door.

			“Death to the Theran invaders!” cried Tobias, hurling his tea kettle in Ripley’s direction.

			Ripley ducked instinctively, but there was no need. The kettle hit the wall some five feet away and fell to the floor, a pool of steaming water forming beneath it. 

			“Ripley!”

			Tobias gasped, running up to him. “I’m so sorry! I thought you were an Elf!” His eyes widened. “I could have killed you!”

			Ripley glanced toward the overturned kettle. “I don’t think you were ever much of a threat. But there’s no time for that. They’re practically right outside. They have Felix and Willow with them.”

			Ambrose looked grave. “How many are there?”

			“Four. Two guards, Nero, and the head of Security. Tobias, you said there’s a plan to stop the explosions. Can you set it in motion now? In case—in case we don’t make it out of this?”

			Tobias frowned, pacing. “It’s just not possible. My countermeasures will open the vents to prevent the pressure from building up. But if the Elves aren’t gone when I activate them, they won’t have a hard time reversing what I’ve done.” He shook his head. “No. The only way to save Sanctuary is to stay alive!”

			“Alright,” said Ripley, taking a deep breath. “Plan B. Can you turn off the lights in the Tube tunnels? That would buy us some time.”

			Tobias nodded enthusiastically. “That I can do!”

			“Good. Do it, and then meet us on the platform.” 

			Ripley looked to Ambrose. “I think you should finish telling me about that red button, Ambrose. I have an idea.”

			***

			Ripley stood motionless at the door to the utility room, staring up at the hole in the dome. He could hear the distant moan of the wind, but down here, nothing stirred.

			It wasn’t a good plan, but it was the only one he had. Tobias and Ambrose were in position. All they could do now was wait.

			They didn’t have to wait long. Felix’s voice rang out from the darkness. “Run, Ripley! They’ve found it!”

			There was a sickening thud, and Willow cried out. “Stop it! Leave him alone!”

			Ripley waited just long enough to see them emerge from the bulkhead hatch, one of the guards half-dragging, half-carrying Felix. 

			He heard them gasping and cursing, unprepared for the freezing temperatures. He backed up, leaving the door open so that the lights would draw them in. He moved into the meeting room, through the next door, up the passage, down the steps, and out onto the platform. He was breathing hard, and each breath made his ribcage feel like fire. Sweat poured down his sides despite the cold, plastering his tired uniform to his body. 

			But he couldn’t rest yet. Not until Felix and Willow were safe.

			He picked up a short length of metal pipe. It was cold and heavy. He glanced at Tobias, who looked sick to his stomach. 

			“Ready?” he mouthed. Tobias nodded. 

			Both of them pulled the tinted goggles Ambrose had given them down over their eyes. Tobias held a pipe just like Ripley’s in one hand, and he had his other hand poised over a small switch.

			Ripley measured time in heartbeats as he heard the Elves coming down the hall.

			Thump, thump. Their footfalls echoed as they drew closer.

			Thump, thump. Now they were on the stairs.

			Thump, thump. They appeared on the platform. Ripley allowed himself a single heartbeat more to take in their positions.

			“Lights!” he cried, and Tobias flipped his switch, putting out the platform lights.

			“Enough with these games!” Nero shouted, furious. But before he could say another word, Ripley was yelling again.

			“Now, Ambrose!”

			Pluto roared to life, and the floodlights on her nose came on, blinding the unsuspecting Elves. The guard next to Felix let go of the rope, his hands flying up to shield his eyes. Ripley and Tobias moved in from either side. Ripley brought his pipe down hard on the guard’s head, and he crumpled to the ground.

			Tobias gave a little yelp as he barrelled at the one holding Willow, but she was faster. Taking advantage of the guard’s disorientation, she yanked hard on her restraints, pulling him off balance. He stumbled forward and she brought her knee up hard, catching him squarely in the face. At the same time she raised her bound arms above her and slammed her clasped hands against the back of his head. The combination was just as effective as Ripley’s pipe had been and her captor hit the floor, where he lay still. 

			Tobias grabbed her arm and drew her out of the floodlight’s glare then helped Ripley pull Felix away, who was dazed and staggering as well.

			It was at that moment that Pluto stalled. Her lights flickered and went out. Once more, they were all plunged into darkness.

			Lub was shouting commands for the guards, who he had not yet realized were unconscious, and Nero was eerily silent. Ripley tore off his goggles. 

			“Felix!” he whispered, using his multitool to cut the rope away from Felix’s wrists, “Felix, are you okay? I can’t carry you. You have to move!”

			“Ugh,” groaned Felix. “No fair, I carried you.”

			“Get him to the ship,” Ripley said to Willow. “Hurry.”

			“The what?”

			“I’ll show you. Follow me,” instructed Tobias.

			Just then Ripley heard Ambrose shout, and Pluto’s lights and engine came back on. Lub cursed as he was blinded again, and he blundered out of the path of the light. 

			Ripley looked around, but Nero was nowhere to be found. Tobias and the others had just disappeared inside Ambrose’s ship. Ripley started that way, and Willow turned back toward him. “Ripley, behind you!”

			Ripley turned—Captain Lub had stumbled out of the light and was bearing down on him, face full of fury. Ripley would never make it to the ship before Lub reached him. There was an unfamiliar sound behind him, a steady stream of Tat! Tat! Tat! Tat! and Ripley looked up in time to watch the huge glass skylights in the station’s roof shattering above Lub and the engineers. 

			The bullets from Pluto’s guns sheered right through a metal column, and the unsupported ceiling twisted and buckled. In moments Lub and the guards had disappeared, buried beneath a pile of heavy debris.

			Willow ran to Ripley and squeezed him hard. 

			“Ow!” he whimpered, “Too tight!”

			“Oops, sorry!” 

			She released him and glanced toward the twisted hunks of metal near the stairwell with an unreadable expression. “Is my father—?”

			Ripley shook his head. “He got away.”

			She nodded, her eyes narrowing. “Of course he did.”

			Now that it was over, and his friends were safe, Ripley’s adrenaline began to wane, and his awareness of his injuries grew stronger. He walked with careful, measured steps beside Willow and sat down gratefully when they reached the ship.

			They all huddled there, Ambrose in the pilot’s chair fiddling with the radio. 

			“I can pick up their transmissions here,” he explained. Felix leaned against the hull with his eyes closed, and Willow knelt beside him, squeezing his hand and listening to Tobias explain everything he’d told Ripley and Felix before.

			When he finished, she just sat for a time, shaking her head in disbelief. 

			“I’m so sorry,” she said at last, tears in her eyes. “I’m so sorry. I swear I had no idea.”

			“I suspect many had no idea until the last minute.” Tobias’ voice was empathetic. “Especially someone like you, a known Human sympathizer. The Council would have viewed you as a liability. “

			“I’ve got something!” Ambrose exclaimed. “Everyone quiet!”

			The voices on the radio were fuzzy, but they could make out enough. 

			Nero had rejoined the evacuees. 

			“Commence shut down,” they heard him say.

			“I guess we’re up!” said Tobias, sounding almost cheerful. “Time to save Sanctuary!” 

			Everyone rose and, picking their way between the debris, went back to the utility room.

			Tobias walked over to the wall where a square metal box opened to reveal a small terminal nesting in the midst of a sea of wires. 

			“We’re really quite lucky that everything runs through this station.” He spoke with his back to them as he worked. “I was able to access everything I need from here.”

			He stopped talking then. His body language betrayed his panic before they heard him say, barely above a whisper, “Oh, no.” 

			He shook his head as if to clear it and tried again. “No. No. No!” He plunged his hand into the wiring and tore one free.

			“What’s wrong?” Ripley glanced around the room and saw his concern mirrored in the eyes of his companions. “What are you doing?”

			“It won’t work!” Tobias shouted, waving the wire in the air. He began laughing, a high-pitched, hysterical laugh. “When we fired Pluto’s guns, we must have severed it. Months of planning shot to pieces. Literally!”

			“What does it do?” Willow asked, trying to calm him down. “We can fix it. We can get power from somewhere else.”

			But Tobias was shaking his head. “This is a hard line to the geothermal venting system. It can’t be accessed remotely. I didn’t realize, but it must have run through the station’s ceilings.”

			Ripley understood now. “If we can’t access the vents, we can’t stop the pressure from building up.”

			“And if we can’t stop the pressure, we can’t stop the explosions,” Ambrose finished. He slammed both hands on the table. “Damn it! This is my fault!”

			Ripley was quiet, the gears in his mind cranking. “If we can get up to the ceiling, we can find it and fix it.”

			Tobias shook his head furiously. “No good. That could take hours.” He glanced at the monitor. “By my calculations, we’ve got minutes.”

			“How many minutes?” asked Felix.

			“Maybe forty, forty-five at best. You have to remember that the system that powers Sanctuary is massive, and it runs continuously. It won’t take long for it to build up the pressure necessary and then—”

			“Yeah, I know, I know. Kaboom.”

			Ripley began pacing back and forth. “The whole thing is connected, though. It loops through every dome, and all of the condensers have to let out into the same pipes, right? So theoretically, if we can relieve the pressure here, in this dome—”

			“The entire system could vent out through D6!” exclaimed Tobias. “Yes! I think that could work! The condensers aren’t far, they extend right through the Tube Station...I bet the control panel is on the roof, where they emerge.”

			“Well, what are we waiting for?” asked Felix. “Let’s do this thing!”

			“No,” Ripley said as Felix stood up too fast and wavered on his feet. “You stay. Tobias and I will go.”

			Felix grimaced but nodded. Ripley turned to Tobias. “You’ve been here for months, what’s the fastest way to the base of condensers?”

			“Follow me.” Tobias was gesturing as he turned and took off at a jog. “There’s no way to access the base from in here,” he told Ripley over his shoulder. “But there is a ladder to the roof.”

			He stopped short in front of a sliding door that didn’t seem to recognize his presence. 

			“It was never connected,” Tobias explained, “but we’ve opened it before. Here, help me.”

			They worked together, both grunting from the effort as the door slowly gave way.

			Panting, they exited the station and Tobias pointed. 

			“There!”

			Ripley followed close on his heels as Tobias scaled the ladder and turned, helping him up at the top. They jogged along the roof, doubling back over the platform and skirting around the hole that Ambrose’s guns had made. Glancing down as they passed, Ripley could see the piles of twisted metal and snow that marked the final resting place of Captain Lub and his men.

			The condensers rose before them just ahead, and Ripley and Tobias split up, walking briskly around the circumference in search of the control terminal. It was dark, and Ripley almost fell into the hole before he saw it. 

			“Found it!” he cried to Tobias, who came scurrying into view from the other direction. “Down here.”

			Please let it be intact, Ripley pleaded silently as he let himself down into the small access port. It was warm here, so close to the condenser. Uncomfortably so. Please let it be intact.

			His heart sank as he reached the bottom. The terminal, though protected from the elements above, was completely destroyed.

			The heart of the geothermal system was deep beneath the earth. If they couldn’t access it via the terminal, they couldn’t access it at all. He pounded on it, but the display was shattered, rendering it useless.

			“Now what?” Tobias called down to him.

			“I’m thinking!”

			Ripley climbed back out and looked up toward the top of the dome where the condensers disappeared outside.

			“There has to be a way. Safeguards, for emergencies, like a system failure. Keep looking.”

			He was right. Just out of sight around the condensor’s base, a lever as tall as he was stood at attention, looking forlorn. He gave it a half-hearted tug, knowing just by looking at it that it would be no use. The mechanism didn’t budge. He grasped it firmly and leaned backward, motioning to Tobias to assist. Together they pushed and pulled, narrowly avoiding toppling over as it came away from its housing.

			Ripley stood, the metal bar still clasped tightly in both hands, feeling the hope draining from his body as though the lever had pierced him, allowing it to escape. 

			But he could not afford to give up. Too much rested on their success. Failure wasn’t an option. He slipped the bar over his shoulder, securing it beneath the small rope that served to keep the blanket-cloak  in place.

			He motioned back toward Pluto. “Ambrose can get me to the vents. I can open them manually.”

			“Any emergency mechanism outside the dome has been in a state of disrepair, exposed to horrible conditions, for the last hundred and twenty-five years! Nothing up there is going to function as intended, if it even still exists. Just look what happened to this lever, and it had the benefit of the dome’s protection.”

			“All I have to do is get to the vents. We know those still function. I just have to reach them.”

			“Are you crazy? That’s suicide! The amount of pressure in these tubes is—is—astronomical! Assuming you can even open the vent, you’ll be blasted with super-heated vapor. Boiled alive!”

			“Do you see another option?”

			Tobias looked at him, silent for a moment. “We could just...fly away?” he suggested weakly.

			Ripley shook his head. “I can’t let all those innocent people die. Not if there’s a chance to save them. And the longer we stand here talking, the less of a chance we have. So, let’s go.”

			They returned to the ship, Tobias moving slower than before. As they boarded Pluto, Ripley knelt down beside Felix. 

			“Take us out through the breach, Ambrose,” he called over his shoulder. “We need to get to the top of the condenser tubes.”

			“Roger that,” came Ambrose’s reply, and Ripley felt the strange sensation of the ship rising straight up from the ground.

			“So, what’s the plan?” Felix’s apprehension was evident. Ripley shifted his weight as the little aircraft changed direction.

			“The terminal was destroyed. But I think I can open the vent manually.”

			Felix’s gaze darted to Tobias, who was fidgeting and didn’t make eye contact. “And you think this will work?”

			Tobias grimaced and nodded. “It will work.”

			“So then why do you both look like someone just died?” Felix demanded, sitting up taller and glaring at Ripley. “What are you not telling me?”

			Ripley closed his eyes. “When I say manually, I mean manually. I’m going to have to pull them open by hand.”

			“So?” Felix pressed. “What does that mean? You hop out, you pull a lever, you climb back in the ship and we high-tail it out of here. Right?”

			Ripley sighed. “Not exactly,” he admitted, biting his lip and tasting the bitterness of his next words. “I’m going to have to get inside the top of the condenser in order to open it.”

			Felix had started shaking his head before Ripley even finished speaking. “No. Nope. Find another way. This is insane.” 

			He turned to Tobias. “You told him this is insane, right? There’s got to be another way.”

			“There’s no other way, and we’re out of time. If I don’t do this, everyone in Sanctuary will die.”

			“Ambrose can blast it with the guns. Tear it open, that’ll vent it.”

			‘If I do that,” Ambrose said, “the system won’t be able to re-pressurize. Most of the people here would die of exposure before repairs could be completed. Assuming they could fix it at all.”

			“Why should I care?” Felix’s eyes flashed. “Why should I care if the likes of Denton and his thugs freeze to death? Let them die. We did it, Ripley. We found a way out. We can leave this place, don’t you see? We’re going somewhere better.”

			Ripley gave a sad smile. “You don’t really mean that. I’m not just saving Denton and Percy. What about James? What about the other Halfsies?” 

			He glanced down at Willow’s stomach. “What about all of the children?”

			Felix was grasping now. Ripley watched the struggle behind his friend’s eyes. He got up, began rummaging around the small hold, throwing supplies and tools to the floor.

			“We can tie a rope to it. Pull it with the ship. Damn it, Ambrose!” Felix cried. “Why don’t you have any rope back here? We’ve got to turn around.”

			Ripley looked around, shaking his head. “There’s no time to go back, even if we knew we could find something. Maybe it could have worked, I don’t know. There’s just... not enough time.”

			Felix scoffed. “I’ll do it, then.” His tone was resigned but determined. “I’m stronger than you are. I’ve got a better chance of getting it open.”

			“I can’t let you do that.”

			“You don’t get to decide!” Felix shouted. “Who put you in charge?”

			Ripley’s voice was quiet. He knew he was making the right choice. But he didn’t want to have the last thing that ever passed between him and Felix to be anger.

			“You’re going to be a father, Felix. Willow and your kids need you. That’s why we started this crazy adventure, remember? For them. You can’t abandon them now.” 

			He pointed at Ambrose. “That guy is the only one who can fly this tin can. And that guy,” he pointed at Tobias, “has been helping him work on it for two months. If anything goes wrong, Ambrose is going to need his help. I’m the only one here that’s expendable.”

			Felix looked away, angry tears spilling down his cheeks. 

			“You’re not expendable to me,” he whispered, voice thick.

			“We’re at the top,” shouted Ambrose. “I can’t put her down on the Dome. And it’s really windy out there. Not sure how long I can keep her steady.” 

			The engine stuttered. “I’ve got to keep her moving, warm her up.”

			They all stood. Willow was weeping as she threw her arms around Ripley again, squeezing gently this time. “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered. “You saved us.”

			Ripley smiled. “Not just yet. One last thing to be done.”

			Ambrose couldn’t leave the pilot’s chair, but he had twisted around in it to look at Ripley, his face pained. “I’m so sorry.”

			Ripley shrugged. “You saved me from Lub. I would have died back there if you hadn’t shot out the roof. I’m glad I got to see what the red button does, at least.”

			Ambrose gave a small chuckle. “It’s been an honor.”

			Tobias spoke up next. “It should be me.” His voice quavered. “I can open it just as easily as you can—”

			“Ambrose needs you, Tobias. You’re his copilot now. It’s a long journey. And I need you, too. I need you to make sure that you get these guys somewhere safe.”

			Tobias straightened up, his face hard. “You have my word.”

			Ripley turned back to Felix. “Please say something,” he pleaded.

			Felix grabbed him so fiercely that fire erupted from his wounds. Ripley didn’t care.

			He returned his friend’s embrace, struggling to keep his own tears at bay. Crying would only make things harder. He didn’t want them to know… didn’t want them to remember his last moments being full of fear.

			“We had a good run,” said Felix, choking on the last word.

			“The best,” agreed Ripley.

			“It’s time,” called Ambrose.

			Ripley broke away, taking one last look around. Then Tobias opened the hatch for him.

			The bulkheads, the interior of D6, none of it had prepared Ripley for the cold outside the dome. Tobias threw out a little ladder which Ripley climbed down, stepping gingerly out onto the frosted exterior of Dome Six. The wind whipped around him, but the surface was textured and the arc so gradual that it wasn’t hard to keep his footing. He waved at his friends. 

			“Shut the hatch!” he cried out, his voice snatched away by the wind. “Fly far and fast!”

			He saw Willow waving, and he saw Felix’s mouth moving, but he couldn’t hear what his friend was saying. Felix made a move toward the open hatch, and Tobias grabbed his arm and shouted something at him. 

			Ripley’s heart skipped a few beats as he saw Felix shaking his head, tossing Tobias off. He’d changed his mind. But Willow grabbed him around the waist and Tobias, scrambling to his feet, hit the button to retract the door.

			The hatch closed, and then they were gone.

			Ripley walked unsteadily to the condensers. They poked out of the top of the dome like giant tree trunks from the earth, stretching up another twenty feet into the air. He wasn’t sure how long he had. He might freeze to death in minutes, and he’d lost track of how long it had been since the Elves’ plan had been set in motion. The whole place could go up at any moment.

			As if reading his thoughts, the condenser gave a low, rumbling groan as the pressure inside strained against the ancient metal.

			There was no time to waste. Ripley came to a ladder on the side of one of the tubes as the dome itself shuddered beneath him. I’m going places, Nelson, he thought to himself, chuckling at the irony. I’m moving up the ladder! 

			He pulled his blanket up over his nose and began to climb, thankful that the rungs, at least, had withstood the test of time.

			He felt weak, but somehow warm. He guessed that his body was beginning to shut down from the subzero temperatures. His fingers were blue, and he had trouble pulling his feet up the ladder because they felt like blocks of ice. 

			“Come on,” he urged himself through gritted teeth. “Keep it together. Almost there!”

			He reached a platform and scrambled onto it, standing up too quickly and feeling a wave of lightheadedness. Regaining his balance, Ripley slid the lever out like a sword from its sheath as he peered down into the condenser tube. 

			There it was. The vent was right there, about four feet down. Beside it, the useless inner mechanism that had once been operated by the severed lever. Something on the horizon caught his eye. He looked up, and despite everything, Ripley began to laugh.

			It was the sun. Peaking over the horizon and turning the deep blue of twilight into a swirl of pinks and purples.

			He had finally gotten to see the sun.

			Ripley thought about all the people inside Sanctuary as he pulled himself up and over the lip of the condenser. The soles of his boots hissed in protest as they hit the burning metal, but it didn’t matter. Not anymore.

			What’s going on down there? he pondered as he jammed his metal bar down, wedging it between the gears. That should do it. Everyone is probably still enjoying the festivities. 

			He wondered how long it would be before they noticed anything was amiss. Before they started to wonder where the Elves had gone. Maybe they’d figure it out—maybe they wouldn’t. The important thing was, they would survive. They’d never know how close they’d come to death or the role he’d played in saving them. But they’d survive.

			The condenser gave another ominous rumble.

			History would not remember Ripley Prior. But Felix would. That’s enough, he decided.

			Ripley watched the sunrise for a long moment. Then he grasped the lever, closed his eyes,

			and pulled.

		

	
		
			Whoever and wherever you are, thank you so much for reading Three Days Till Dawn! I know you have plenty of options for reading material, and I’m honored that you chose to spend time with me in the world of Antiquity’s Gate.

			Did you enjoy it? If you did, please consider taking a moment to leave a review! You can do so on Amazon or Goodreads.

			Reviews are extremely helpful to authors, allowing our books to gain more visibility in the vast marketplace. They’re also valuable to your fellow readers who often depend on them for recommendations and insight!

			And if you’re interested, you can preorder the second book here!

			I love hearing from my readers. Feel free to contact me directly at r.hurteau@outlook.com or connect with me on Twitter! 

			Read on for a sneak peek at Antiquity’s Gate: Through a Mirror, Darkly. Coming September 24, 2019.
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			THE cold did nothing to numb the pain.

			Felix’s hand balled into a fist and he punched the hull, feeling it reverberate through his arm.

			“We have to go back. We never should have left him.”

			Ambrose’s voice was pained as he spoke over his shoulder from his seat in the cockpit. “If I turn this ship around, there’s no guarantee we’ll ever get out of here.”

			Willow reached out and took his fist in her hand, her touch warm but her eyes sad.

			“We have to go back,” he repeated in a plaintive whisper.

			“It’s too late, my love. He’s gone.”

			She gestured behind him, pointing out a window at the back of the ship. 

			His gut felt as though he’d been punched again as he saw Sanctuary in the distance. It was beautiful from out here. Six domes arranged in a perfect circle. 

			From the top of one there was a sudden, silent eruption of steam, a giant pillar stretching into the clouds. He watched as it transformed into white powder in the frigid air, arching across the sky like a canopy before drifting back toward the earth, unconcerned with what it had done. 

			Unconcerned that a life had been swept up in that blast, and only death had fallen with the snow.

			“He needed me. And I failed him.”

			“Felix…”  

			Felix ignored Willow, unable to tear his gaze away from the sight that was rapidly fading into the distance behind them. The snow still drifted, serene, from high above the condenser. He searched for something even his Theran eyes could not have seen from this far.

			A body.

			Order Antiquity’s Gate: Through a Mirror, Darkly here.

		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			About the Author

			In the amount of time it takes you to read this, R.F. Hurteau will have finished yet another cup of coffee. More caffiene than human, she harnesses the powers of this magical bean juice to create stories that explore worlds unknown through the lens of that age old curiosity that drives all creatives: the human condition. She lives in New England with her husband, five kids, and an impressive array of animal  friends.  Her ultimate mission is to craft light, character-driven science fiction that is accessible to all, and by doing so slowly turn everyone into nerds.

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2019 by R.F. Hurteau

			All Rights Reserved. 

			This work may not be copied, in whole or in part, without the written consent of the publisher. Short excerpts may be used without prior authorization for the purpose of reviews. 

			For permissions, please contact the publisher at r.hurteau@outlook.com.

			This is a work of fiction. The characters and events in this book are fictitious and any resemblence to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author. 

			ISBN

			978-1-951027-04-9 (paperback)

			978-1-951027-05-6 (ebook)

			978-1-951027-03-2 (hardcover)

			Library of Congress Control Number:2019908851

			Keep in Touch!

			Twitter: @rfhurteau

			Email: r.hurteau@outlook.com

			Website: www.rfhurteau.com

			Cover Illustration by Nushie

			Twitter: @NushDraws

		

	cover.jpeg
Q
GATE
a =
/ § ﬁ‘ \‘L} ,
A BOOK ONE |
THREE [%&S e DA\ﬂ
]






images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
I‘V‘AV.
/V_\
% /
BOOK ONE

THREE D*A\‘{s TILL DA\ﬁ
") B |





