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Chapter 1

It was easy to spot him across the field. He didn’t even bother trying to stay in cover. I stooped to drop a seed from my staff into the hole. In the time it took me to toe dirt over the seed and raise my eyes again, he was halfway across the field. I glanced left and right, but none of the others were close by.
He stopped in front of me, blocking the row that I still needed to finish planting by sundown.
“What do you want, Orion?” I said. Might as well get this over with.
He smirked. “I came to tell you I can’t wait for the choosing tomorrow. I’m going to pick you, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll accept.”
“Why should I accept you? You haven’t fathered any children.”
The smirk faded from his face and his hand darted out, lightning fast. He twined his fingers into my hair and pulled me towards him. Without any assistance nearby, I bent to his will.
“You and your first-family expectations sicken me. I’m not choosing you for children. I’m choosing you to put you in your place, and you’re going to like it. You’re going to beg for it.” He pulled me even closer, and his breath nearly made me gag. “You are going to be humbled,” he hissed.
I lowered my eyes.
“What’ve you got to say now? Huh?” He shook me so hard that I bit my tongue.
“Nothing, Orion,” I said.
“What’s that? What’re you going to do at the choosing?”
“Accept you, Orion.”
The smirk returned. “That’s right. You’re going to accept me. Nod if you agree.”
I nodded, and he loosened his hand from my hair. He grasped at my chest through my tunic. I felt color rise into my face.
“Yeah, I’m going to enjoy this.”
“Orion! Get back to your post!” shouted the guard on duty. “She has work to do!”
He twisted at my breast before letting go. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Fiona.” He turned and swaggered back into the forest.
I stabbed my staff into the dirt, making a hole that was too deep for the seed that I dropped into it. But, I didn’t care. I couldn’t go with Orion for the choosing tomorrow. I wouldn’t. Not just because he’d threatened me with abusive treatment, but because I knew he would withhold a child from me. And if I didn’t bear a child this choosing, I would be condemned to a difficult life of hard work and little joy.
◆◆◆
 
I stood in line with the other women, my heavy, leather cloak over my shoulders. It hid my nakedness beneath, which I was grateful for. Some of the other women left their cloaks open or even thrown over their shoulders to proudly display their signs of having successfully borne a child. But no such signs were visible on my own body.
The ceremony began, and the man with the highest rank went first. Technically, as the only remaining member of the first family in the choosing, I had the highest female rank. But, I knew he wouldn’t choose me. I had no children to recommend me. He passed me by without even a glance.
One by one, the women around me were chosen. I felt alone, left on an island. The choosing was almost finished, and I would be forced to accept Orion. He stood impatiently in last place, having never fathered a child through multiple choosings. Each time I glanced over, he was sneering at me.
A trickle of sweat ran between my shoulder blades. Maybe I should refuse him. Maybe a life as the queen’s slave would be better.
My mind wandered back to when I’d last seen the queen. She’d summoned me, and I was nervous.
“Fiona. I understand you are still without child.”
I tipped my head forward to look at the ground, as we were supposed to do when addressing her. “Yes, my queen. That’s true.”
She sighed. “That won’t do. Who will take my place when the time comes? You cannot ascend if you don’t bear a child.”
“Yes, my queen.”
“I’ll see to it that you are allowed to participate in another choosing. But don’t disappoint me. Do you understand?”
I nodded, afraid to verbalize my agreement. How on Earth could I have guaranteed such a thing?
A voice broke through my thoughts.
“Are you all right, Fiona?” A man other than Orion had stopped before me. My heart skipped a beat.
“Yes, yes. I’m fine.” I tried not to appear eager.
He leaned in so that his hood shadowed his face, and I could make out only his eyes and the flash of his teeth and tongue as he spoke.
“Are you willing to be chosen?” he whispered.
“Yes, of course.”
“I have plans.”
“What kind of plans?”
“We can’t talk about it here. If you would like to be chosen, then accept me.” He stepped back and reached out with his right hand. “If you will accept, I have chosen you.”
From the corner of my eye, I noticed Orion’s face. His mouth was drawn down in fury.
I took his hand. “I accept.”
The crowd cheered, and we were whisked to a waiting wagon. We were jostled in, and two boys drew the wagon to our assigned choosing hut. The curtain was drawn back, and we were pushed inside roughly by the boys.
The fire was lit in the center pit, and a bed pallet was spread on the floor beside the fire. Two elder women were waiting for me. One removed my cloak and rubbed scented oil over my skin. The other loosed my blonde hair from its binding and combed it down my back. They took me to the bed pallet and seated me on my knees. One handed me the ritual oil pot. It felt substantial in my hand, though it was small. I set it beside myself, and the elder women retreated from the hut.
On the other side of the fire, he was undergoing the same preparations. At least, his attendants were trying to prepare him. He twisted away as they tried to oil his skin.
“That really isn’t necessary. I’d just like to be alone with her, if I could?”
“The ceremony demands that you be oiled,” said one of the attendants.
He shook his head. “The ceremony has no bearing on whether or not she gets pregnant. All of you, please just go.”
But, the attendants persisted.
“If you’d just allow them to do what they require, they would already be done,” I said.
Defeated, he stood still and allowed the oil to be applied. The light from the fire reflected in the ridges of his muscles. At least I hadn’t been chosen by a soft-bellied man this time.
The attendants walked him over to stand before me.  He was supposed to have his stamen anointed with the ritual oil so that the planting would bear fruit. But as I reached for the pot, he stopped me.
“No. Don’t do that.”
I stiffened, my hand frozen over the pot. Behind him, the attendants paused at the door.
He turned and looked at the attendants. “Go on, then. We want to be alone.”
They glanced at each other but then, one shrugged his shoulders, and they left.
He sat on the pallet beside me. “Maybe I should introduce myself. I’m Elliot.” He reached out with his hand to shake mine.
“Fiona,” I said, meeting his grasp. His hand was rough but warm.
“I know who you are,” he said. “You’re the last of the first family. Except for Queen Monica, of course.”
“Right.”
“You must be wondering why I chose you.”
“I assume it’s because you want to raise your status by being the man who fathers the next member of the first family,” I said. “That’s why everyone else has chosen me.”
“Nope. I don’t give a rat’s ass about whether you have a baby or not.”
I blinked several times. “Okay.”
He settled on the blankets. “I don’t think you’re ready to talk about what I want yet. First, I think we need to get to know each other.”
I didn’t answer.
“So, why does Orion want you so bad?”
I snorted. “He doesn’t want me. He hates me.”
“I don’t think so. He struck me more as a man in love.” He said it in a teasing tone, but his face looked serious.
“If that’s love, then I want no part of it. He only wants to abuse me.”
“Mm. Did he tell you that?”
“Yes. Look, if you want to talk first, that’s fine. But if we aren’t going to plant, can we cover up?”
He ignored my question. “He told you that he wanted to abuse you? Why would you let that stand?”
“Because. . .” I sighed. “If I got him punished, he would only redouble his abuse. He’s nothing more than a bully. Why are we even talking about him?”
“We’re talking about him because I can tell you’re afraid of him. I could see in your eyes that you were terrified that I would not choose you. He was last, right after me. He was going to choose you, wasn’t he?”
I shrugged. “So, he claimed. I don’t know what he hoped to gain from such a thing.  He wouldn’t have improved his status by trying to hurt mine.”
Elliot pulled a loose blanket from the bed pallet and settled it over my shoulders.
“Thanks,” I mumbled.
“You’re welcome.”
“So, I don’t mean to be rude, but you’re planning to plant, right? I mean, this is my last chance. The queen has already broken tradition to allow this extra choosing.”
He looked away. “Tell me more about yourself. Why don’t I see you with the other women more often?”
I squeezed my eyes shut. “You’ll leave me as nothing more than a slave if you don’t.” I opened my eyes and looked at him. His mouth was curled up on one side in a playful grin.
“You think you don’t have options. You think it’s black or white; bear a child or be a slave. But, it isn’t. The world isn’t that way. Nothing is. There are other courses of action.”
“You mean like how suicide is a course of action?” I rolled my eyes. “Of course, there are ways out of it. But, none of them leave the first family with its honor.”
He laughed. “Who cares about the honor of the first family? For more than a hundred years, all they’ve done is keep others under their thumb. There’s nothing honorable about oppression, Fiona.”
The hairs on the back of my neck rose up. There was something not right about this. Was he going to kill me? My fear must have shown on my face.
“Don’t get all upset. I just want to offer you . . .” He swung his hand from side to side. “. . .options.”
“I don’t see what options you can offer me,” I said. “I’d really just like to get on with the planting.”
I dropped the blanket he’d draped over me and dipped my fingers into the ritual oil. I reached out to apply the oil, but he batted my hand away. He sat up and grabbed my forearms.
“I’ll give you a planting if that will make you happy. But, I won’t use this ridiculous oil, and I insist that later, you listen to the options. Do I have your word as a royal member of the first family that later, you will listen and give serious consideration to what I present?”
“All right,” I said, my voice shaking.
He pulled me closer. “No. Don’t just agree. Promise.”
“All right, I promise.”
He hesitated only a moment more. And then, he was upon me.




Chapter 2

In the morning, I woke to an empty hut. The fire was almost dead, but the light creeping in around the door revealed that Elliot was not there. Confused, I set about relighting the fire. Maybe I hadn’t pleased him. The shame of being abandoned after only one night brought tears to my eyes.
But, I thought he wanted to offer me options.
Breakfast had been left by the door. I sat next to the fire with it and ate. I was shoveling mushed grain with berries into my mouth when Elliot returned.
Sunlight flooded the hut when he twitched the door flap aside and came in. It briefly backlit him, and I had to catch my breath. The light created an aura around him. Was it a sign? Would he be the one to save me from slavery?
“Good morning,” he said. “I didn’t want to wake you. Did you sleep well?”
He hunkered down beside me and accepted the other bowl of grain that I handed him.
“Yes.” I kept my eyes on my grain.
“You’re upset.”
“You—you left.”
“I just had to go and speak with someone. I’m sorry to have upset you.”
I nodded and continued to eat, though I slowed my pace. People who participated in the choosing received the best food, only behind the queen’s in quality. Since my failure in the last choosing, I’d been serving in the fields. Field hands were given only bread, weak broth, and milk. If you were lucky, you might forage for some berries or happen across a nest of fat ants, but I was rarely lucky. It took a lot of effort to slow down and chew the mushed grain, now that Elliot was present. First family members were expected to act with decorum and pride. Slopping food greedily into my mouth and swallowing without chewing was not something I should have let him see.
He frowned. “You’re still upset,” he said.
I shook my head. “No, I’m not.”
“Don’t try to hide behind politeness. What’s the matter?”
“It’s nothing. Who did you talk to?”
He put a hand on my arm and turned to look directly into my eyes. “It isn’t nothing. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Please, just tell me so that we can clear the air.”
My stomach flip-flopped. I didn’t want to reveal my embarrassment, but something about his eyes drew it out of me.
“I was worried that you’d rejected me. That you revoked your choosing.”
“You don’t need to worry about that. I’ve picked you for more than just the choosing.”
I set my empty bowl down. “Maybe you want to tell me about your plans now.”
He shook his head. “You aren’t ready. If you thought I would just leave you, then you don’t trust me.”
“Maybe I don’t trust you because you haven’t told me.”
He laughed. “I like you, Fiona. I think the others will, too.”
The others?
He handed me a skin. I thought it would be water and drank deeply, but quickly realized it was wine. Warmth flooded me, and my limbs felt oddly weak.
“Oh, that was wine,” I said, giving it back to him.
He smiled. “I know. Maybe you need a rest?”
I crawled over to the bed pallet, not caring about the dirt grinding under my palms and knees. The blankets were disheveled, and I tried to arrange them but couldn’t manage it. Elliot came over and helped. He draped a blanket over me and tucked it under my arms.
“Oh,” I said, suppressing a belch. “Is it time to plant?”
He shook his head. “No Fiona. It’s time for you to rest. You’ll understand when you wake.”
The hut swam around in my vision, alternately blurring and sharpening, until my eyes slid shut.
The sound wouldn’t stop. It was thumping and loud. My eyes refused to open, and I willed the sound to diminish. But, it kept on. I realized then that it was the sound of my own blood, my heartbeat, in my ear. I shifted, and it faded.
“She’s waking up,” said someone behind me.
“No, she can’t be,” said a voice that sounded like Elliot. “She drank a lot of it.”
The two voices laughed. I struggled to understand what he meant, but my foggy brain prevented me from fully understanding.
“What’s she like?”
“Hell-bent on bearing a child; I’ll tell you that.”
“Must’ve been hard to resist.”
There was a pause, then laughter.
“You didn’t resist? You planted with her?”
“Well—I know I wasn’t supposed to. But . . .” The voice trailed away.
The two laughed together and stopped abruptly. My head was beginning to spin, and sounds were getting fuzzy.
“Father,” said Elliot. “Here she is.”
“I can see that,” a new, heavier voice snapped. “Did my ears deceive me? You planted?”
Elliot didn’t answer.
“Elliot.” The voice was calm but clipped. “You used the oil, right?”
“No, Sir.”
“The oil they give her is tainted; it’s what prevents her from bearing fruit.”
What? I fought to listen more, but the darkness overtook me.
◆◆◆
 
When I next woke, my eyes snapped open. I felt agitated. What was I upset about again?
Elliot leaned over me. “Hey, there. How’re you feeling?”
I pulled my arm from under the rough blanket that I was covered with and touched my hand to my temple. Even that slight touch felt like a heavy blow. I groaned.
“That’s what I thought. I apologize. I didn’t think you would drink so much of it.”
“You drugged me,” I said, my words slurred.
“Yes. I’m sorry about that. But part of the plan is to introduce you, and this is for our own safety, you see.”
“For someone who wants me to trust them, you have a funny way of earning it.”
He smiled. “So, you’re feeling better, then.”
I tried to sit up.
“No, no. You don’t want to do that quite yet. Just give yourself a few minutes. Here, have some water.”
He brought a cup of water to my mouth, but I eyed it.
“That doesn’t have anything in it, does it?”
“No.” He pushed it against my lips.
It was silly to resist. If he’d wanted to hurt me, he already would have. And anyway, I was thirsty. I first swallowed a few tentative sips before giving in and gulping as much as I could.
“Easy, queenie,” he said. “That’s what got you here in the first place.”
I wiped my hand with my mouth. “I believe you got me into this mess when you chose me.”
“Touché.”
I sat up and looked around. We weren’t in a hut; rather, it was a cabin. There were a few of them dotted around the village, but I’d never been inside one. It was curious. Instead of the fire pit centered under the ridge in the ceiling that allowed the smoke to escape, the fire was inside a column of rocks piled all of the way to the ceiling, forcing the smoke up and out.
Elliot followed my eyes. “That’s the fireplace. Nice, how the smoke can’t fill the room, right?”
I nodded. “Why am I here?”
“I want you to meet some people. I want you to hear what they have to say.”
I turned and studied him. His expression was hopeful. “You’re an isolationist, aren’t you?” I realized.
He deflated somewhat. “That is one word for what we believe, yes.”
“What word would you use?”
“I don’t know, really. I guess I’d call it ‘being human’.”
I closed my eyes. “You’re traitors to the queen. Traitors to me.”
“No, it isn’t like that. Not at all.”
“Then, tell me what it’s like.”
“I’ll tell you,” a rough voice said behind us. It sounded familiar.
I turned and looked. He was a big man, tall, with a heavy, dark beard and broad shoulders. I recognized him as one of the queen’s many advisors, though I didn’t know his name.
He bowed his head, a sign of respect for the first family. Although, since I’d been sent to the fields, those formalities had been dispensed. “My name is Barrow. I’m Elliot’s father.”
I bowed my head in return. “I am Fiona, daughter to the queen.”
“I know that,” he snapped.
He pointed to the door. “You’re welcome to leave at any time. But if you leave without Elliot, the man outside the door will kill you. Do you understand?”
“I’m not an idiot,” I said.
“That remains to be seen.” He clapped his hands, and more people entered the cabin. They wore cloaks that covered their faces.
“These are Elliot’s brothers and sisters, and their mother.” Each of them bowed in turn, but they didn’t speak.
“Why are their faces covered?” I asked.
“To protect them.”
“From what?”
“You.”
I glanced at Elliot. He shook his head almost imperceptibly, and I pushed back my response.
His father continued. “As a member of the first family, I’m sure you’re aware there are people in the village who do not agree with the way things are. They prey upon the weaker minded, trying to gain a foothold against the queen.
“We don’t agree with many of the traditions upheld by the queen. However, we don’t want to go against her, either. Instead, we want to work as a group to bring peaceful change.”
“A group,” I repeated.
He pressed his lips together, causing the hair of his beard to stand out from his face, as if it were alive. “That’s what I said.” He coughed.  “We want to offer you a deal.”
I narrowed my eyes at him.
“I can see you’re suspicious. And why shouldn’t you be? You don’t even know me.” He smirked. “But, you do know that the queen trusts me.”
“So, why not take this up with her?” I asked. “She’s already in power. I may never reach her position.”
“Ah, but that is what I can offer you. If we. . .” He stopped and laughed, a short, choppy sound. “Well, if Elliot can make you fruitful, then we would like you to do something for us in return.”
“You want me to commit treason.”
“No. We want you to return to the previous ways. We want dual leadership, a pair. You and Elliot.”
I laughed. “No wonder you haven’t taken this to the queen.”
“You’ll be a slave if you don’t do as we ask.”
“I’ll likely fall into slavery if I do.”
“How do you figure that?” he said.
“The queen holds power because men are too foolish to wield it. Once they get it, they can think of nothing but more power. More, more, more. A man won’t split power with a woman. He will usurp it. And when he has gotten what he wants from me, he’ll cast me aside. I’ll be fit only to bear his children and scrub his floors.”
“You won’t be able to keep your power when those who don’t agree with you move against you.”
“A woman has kept this group safe for a hundred years. These rumblings of people who don’t agree – they’ve existed all that time. Nothing will change.”
“That may be true. I cannot say. Nobody can say. But, you won’t be queen without Elliot.”
In my head, I heard his voice saying that the oil was tainted, that it prevented me from bearing fruit.
A slow smile spread across my face. “Maybe Elliot has already made me queen.”
Barrow blanched.
“I won’t be your puppet. If I become queen, I’ll follow the tradition of those before me.”
His face reddened. “Elliot, take her back to the choosing hut.”
Elliot looked surprised.
“We can do nothing more,” persisted Barrow. “Drug her and take her back.”
“There aren’t that many cabins in the village. I’ll be back with the guard,” I said.
“Who said we were in the village?” he snarled.
Elliot held out a cup of liquid. “Drink this,” he said.
“No. I don’t want to be drugged again,” I shoved his hand away, and some of the liquid sloshed onto the floor.
“You’ll drink it, or I’ll knock you out!” shouted Barrow, crowding me with his chest puffed out.
Elliot held up his hand to his father. “It’s okay. She’ll do it. Right?” He nudged the cup to my lips again.
I stared at Elliot. His eyebrows were knit together. He was anxious. I allowed him to tip the drink to my lips, and I drank a few small sips.             
“There, now. Just lay back and close your eyes. We’ll be back at our hut before you know it.”
I closed my eyes, but the drug was slower to work in the quantity I’d swallowed. The men continued to talk around me, oblivious of my wakeful state.
“That didn’t go well at all,” said Elliot. “I told you not to bully her.”
“She’s a spoiled, first family brat. She needs nothing more than to be spanked and sent to bed.”
“She needs careful convincing with facts and reason. We can’t make her do what we want. We have to get her to agree with what we want.”
“Pish, posh. You sound like your mother. Get that useless wretch out of here.”
“Father, please. Be reasonable. All these years, you’ve advised the queen with diplomacy and respect. She deserves no less.”
“She deserves what she’ll get. She’ll be a slave.” He spat, and I felt moisture hit my cheek.
“Just because she doesn’t fall at your feet and do exactly what you tell her doesn’t mean she’s worthless.”
Elliot bundled me up in the blanket I was lying on.
“You keep on her. She’ll break if we keep to the plan,” Barrow said.
Elliot didn’t respond—at least, not verbally. He started walking, and I felt that he’d moved outside by the breeze stirring the hair against my face. The drug was taking effect, and the sway of his movements lulled me further down the rabbit hole.




Chapter 3

“What’s wrong with her?” The words broke into my pounding head.
“Nothing; she’s just sleeping,” Elliot said.
“That’s the soundest sleep I’ve ever seen,” returned the other. Her voice was haughty, stiff. Was it the queen?
He laughed in a conspiratorial tone. “She did have more than a little bit of ale,” he said.
“That’s ridiculous. She’s never done that before.”
Someone prodded my leg. “Fiona, wake up.” I willed my eyes to open the tiniest bit, but they stayed glued shut.
“What is it?” I rasped. My throat was dry.
“I was just checking on you.” It was the queen.
My eyes flew open. “Your grace,” I said, struggling to sit up.
She crossed her arms. “Stay where you are. Word has reached me that you aren’t using the sacred oil. Is it true?”
Elliot stepped between us. “Why would you think that?”
“The attendants said you stopped her from the ritual anointment.”
He laughed. “Oh, that. Well, see, I . . . well, this is embarrassing.” He wrung his hands together. “I was anxious to begin, and I was worried I would . . .” He made a helpless gesture.
The queen’s brow furrowed. “It’s important that she use the oil. She must bear a child, and this is her last choosing.”
“I understand,” Elliot said.
“I’m not sure that you do. Her fate is in your hands.”
“He understands.” I finally found my feet and stood up beside Elliot.
“Use the oil. Please.” She handed the ritual pot to Elliot.
I nodded.
She moved forward and put her hands on my shoulders. “Blessings to you, my dear.” She kissed me lightly on the cheek, inclined her head at Elliot, and swept from the hut.
“Wow,” whispered Elliot. “That was weird.”
I drew my arm back and slapped his cheek as hard as I could. The roughness of the stubble on his face scratched at my hand. Not satisfied, I drew my smarting hand back to hit him again, but he caught me by the wrist.
“Once was enough,” he said. His cheek bore a red mark. His eyes were cold and hard.
“You drugged me. And your father! To think I would just roll over and do what he wants.”
His eyes softened somewhat. “He’s a difficult man to get along with.”
“I can agree with that, at least.”
“I’m sorry to have drugged you. I told you that before.”
“That was before you drugged me again.”
He nodded. “I mistakenly thought that I would not have to do that.” He smiled. “Your stubborn reputation precedes you. But, I didn’t realize how deep it would run.”
I stared back at him. People thought I was stubborn? “Why did you tell her that we used the oil?”
He grimaced. “My father believes that the oil you are provided is not the sacred oil. That someone is putting something in it to make sure you can’t get pregnant. He believes it is the queen’s opposition.”
“I thought he was the queen’s opposition.” I watched him while he fidgeted with the oil pot.  “That isn’t what you believe.”
“No, it isn’t,” he said.
I sank down on the bed pallet. “What do you believe?” My voice sounded flat to my ears.
He sat down beside me. “I can’t be sure.” He patted me on the arm. “My father isn’t the only opposition.” His voice cracked.
“You believe it’s her. The queen. My only living family.”
He looked away. “She did seem awfully interested in you using the oil.”
“Of course, she did. The sacred oil blesses our planting. She stuck her neck out for me, giving me this final choosing. She needs this to work.”
He didn’t answer. Instead, he stood up and got the food from beside the door. He set it on the ground beside the bed pallet. “I think maybe we should eat. We both need to keep our strength up.”
My stomach flip-flopped. “I’m not hungry,” I said.
“More for me.” He sat back down and began eating from the tray.
“She loves me, you know.”
He nodded. “Sure, she might.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
He swallowed and dragged his hand across his mouth. “It’s like you said. You’re her only living family. She probably does love you.”
“So, if she loves me, why would she mess with the oil? Why would she give me this extra chance?”
“You mistake her feelings for you as the basis for fact.”
“Are you always so obtuse?”
“Yes, I’d like to think so.” He smiled.
I tried to work out what he meant in my head. But, it didn’t make sense. If she loved me, she wouldn’t intentionally lead me to harm. Would she?
“Think of it like this, Fiona. She’s the queen. She has a huge responsibility to take care of the village, to keep us alive and thriving. And she does that very well. All other things, even things that she might love . . . those are secondary.”
“But, what could she hope to gain by losing a successor? It would destabilize the village. There has always been someone in line to succeed the queen. Someone who has been groomed for that position. If it isn’t me, then who is it? There are no other family members to choose.”
“I don’t know. It isn’t really important who it is, is it?”
“Of course, it’s important,” I sputtered.
“No, it isn’t. You’re just jealous of this mystery person. Remember, it isn’t about love. She doesn’t have that luxury.”
I turned my back to him. What did he know about it, anyway? He was just the son of a miserable advisor.
He tapped me on the shoulder, his touch tentative. “Don’t worry, Fiona. You and I will get this figured out.”
I didn’t answer. There was nothing to figure out. Whether it was the queen or someone else trying to keep me from ascending, someone didn’t want me there. Did it matter that I only wanted the positon to avoid a rough life of toil in the fields?
The queen’s concerned expression floated into my mind’s eye. Maybe being the queen wasn’t so easy, either. Maybe Elliot was right, and I believed there were only two choices. Was it possible I had more?
“I’ll be back later,” said Elliot, breaking into my thoughts.
“Where are you going?”
“I have things I need to do.”
“But, it’s daylight; people will see—”
He threw his cloak on and put the hood up. “I’ll be back.”
He left, and I turned to the tray of food. I picked at a bowl of berries, but my stomach was still queasy. Not wanting to make myself sick, I returned the tray to the spot by the door.
I looked around for something to do. The hut was only designed for one thing, so there were no other distractions. The fire needed tending, though, so I set about building it back up. I saw the flames dance to the side a bit and was gazing at it when a voice spoke behind me.
“Now, what’s a chosen girl like you doing all alone?”
Orion.
I turned to find him very close to me. His lip curled up in a sneer, and his eyes were narrowed.
“Seems like the one who stole you from me doesn’t appreciate you,” he said.
“He’ll be back any moment,” I said. I tried to move away, but he grabbed me by the wrist.
“Hm.” He pulled me to him and with his other hand, he stroked a finger along the side of my neck. “Maybe if he returns, he’ll realize his mistake.”
“It’s you who’s mistaken,” I said.
“We’ll see about that,” he said through clenched teeth.
He glanced down at my body, and fear ran through me. I twisted my wrist, but he increased the strength of his grip.
“You’re hurting me, Orion.”
“That’s the idea.”
He moved forward and pushed me down onto the bedding. He produced a knife from his belt and loosened his drawers. I looked away, unwilling to see his nakedness.
“Turn over,” he demanded.
“I don’t –”
“On all fours. Like the dog you are.”
I didn’t move, and he shook the knife in my face. “Move,” he demanded.
I felt as though I were swimming through sand, and my motions were difficult to control. He pushed at me, and I felt the prick of the knife against my side. I knew he would use it, if only to increase his own pleasure.
Somehow, I found myself on my hands and knees as he’d demanded. He grabbed my hair and pulled my head back.
“I’m going to plant in you now. And you’re going to cooperate. Or else this knife will find its way across your throat. Got it?”
“Yes,” I whispered. He released my head. But then, I realized he wasn’t going to plant where it might benefit me. He was going to plant in my bottom.
“This is what you deserve, you first-family dog,” he said.
There was a thump on the floor beside me, and I opened my eyes to see Orion looking back at me, his mouth hanging open, and a dagger protruding from the top of his head.
I gasped and tried to crawl away. He’d been murdered! But then, soft arms came around me, and a gentle shushing was in my ear.
“I’m here now, Fiona. Shh. I’m sorry, so sorry,” said Elliot.
“Elliot?”
“Yes, it’s me. Don’t worry; he’s dead.”
“You killed him.”
“Of course. He was trying to hurt you.”
“But, the guard—you’ll be punished. You’ll be executed.”
He didn’t answer. He stroked my hair away from my face. The wetness of my tears caused it to cling, and he smiled crookedly as he picked strands away from my cheek.
“We’ll figure something out. Don’t worry.”
“This is my fault. I shouldn’t have allowed you to choose me. I knew he would try to retaliate if I didn’t choose him. He said as much.”
“It isn’t your fault. He wasn’t a reasonable man.”
I crossed my arms and snuggled deeply into his embrace. It was odd but comforting. Very rarely did anybody touch me.
“You’re all right, aren’t you? Should I get an attendant?”
My cheeks burned. “No, I’m fine. He didn’t . . . succeed.”
We sat together for what seemed like an hour or more. I didn’t want to break the bond his arms had on me.
Eventually, he spoke. “At dark, we’ll leave. All right?” He released me and rolled Orion’s body to the edge of the hut to lay in the shadows. He threw one of our bedding blankets over him.
He kneeled in front of me. “We’ll wait for them to bring dinner. If we are planting when they come in, they’ll leave quickly without looking around. They won’t see him. Then, we’ll eat dinner and leave.”
“Planting?” My voice rose unnaturally as I said it. “You want to plant?”
“We don’t have to actually be—” He trailed off. “I’ll make sure that they don’t see the body. And when they’ve left us, we’ll go.”
“But where will you go?” Even to my own ears, my voice was grinding.
“Away. Somewhere else. And not just me. We.”
“Why would I leave? I can’t just go away.”
“We can’t move the body. If they find it in here with you, they’ll claim you were involved. You’ll be punished, too.”
“But, I didn’t do anything! He attacked me.”
Elliot sighed. “Orion’s older brother is the leader of the queen’s true opposition. They’ll make sure you share the blame.”
“Then, we need to get rid of the body. We can move it out of the village when it gets dark.”
“We’d never get away with that, Fiona,” he said, shaking his head. “How would we explain what we’re doing when someone comes along? We can’t just carry something as large as him out of here.”
My shoulders rolled forward, and I felt defeat wash over me. “Where would we go?”
His eyes lit up. “I know a place. I think we’ll be safe there.”
◆◆◆
 
After darkness fell, Elliot put his plan into motion. When he heard the attendant outside the hut, he went to the door and took the tray, breaking the servant’s view into the hut.
“The lady needs a moment,” he told the attendant. The attendant only grunted. They had little incentive to care about what the people they served were doing.
“Come on. Get your cloak on,” he said to me.
This brought to mind a problem—clothing. Except for our cloaks, we had none.
“What about my clothes? And my things?” I asked. After I’d been assigned to the fields, most of my possessions had been stripped. But, I knew they were packed away, waiting for me or whoever took my place. “If we stop at the supply hut near the center well, I should be able to get them.”
“No,” he said, squeezing my hand. “We’ll follow the shortest path out. We can’t risk being seen by anyone.”
“But, I’m naked,” I squeaked.
“As am I,” he said. He smiled. “I rather like it this way, don’t you?”
“No,” I said, digging my heels in as he pulled me towards the door. “I won’t leave without something to wear.”
“We’ll pick up supplies on the way out,” he conceded. “We just aren’t going to the center well. There’re too many people around there, even after dark.”
He pulled aside the cloth covering the doorway a sliver and put his eye to the gap. He stood very still and slowed his breath. Then, he turned and nodded at me before pulling me out into the night.
I could hear voices and the murmurs of planting from the nearby huts, but nobody was outside. We walked around to the back of our hut. The village was arranged in an orderly grid, and he crossed the path behind our hut to the back of the next hut, making his way towards the edge of the village. He pulled me along behind him as he moved.  
He drew up short, and I bumped into his back. He turned around and gathered me into a kiss. With one hand, he grabbed my leg and swung it around behind him so that my bare skin was visible outside his cloak. I pushed against his chest, but he persisted.
“Hey, what are you doing over there?!” someone shouted. I could hear footsteps coming towards us. I pushed harder, but Elliot seemed unfazed.
He broke from my lips and said, without turning, “Mind your own damn business.” Then, he resumed his kiss.
Whoever had approached laughed. “Wouldn’t want to interfere with that.”
Elliot broke away and listened as the footsteps faded into the distance. “All right, let’s go.”
We continued to the edge of the village. He led me to a hut that appeared uninhabited, and he went inside. He came back out with a large satchel and a small one. He handed me the smaller one. It wasn’t heavy.
“Put it on,” he said. I put my arms through the straps and hefted its slight weight onto my back.
He took my hand. “Ready?”
I shook my head. Tears came to my eyes, and I blinked them back.
“I promise that sometime, we’ll come back,” he said.
“We will?”
“Yes. Definitely.” He tugged at my arm. “Let’s go.”
I followed him. I hoped he meant to keep his promise. I hoped we wouldn’t be caught. And I hoped Orion’s brother stayed the hell away from the queen.




Chapter 4

We walked deep into the night. Now and then, Elliot would stop and listen with an intense expression on his face. Whenever he did that, he would change direction when we began walking again.
“What are you listening for?” I asked after he had done this several times.
“The queen’s guard dogs. If we haven’t heard them, then nobody knows we’re gone. Yet.”
I shrugged. “The dogs won’t hurt me. I grew up petting them and feeding them treats.”
He laughed. “The dogs are well trained. Given the right command, they would tear your throat out. They don’t care that you’ve been kind in the past.”
I stepped on something sharp. “Ow,” I said. I lifted my foot up, trying to check it for injury. But in the dark, it was difficult to tell.
“What’s the matter?”
“I stepped on something. I think I might be bleeding.”
He turned me around and opened the satchel on my back. He rummaged around for a moment, and then handed me a pair of sandals over my shoulder.
“These ought to fix that.”
“But—”
“Just put them on,” he interrupted me. “We don’t have time to bandage a scratch.”
I slid the sandals on and tied them. They fit well. “How did you know they would fit?”
“It’s my trade,” he said. He put a hand on my shoulder and urged me on. “We’ve got to find a place to hide by dawn. They’ll definitely know we’re missing when the attendant serves breakfast.”
We moved on, and despite my injured foot, we moved even faster than we had before. Twice, we waded through creeks. Once, we even climbed a tree so that we could jump onto the edge of a nearby cliff face.
“How do you know where to go? This feels aimless.”
“It isn’t. We’re going in circles.”
“What?” I stopped walking. “That doesn’t make sense.”
“Ah, I can see you still don’t trust me. I was joking. We’re just trying to get out of the range of the dogs. The handlers will only venture so far from the village before they’ll turn back.”
“That’s stupid. Why would they do that?”
“They’re afraid of who else they might encounter.”
“You mean like bears and snakes?”
“No,” he said. He helped me navigate over a large boulder. “I mean people.”
I laughed. “There aren’t any people out here.”
He stopped and looked at me. “You’ve led a very sheltered life.”
“What do you mean? If there are other people, why don’t we ever see them?”
“Because they don’t want to be seen.”
“That can’t be right.”
He shook his head. “You can’t believe everything they’ve told you, Fiona. There are other people out there. You don’t know about them because we’re afraid of them.”
“That doesn’t make any sense.”
He stopped walking and put a hand on my shoulder. “Fiona, what doesn’t make any sense is why we follow a queen blindly, ignoring the past and doing what we’re told without question.”
A prickle went up my neck. He was telling the truth. “How do you know this?”
He dropped his arm and motioned for me to follow him. We resumed our hike away from the village. “The queen—she is descended from your great-great-grandmother, the original leader, Monica. You know that, of course.”
“Yes,” I said.
“Well, where did we come from before her? We didn’t just sprout up like cornstalks.”
“I—I don’t know. It never occurred to me that we could have come from anywhere but the queen mother.”
“Right. That’s what they want you to think. That the original leader—the queen mother, as you call her—was basically a goddess. That’s what the current queen wants everyone to believe. Because it makes it easy for her. You see?”
I nodded, though I wasn’t really sure how having a goddess in the family history helped matters.
He shook his head. “You don’t see. Why pretend that you do?”
“I just don’t know what to believe.”
“Well, believe this—we came from somewhere. And there are others like us. Other people. And there’s a reason we’re afraid of encountering them.”
“Why?”
“The queen mother didn’t start out as a queen. She lived with all the others, underground. They were confined there, for safety. But at some point, they didn’t want to be confined. So, they sent some people out to test the waters. They wanted to know if they could survive aboveground.
“When the people underground were satisfied that it was safe, they started sending more people out. But, they were afraid of the original people they’d already sent. They thought those people would be hostile because they’d been abandoned outside without warning.”
He stopped and listened for a moment, then shoved aside some low branches and changed direction.
“So, the group that came out second were supposed to kill the originals and their children. But, things went awry; the people became attached to each other and weren’t following the instructions from underground. The queen mother, Monica, decided to follow instructions. And she killed off most of the test subjects. Then, she took the remainder of the second group and met up with the underground people, and they established a new village together.”
“This is a very complicated story.”
“Yes, well, it isn’t finished. The underground people ruled via a council voted into place by the majority vote. The council had maybe a dozen members at the time. But, Monica wanted to lead. She thought she had earned it. So, she took power from the council and declared herself queen. Anyone who defied her was killed on the spot.”
I shuddered. Could I really be related to such a person?
“Unfortunately, Monica didn’t kill all the originals. And a few of the second group had grown so loyal to the originals that they left her group and joined them. Their descendants still survive today, and their numbers are growing.”
I peered at his profile, trying to discern if he was making up stories. “How do you know all this?”
“Simple, really. I’m descended from one of the council. And though it’s forbidden, we have a family tradition of passing on the history.”
We walked on in silence. I thought about what he’d said. Could all that be true about the queen mother? I tried to think back over every lesson I’d had concerning the history of the village. None of Elliot’s story rang true, but it seemed too crazy for him to have imagined it all.
Through the trees ahead, I caught a glimpse of the lightening sky. Dawn was approaching. We had maybe three more hours before our absence was discovered. Longer, if nobody noticed the body.
“Are we almost there?” I asked. Seeing that the sun was rising brought attention to my weariness.
“Yes, only a few more miles,” he said.
I wanted to demand that we stop and rest but didn’t want to seem soft. I needed to occupy my mind, so I resumed our earlier conversation. “How do you know their numbers are growing?”
“Huh?” he asked, stepping over a fallen log.
“You said before that the other surviving people—that there are more of them.”
“Oh. Right. I know that because I’m friends with one.”
“You’re friends? With our enemy?”
“I never said they were an enemy. I said, the queen is afraid of them. That isn’t the same thing.”
“Are we going to see this friend now?” I tried to hide the alarm in my voice, but he heard it.
“Take it easy. No. That isn’t the plan. We’re going to the original village. There are some ruins there, where we can hide and rest during the day.”
“Won’t they know to look for us there?”
“No. I doubt anyone from our village knows where it is. Ray showed it to me. We hang out there together sometimes.”
“But, we’ve gone so far from the village. How can you go there and not be missed? You would have to be away overnight.”
He glanced at me sideways and then pressed his lips into a thin line. “My father is a hard man to get along with,” he said after a long pause.
“You mean, you ran away?”
“No. He kicked me out.”
“Why?”
He sighed. “I don’t know. Why is the sky blue? Do the birds sing for pleasure? He just did.”
“So, you’d just leave the village, and go . . . where?”
“Around. I ventured far enough from the village once to stumble upon Ray when he was out hunting. Once we got over trying to fight each other, we got to be friends. He showed it to me because he likes to go there.”
“And is he going to be upset that you’re taking me there? Is it a secret place?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t think about that. But, it’s too late to think about it now; we’re here.”
He pushed aside some vines. In the dim light, I could see that the vines were covering a partial wall. In the middle of the wall was a door-shaped hole, though it was rough around the edges now. He ushered me inside and let the vines fall back. The door and the roof were gone but there was a fireplace in the corner, almost like the one I’d seen at Elliot’s cabin. Weeds sprouted up in tufts from the floor.
Elliot dropped his bag in the corner opposite the fireplace. Logs from above had fallen partially inward, and with the vine growth over the top, it provided a shelter of sorts. He took my bag from me. He withdrew pants and a shirt for himself, then handed it back to me.
“You’ll probably want to dress yourself. In case Ray shows up.”
I looked in the bag. The sun had risen enough for it to be light outside, but the walls of the cabin blocked any direct rays.
“Is there something in here I can wear?” I asked, pawing through the bag. In the dim light, it all looked like his clothing.
“What’s left in there is what I brought for you. They belonged to my younger sister. You’re about the same height.”
I pulled out what remained and turned away from him, pulling on the pants under my cape. I had to pull the drawstring tight, since they were too large around the waist. I untied my cape and put my arms in the sleeves of the shirt before flinging the cape off as I pulled the shirt over my head.
“Interesting technique,” he said.
“I learned it in the field-hand bunks. They don’t get any privacy at all.”
“That must have been hard for you.”
I nodded but didn’t comment further. It’d actually been much more than hard. I’d lost everything I’d ever known in a single day – privacy, rank, possessions, freedom. It had all been taken because I’d failed to bear a child in the given amount of time.
Elliot spread his cape over some moss in the corner and curled up against the wall. He patted the ground beside him. “We need to get some rest. Lay down here, and we’ll use your cape as a blanket.”
I settled on the cape beside him and draped my cape over us. I’d barely curled up before I fell into a deep, welcomed sleep.
◆◆◆
 
I woke later to quiet talking nearby. I felt behind me, but Elliot wasn’t there. I opened my eyes and found him talking with another man. They were hunched over something in front of the fireplace. I tried to listen to what they were saying, but their voices were too quiet.
I sat up.
“Hey, there she is. Come on over, Fiona. I want to introduce you to someone.”
I untangled myself from the cloaks and stood up. My too-loose pants threatened to fall down, and I clutched them at my waist. I approached the pair, and as I did, they stood up.
“Ray, I’d like you to meet Fiona. Fiona, this is Ray.”
I reached out with my hand, and he grasped my wrist. I tried to mimic his motion but fumbled.
“Pleasure to meet you,” he said. He smiled, and his eyes crinkled shut. His teeth flashed white between his lips.
“And also you,” I said.
He released my wrist and sat back down.
“Please,” he said, motioning towards the ground between them.
Ray sat, and I settled in the spot he’d indicated. I found myself staring at him.
“Fiona,” said Elliot. “He’s just a man, like any other.”
“Sorry,” I said, breaking my gaze. He looked like a man, of course. But, there were subtle differences. The whiteness of his teeth, for example. Also, his fingernails were short and smooth-edged with no dirt underneath. And he smelled different—like flowers or herbs. It was hard to pinpoint what it reminded me of.
“It’s fine, Elliot. She’s never met someone who didn’t come from the village. Right?”
I nodded.
“So, back to what we were saying. Can we get to the mountain before dark?” asked Elliot.
“It’ll be close. But, it doesn’t matter. I know the way,” answered Ray.
“Know the way to where?” I asked.
Ray smiled. “To my home. In the mountain.”
“The mountain?”
“Yes.” He looked at Elliot. “I thought you told her about us.”
“I did,” answered Elliot. “Maybe I didn’t make it clear that you live inside a mountain.”
He turned back to me. “We live inside a colony built under a mountain. But, we don’t confine ourselves inside. At least, not the way they did when your people were there.”
“So, we can be there tonight?” asked Elliot.
“Yep. Why don’t you two have something to eat, and then we’ll get going?”
Elliot handed me some dried meat and an apple. The sight of the food made my empty stomach rumble, and I ate it quickly.
“Whoa,” joked Ray. “Don’t get your hand near that thing.”
“I know. She eats like she’s never seen food before. Can you believe she’s royalty?”
“Shut up,” I said. I turned my back to them and finished, though I made an effort to slow down.
“I think you hurt her feelings,” whispered Ray.
“Me? It was you who said to keep your hands away from her mouth.”
I swallowed the last bite and looked at them over my shoulder. “I think it’s pretty clear that you both hurt my feelings.”
“I was just joking,” said Ray. “It was Elliot who said the mean things.”
“What? I only said—you know what? Never mind. I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings, Fiona. I know you were treated poorly as a field-hand.”
“I thought you said she was royalty,” said Ray.
I opened my mouth to answer, but Elliot shushed me.
He went to the door opening and peeked his head around the corner. Ray stood behind him, his hand on the handle of a dagger that hung from his belt.
Muffled voices were coming closer to the cabin. I moved to stand next to the fireplace, away from the middle of the room. But, I knocked a rock loose from the chimney, and it tumbled to the ground.
I looked at the men. Elliot hadn’t moved, but Ray was gaping at me, his eyes wide. He raised a finger to his lips, and I nodded.
“What was that?” a voice outside the cabin ruins said. It was closer and clearer than it had been before. Footsteps came even closer. Panic rose in me as they stopped right outside.
“It came from in there,” another voice said.
Ray’s face cracked into a smile, and I stared at him, confused.
He put a restraining hand on Elliot’s arm, clearly indicating that Elliot should remain where he was. Then, he walked around Elliot and through the door.
“Hey, what are you guys doing all the way out here?” said Ray in a loud voice.
“Ray. We could ask you the same thing,” someone said.
“I come out here to get away sometimes. To think. Be alone,” said Ray. His voice was fading as he drew the others away.
“We’re just looking for some big game. We think there might be some felines around here.”
Their voices trailed off, and I looked at Elliot.
“What’s a feline?” I whispered.
He shrugged.
“Why are we a secret? I thought he was taking us to his home. Aren’t those people from his home, too?”
“I don’t know, Fiona. Would you please keep quiet? I’m trying to hear.”
I clamped my mouth shut. Elliot and Ray had some plan, and I needed to trust that they were going to follow through.
After a good half an hour, Ray returned.
“Sorry about that,” he said. “I didn’t know there were any hunting parties that came over this way. They won’t bother us again.”
I couldn’t contain my questions anymore. “Why did you hide us?” I asked. “You said you were going to take us to where you live. Don’t you trust your own people?”
Ray stood stock still, only his eyelids moving, as he blinked rapidly.
Elliot piped up, “I count you as a friend, Ray. And I trust you. But, you have to admit, from our perspective, it’s shady that you hid us and led them away.”
Ray gave a slow nod. “It’s just that—there is some ill will between our groups. I don’t know how people will react if I just bring you in. I want to take it slow. I’ll bring you to the mountain. But, I can’t take you inside. Not until the council agrees that you can come in.”
Elliot’s mouth formed into a soundless “oh”.
“I’m sorry, Elliot. I know we’ve always talked about you joining in, and I want that. But, I can’t guarantee anything. Especially since I had no warning.”
Elliot flicked his eyes at me, then back to Ray. “I know I should have planned this with you. I didn’t think it would happen like this, to tell you the truth.” He ruffled his hands through his hair. “We have to keep her safe. She’s important.”
“Okay,” said Ray. “Maybe for now, you should stay here. I could go back home and try to convince a friend I have on the council to come and meet you. Maybe she would sponsor the idea of you coming in to live with us before the rest of the council.”
“What about the others?” I asked. “The hunting party. They won’t come back, will they?”
Ray shook his head. “I don’t think so. They’re looking for felines; there aren’t any around here. I directed them off to the west.”
A shiver ran down my spine. “What’s a feline, Ray?” I asked.
“It’s a big cat. Ferocious creatures. They can kill a man with a single swipe of their paw. But there really aren’t any around here. I’ve never seen one this far east, and I’ve never seen any signs near here.”
I gulped. Presumably, less than a single swipe could kill me.
“Here,” said Ray. “I’ll leave you with my crossbow. A feline struck by one will immediately retreat, even if you don’t kill it. So long as it’s alone.” He handed his crossbow to Elliot. Elliot held it up to his shoulder and peered above it, aiming it around the cabin walls. I got the feeling he had used it before.
“What if it isn’t alone?” I asked.
Ray cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t worry about that. Like I said, it’s very unlikely you would encounter one over this way.”
Elliot and Ray exchanged a knowing glance. I knew they thought they had to protect me from whatever the truth was. So, the truth probably was something I didn’t want to know.




Chapter 5

Ray left us in the cabin. He said he would return soon—hopefully, the next day—with the council woman who he thought would help us. I watched him go with a ball of dread in my stomach. Could we trust him? Could I even trust Elliot? I wasn’t sure.
Elliot immediately noticed my discomfort. “You want to talk about it?” he asked.
I shook my head. “Not really,” I said.
“You’re afraid Ray will turn us in.”
“Maybe,” I admitted.
“Oh, it’s even worse than that. You’re afraid I’ll turn on you, too.”
My face burned, and I was thankful for the deep shadows inside the cabin walls.
He nodded. “I get it. I would probably be suspicious, too. You’d be stupid not to have some kind of worry about the situation.” He stood up and held his hand out to me. “Come on; I’ll show you around the village.”
I took his hand, and he helped me up. We left the cabin. I looked around but no village was really discernable. We appeared to be in a heavily forested area, not a village.
“I don’t understand. I don’t see anything but trees,” I said.
“Look closely, and you’ll see more.”
He took hold of my arm and guided me forward. He stood slightly behind me and lowered his head to be level with mine, then pointed into the distance so that I could follow the trajectory of his finger. “Right over there. There’s another.”
I peered in the direction that he was pointing, but I could only see more trees. We continued to move forward, and as we did, the rough outline of another cabin became apparent. This one was missing part of a wall, and so, was less obvious.
“I see it,” I whispered. As we approached, I heard a scuffling inside. “There’s something in there,” I said. I stopped walking.
“No, there’s nobody here.” He went around me and continued towards the cabin.
There was another, louder rustle. This time, he heard it and froze. Ray’s crossbow was hanging on his back, and he slowly brought it around to his chest and shouldered it.
“Who’s in there?” he shouted. The rustling increased to an almost-frantic level. “Get back to our cabin,” he said to me.
I didn’t need to be told twice, and I began backing away. But then, the rustling reached an explosive level. A huge deer jumped through the broken wall at Elliot. He stumbled and fell backwards onto the ground. The deer stomped its hoof twice. A smaller deer and three fawns rushed through the opening and dashed off behind the cabin and out of sight.
The deer shook its antlers, snorted, and locked eyes with Elliot. It looked up at me for just a moment and then, it, too ran around to the opposite side of the cabin.
Elliot stood up and brushed the dirt from his backside. “Well, that was embarrassing,” he said.
“That was the hugest deer I’ve ever seen.”
He laughed. “Yeah, that’s why I fell on my ass. Because it was a really big, really scary deer.”
Seeing the humor, I smiled. “At least it wasn’t a feline.”
“I was far more worried that it was someone from home,” he answered, his smile fading.
I went to the cabin and looked inside. Part of the roof was intact, and the deer had settled in it as if it were a cave. The weeds were flattened in the corner, where they’d been sleeping.
“What is this place?” I asked.
“It’s a cabin,” he answered.
I grunted. “I know this is a cabin. I’m talking about this place.” I pointed around us. “Where are we?”
“Oh. This is the original village. It’s where the first people outside lived.”
“Our ancestors?”
“No. Well, some of our ancestors. The queen mother lived here for a time, with her first husband. When he died, she remarried the son of the original two. They did not part ways amiably.”
“She didn’t kill him?”
“Nope.”
“But why not? She killed all those other people.”
He shrugged. “I guess even evil queens draw the line somewhere. Besides, she wanted him to raise their adopted daughter. She was afraid the council members would retaliate against her by killing the girl. So, she sent him away with the daughter.”
“But, the queen mother had other children later. Because there’s a clear line of children after that.”
“Yes, of course. She had one daughter. She was pregnant with her when she sent the husband away.”
I tried to work out all the relationships in my head. “So, I’m descended from the queen mother in our village. But also from someone who ended up living in the mountain.”
“Yes, but I don’t know if he had any children.” He steered me through the forest to a great stone. “Look at this. I found this once when I was waiting for Ray. Isn’t it beautiful?”
It was a large rock, taller than I was. It had flecks of pink, gray, and black, and its surface sparkled in the sunlight. One side of it was flat and though it was weathered some, there were markings carved into its face. I traced my fingers over them. “What are these? These markings?”
“Ray says it’s writing. In the mountain, they communicate both by speaking and recording these marks in special patterns. These marks here spell the names of people who died before the village purged the originals.”
“I’ve never seen anything like this,” I said. “Why don’t we have something like it?”
He swiped his hands over it. “Maybe that’s a question for the queen.”
Unbidden, frustrated tears washed my eyes. I blinked them back, but Elliot noticed.
“Hey, so, we can’t read the marks. So, what?” He patted my shoulder.
I shook off his hand. “How can so much have been hidden from me? From the others in the village? What other things are there to know?”
“There’s an enormous store of knowledge inside the mountain. Somehow, people in our village were convinced to mostly leave it behind. And we’ve forged a different existence with what we know.”
My tears turned to anger. “We’ve forged ignorance and stupidity. No wonder we fear those in the mountain. Not only did we treat them terribly; they probably know enough to easily wipe us out. We could never win a fight against people who have such knowledge.”
“Easy,” said Elliot. “You sound as if you think this is all your fault.”
“Isn’t it? This is my family’s legacy to our people.”
“And you had nothing to do with that. You are a victim, as well as the rest of us. But there is a difference between you and the rest of us.” He put an arm around me and wiped a tear from my cheek.
“What?” I asked, sniveling.
“You are the future queen. You could do a lot to improve our situation.”
I shook him off and stood up. “How can I improve anything? I’ve run off, as if I’m guilty; I can’t bear a child; I can’t understand writing, and pretty much everything I’ve ever been taught is a flat-out lie.”
He stood and turned back towards the cabin, where our things were. “When you’re done feeling sorry for yourself, you can join me in the cabin.”
He walked away, leaving me to stand in front of the stone. I studied it again, tracing my fingers over the gouges.
It frustrated me that Elliot kept bringing up my role in the village. Clearly, I’d left all that behind by fleeing with him. Hadn’t I? How could I return and claim to be the heir when I was childless and possibly guilty of murder?
But, Elliot wasn’t stupid. The only explanation was that he knew something he wasn’t sharing with me. Something that had some bearing on my life.
I walked in circles around the stone, until my anger was spent. The sun was starting to set by the time I had my emotions under control. I went back to the cabin and stood in the doorway. Elliot was sitting on his cape in the corner, playing a game of dice.
“May I come in?” I asked.
He shrugged. “I guess.”
I settled on the cape beside him, and he made a small movement to accommodate me. But not by much.
“Listen, about earlier. . . I’m sorry that I shouted at you,” I said.
He held out a pair of die to me. “Highest wins,” he said, casting his pair.
“Elliot, no. I mean it. I apologize for taking out my anger and frustration on you. It isn’t your fault that we’re in this situation.” I paused. “Well, it isn’t entirely your fault. I suppose, mostly, it is. But not all of it.”
He smiled a little and jabbed at me with his elbow. “I said, highest wins.”
I shook out my pair beside his—snake eyes.
“Ha. Seven to two. I win.”
I wrinkled my nose.
“What’s that look for?” He swept up the die and put them back in his pocket. “I won, fair and square.”
“If it was so fair, why did you hurry to put them away? Why not best two out of three?”
“I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone as paranoid as you.”
“Welcome to royalty,” I snapped.
◆◆◆
 
The next day dragged by. The afternoon was drawing to a close when I turned to Elliot. “Where is he? He said he would be back today.”
“Yes, and he also said he might not be back today. He has to get this council person to cooperate and come. Maybe she was busy.”
I snorted. “More likely, she doesn’t exist. He only said what he thought we wanted to hear.”
“I trust him, and he’ll be back. Soon.” His face reddened as he said it.
We fell to bickering over our food supply, until we heard voices approaching. Elliot crept to the door to peek through the vines.
“It’s me,” we heard Ray say, from somewhere outside.
I released the breath I’d been holding. “Thank goodness,” I muttered.
Elliot glared at me, but as soon as Ray penetrated the vines and entered the cabin, he was all smiles. “We’re glad to see you,” Elliot said.
“I bet,” he said. He winked at me and smiled. “We could hear you two arguing all the way across the village.”
“You could not,” I said.
He shrugged and turned to the woman he’d brought in with him. “This is Genesee. She is a member of the council. Gen, this is my friend, Elliot, and his friend, Fiona.” He indicated us each in turn.
Genesee shook our wrists in the same awkward manner that Ray had. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” she said. Her voice was soft and soothing, though her facial features were severe.
“And also you,” I said.
“Why don’t we sit down?” suggested Elliot. He pointed to the hearth, and Genesee sat there. The rest of us sat around her on the ground.
“Ray tells me that you have some questions about our colony,” she said.
I glanced at Elliot. Questions?
“Um, yes,” said Elliot. “We do have some questions.”
“Okay,” she said. She stared at Elliot, expectation clear on her face.
“Well, we’re curious about how you live. How you are different. From our village, I mean,” he said.
“Uh-huh,” she nodded.
“I have this idea that we can learn from each other. Do you understand?” asked Elliot.
Genesee looked at Ray. “I’m afraid not,” she said.
Elliot slumped his shoulders, and I realized he was afraid to tell her that we wanted refuge with them.
“We want to live in your colony. To learn from you. We’re cut off from knowledge, and I—we—we want that to change,” I said.
Genesee turned her attention to me. “You’re the future queen,” she said.
“Yes. Maybe.”
Her eyes flicked over me. “You certainly don’t look like a future queen.”
“Genesee, that’s not—” started Ray.
“It’s all right,” I said, holding up a hand. “She’s right. I’m not dressed like a future queen. I’m malnourished from my time in the fields; my hands are rough, and I’m not where I belong. I don’t even have guards. Why should she believe that I’m royalty?”
“She should believe because we told her,” snapped Elliot. He pointed at Ray and then at himself. “Ray and I are friends. We trust each other. If you trust Ray, then, by extension, you trust me.”
Genesee laughed. It was a harsh sound. “I don’t have to do anything, by extension or otherwise.”
I rested a hand on her arm. She glanced down at my hand but did not pull away. “We understand that we’re asking a lot. Let me just start from the beginning, okay? And then, you can decide if you want to help us.”
She didn’t respond, so I started.
“I am the last remaining female in line to succeed the current queen. We have laws regarding what needs to happen for me to be eligible to succeed her. The main requirement is bearing a child. I did not do that, so I was banished to the fields to work, just like any other childless woman. That is why my appearance is what it is. However, the queen stood up for me and allowed me one more opportunity. That’s how I met Elliot.”
She glanced at Elliot, and he gave her a half-smile. She wrinkled her nose and looked back at me. But before she could say anything, I continued.
“Unfortunately, there was an incident, and Elliot killed someone while trying to protect me. The man he killed was not sympathetic to the queen. We fled the village to escape retaliation from his family. Elliot brought me here, and we happened upon Ray. Apparently, Ray and Elliot have talked in the past about Elliot joining your colony.”
She shook my hand off her arm and held up her own hand. “Wait. Let me get this straight. The two of you have killed someone. Perhaps maliciously, perhaps not. And you want my colony to protect you? To offer you sanctuary?”
I bit my lip. It did sound pretty bad.
“We don’t want your protection. We just need a place to go,” said Elliot.
She frowned. “And what would your expectations be if someone from your village came looking for you?”
“They’re afraid of you. They won’t come to you,” I said.
She turned her narrowed eyes at me. “And why aren’t you afraid of us?”
I opened my mouth to speak, but Elliot cut me off.
“I brought her here because I knew of this old village. I thought we could take refuge here, that nobody from our village would dare come this far, looking for us. But when Ray came along, our old idea of me joining you came up. It seemed like a logical conclusion.”
“You’ll have to excuse me if I don’t share the sentiment,” she said.
“Genesee, they only want to better their lives. Why would it be such a hardship to take them in?” asked Ray.
“The hardship isn’t bettering their lives. The hardship is protecting them. If we bring them into our walls—especially this one. . .” She pointed at me. “. . .we can guarantee that eventually, someone will come looking for them. Someone who is hostile. We’d be fools to invite them into our care.”
“Well I think we’d be fools to leave them out,” said Ray.
“Watch your tone,” she snapped. “You asked me here, and I came as a friend. But, I won’t risk the safety of everyone in the mountain for a favor.”
Ray inhaled sharply and closed his eyes. “But,” he said, “If we take this risk, it could be the stepping stone to finally healing the rift between us. Don’t you see? She’s their future leader. If you show her kindness—”
Genesee cut him off. “She isn’t their future leader. She’s already said as much. She’s a field-hand! A slave.” She sighed.  “I would like to help them; I would. But, I can’t, in good conscience, help them if it means putting all our own people in jeopardy.” She stood up, and everyone else rose, as well. “I wish the two of you luck. I hope that you are safe here.” She looked at Ray. “I’m going home. Are you coming with me?”
Ray shook his head. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time, Gen.”
She pursed her lips. “You always did love a hopeless cause.” She strode from the cabin, leaving the three of us staring at the vines waving in the doorway.




Chapter 6

After she left, there was obvious tension between Ray and Elliot. And there was tension between me and both of them, as well. I didn’t like being caught up in a grand plan that was only being partially revealed to me.
And it wasn’t even working.
They sat back down by the fireplace, moving as if their limbs were made from brittle straw. They wouldn’t meet each other’s eyes.
“How will she get back in the dark?” I finally asked. “Does she know the way as well as you do?”
Ray shook his head. “We didn’t walk the whole way. She only needs to get back to the horses. They’ll know the rest of the way.”
“Horses?” asked Elliot. “You brought horses?”
“Yes,” Ray shrugged. “She’s a councilperson. She gets accommodations outside that others don’t.”
“Wow, I would have liked to have seen them,” said Elliot.
“What on Earth is a horse?” I asked.
“They have the physique of a deer, only much larger. Large enough to carry a man,” said Ray.
“Where did they come from? I’ve never seen an animal like that,” I said.
“The mountain has genetic stores. We grew them, in layman’s terms.”
I looked at Elliot. Ray seemed to be explaining a mystery within a mystery.
“People didn’t just spring from under the mountain,” said Elliot. “There was a prior civilization.”
I looked back at Ray. “Would one of you please explain?”
“It’s kind of a long story,” said Ray.
“We have plenty of time right now,” I said.
“All right. So, at one time, there were billions of people living here. There were all kinds of people—they spoke different languages; they had different traditions and religions. Some lived here but there were people everywhere, all over the planet. It was very diverse. They also had a large amount of knowledge. They had such great command of the natural laws of science that they could build things they called ‘computers’. They connected them together, and what we call the ‘electronic information age’ was born.
“The problem with all this technology was that they imagined ways to use it against each other. They built weapons and made threats. Every group of people wanted to gain power over others, to dominate. The government here started building the colony under the mountain in case one of the other groups attacked. They would hide there; they could be safe there for years. For whatever reason, the government abandoned the project.
“But, a group of people who lived nearby—many of whom were the people brought in to build the colony—they didn’t think construction should stop. So, they continued. And when it was done, they moved in. Not long after that, a period called ‘the winter’ began. Virtually everything outside the mountain died. But not the people in the mountain. They stayed inside the mountain for over a thousand years. When they realized it was likely safe to come outside again, they started sending people out.” He smiled. “I think you know the rest.”
I stared at him. “Do you believe this story?” I asked Elliot, without looking at him.
“Of course. Why would anyone make it up?”
“Billions. There were billions of people. And there was food enough to feed them all? And they had places to live?”
“I didn’t say all the people lived well. Hunger and homelessness were just two of the problems that plagued humanity.”
“But where is the evidence that they existed?”
Ray shrugged. “The winter wiped it out. Nothing manmade remains. At least, nothing we know of. Not out here.”
“Then, how did the mountain remain?”
“The mountain is smaller than it was. Natural erosion has seen to that. But not by much. Only a few feet.”
I didn’t respond. My brain was trying to process the magnitude. Was this why our village was so focused on expanding? I knew of it only as a means of survival, because so many died young. But maybe it was more than that.
“I can see I’ve left you with a lot to think about,” said Ray. “Maybe I should go.” He squeezed my shoulder and went outside.
Elliot followed him, and I could hear them speaking softly, but I was frozen in place. Elliot came back in alone. “Are you all right?” he asked.
I closed my eyes and mentally shook myself. Nothing had really changed—the situation was still the same. I just knew more of the history behind it. “I’m fine,” I said.
“Are you sure? You seem shaken.”
“Yes,” I insisted.
“All right. Gather your things. We’re moving.”
There was an urgent tone in his voice, so I did not stop to question his demand. I grabbed my satchel and put on my cloak. He did the same.
I followed him as he left the cabin. He moved past the rock, and I glanced back over my shoulder. I could just barely make out our old cabin. He led me to a large tree.
“Do you know how to climb a tree?” he asked.
“No.”
“Okay, wait here.” He handed me his things and climbed up the tree. It didn’t look hard, but I wasn’t in a hurry to try. I lost track of him as he rose above the branches and leaves. Here and there, I could make out shaking, but I could no longer see him.
He came back down after a short time.
“Okay, good. He’s on his way back.”
“What about her?”
“I assume she is, as well. She would be too far ahead to spot.”
“Wait,” I said. “Why did you have to check that?”
“I’m not sure I trust Ray at the moment.”
He started walking on a path away from our cabin and the rock.
“Why?” I struggled to keep up with him. He seemed almost as afraid as he’d been when we left our own village. “You said he was your friend. You said he trusted you, and you trusted him.”
“That was before,” he said over his shoulder.
“Before what?” I asked.
“Before he was in love with the person he told about us.”
“Genesee?”
“Yes. He loves her. And she doesn’t want to help us. That is not a good thing. Stop talking and get a move on.”
“But where are we going?”
“West. We’re going west.”
There was only one thing I knew about the west.
Felines.
◆◆◆
 
Every snapping twig, rustling brush, and tweeting bird had me on edge. I followed Elliot, but my eyes were everywhere but on him. As a result, I stumbled over rocks and branches often.
“What’s wrong with you?” Elliot asked. “You’ve lost every bit of grace you had in the last hour. We’ll be fine, you know. We’re just moving as a precaution.”
“It isn’t the move. I’m worried about running into a feline.”
He laughed. “I don’t think we really have anything to worry about there. I’ve never even seen one. They’re probably just a story to scare children.”
“A story I’ve never heard,” I said.
“Well, you weren’t like most children, were you?”
I didn’t respond. Whether or not it was a story to scare children, it wasn’t something either of us knew anything about. And we were blindly going in the direction where Ray had said they could be found.
“Besides,” he added. “We aren’t going far. I only want to be clear of the village, in case she brings back someone to get rid of us. We have to be close enough, in case Ray returns.”
“You think Ray will come back?”
“Maybe,” he said.
“What good would that do?”
He shrugged and turned to scan the trees behind me. “I think this spot should be good.” He dropped his satchel and sat on a log. He produced a looking glass from his pocket and looked back towards the village with it. I noticed it had the royal seal stamped into the leather on the side.
“Is that my looking glass?” I asked.
He flashed a quick smile and shoved it back into his pocket. “I really couldn’t say,” he said.
“It has the royal seal. You either stole it from me or the queen.”
“I didn’t steal it. It was a gift.”
I sat on the log beside him and looked back towards the village. We’d been slowly ascending, and I hadn’t really noticed. Even though the trees were thick, with how the hillside cut away, we had a view of the area I knew to be the village. But with the naked eye, there was not much to see.
“And who gave it to you?”
He cleared his throat. “My father.”
“Where did he get it?”
“Look, I get that you think this is yours. Maybe it is. I can’t say for sure. I only know what my father told me. The queen gave it to him as a token of her appreciation, a reward. Not too long ago. And he gave it to me.”
I narrowed my eyes. The queen did not bestow gifts lightly. “May I see it?” I held out my hand.
He dug it from his pocket and set it in my hand. The leather tube was smooth and finely milled, just as mine had been. The royal seal was imprinted in red, and the placement of the glass in either end of the tube gave it perfect balance. But, it was never a possession I’d taken much notice of, and I couldn’t say for sure whether it’d been one of the many things stripped from me.
“You can hold onto it, if you want,” he said.
I closed my fingers around it but handed it back to him. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that you took it. It isn’t important how you came by it.”
“It’s okay,” he said. “I know how it looks.”
He busied himself with building a crude shelter. He cut long branches and leaned them against the trunk of a large tree to create a small, triangular frame. Together, we piled more branches and leaves on top of the frame, until it provided enough coverage from the night dew. He spread his cape on the ground under the frame, as he’d done in the cabin. We’d have my cape to keep us warm.
By the time we were done, dusk was almost at an end. We ate some dried fruit and nuts that Ray had given Elliot. Neither of us spoke. I tried to keep my mind calm. I didn’t want to worry about the felines, or Ray and whether or not he would side with Genesee. I only wanted to get through the day. My mother’s voice rang in my head: Only with rest will things become clearer. It was something she’d told me many times. Until now, it had never seemed like useful advice.
I crawled into the shelter ahead of Elliot. He spread my cape over us, and we used our satchels as pillows. I couldn’t help but notice that Elliot had Ray’s crossbow loaded in front of him on the ground. But, it was nothing to think about, just a precaution.
◆◆◆
 
In the morning, I woke alone in the shelter. Elliot was sitting on the log, holding the looking glass to his eye. He noticed I was awake and smiled. “Good morning,” he said. His voice was quiet. He could see something. Something was down there.
I scrambled out from under the cloak and out of the shelter. “What is it? Is someone there?”
“No,” he said, lowering the glass. “Why do you ask?”
I exhaled the breath I’d been holding. “Never mind.”
“It’s been quiet. But, it’s too soon for Ray to have come back. He wouldn’t be back before the afternoon.”
“Oh,” I said.
He patted my arm. “We’ll figure out how to get inside the colony. Don’t worry.”
I sat on the log beside him. “Maybe Genesee is right. What if they do come looking for us? Do we really want to put their group in danger?”
“They won’t come.”
“How do you know?”
“I just know. They won’t come,” he insisted. His lips flattened into a drawn line. He raised the looking glass again and scanned the area below.
He wasn’t going to give me any answers—at least, not right now. But, I could still ask about what he was watching so carefully for. “If it’s too early, why are you watching?”
He frowned and lowered the glass. “You sure do ask a lot of questions.”
“Wouldn’t you? Though I don’t know why I should think to ask, when apparently, just about everything I know about the world is false.”
“I suppose.”
“Do you know anything about the world? About before this winter that Ray talked about?”
“Just bits and pieces. From what he told me. And from the things I’ve seen him use.”
“Like what?”
He held up the looking glass. “Like this. His version of a looking glass looks nothing like this. It does far more than this archaic thing, too.”
“What does it look like?”
We whiled away the morning as he told me about something Ray called a “tablet”. Elliot was fascinated by it, but Ray would never really let him hold it and study it.
“He said it was delicate. Though I didn’t see how. It was a thin rectangle of clear material—he calls it ‘plastic’. It looked like perfectly-formed glass but much lighter, and it didn’t scratch. And with the way he poked at it and dragged his fingers around on it, it certainly wasn’t fragile.”
“Do you think he would show it to me?” I asked.
“I doubt it. Once he realized how interested I was, he stopped bringing it. Sometimes, he’d say he lost it or broke it. Or forgot it. I suppose he was afraid I wouldn’t give it back.”
I laughed. “You wouldn’t take it.”
“Probably not.” He scanned the village again. “There’s someone down there,” he said.
“Is it Ray?”
He firmly pushed me aside. “I can’t see when you stand in front of me,” he said. He looked again. “I think it is him. And I don’t see anyone else.”
“We should go down there, then.” I stood up and started to collect my satchel.
“No. Wait.”
He pursed his lips and made a high-pitched sound. It hurt my ears, and I clapped my hands over them to protect them. “Was that really necessary?” I asked.
He was watching through the glass and didn’t answer. After a moment, I heard an answering sound from below. “It’s him.” He let out a deep breath. “I think it’s safe. Just leave your things here.”
We went down to the village. Ray was pacing in front of the rock. When he saw us, he looked visibly relieved.
“Elliot, Fiona, thank goodness.” He rushed forward and clasped at Elliot’s elbow, then grabbed my face and kissed my cheek.
I stepped back and resisted the urge to wipe my cheek dry. Ray immediately resumed his pacing. “Where is she? Everyone is so worried,” Ray said.
“Who?” asked Elliot.
“Genesee, of course. Isn’t she with you?”
Elliot shook his head. “No, she left before you did. Remember?”
“Yes, I remember,” he said, his voice mocking. “I was here, too. I thought she must have circled back. That she changed her mind and came back to you.”
“We didn’t see her,” I said. What was Ray playing at? He knew that Genesee wasn’t with us.
Ray’s face hardened as he set his jaw. His eyes flicked from Elliot to me and then back to Elliot. His upper lip curled. I felt a tiny movement deep inside myself, like two gears meshing together to create a bigger motion. And I knew we wouldn’t get away from Ray. Ray believed we’d taken the one he loved from him.
I took a step back, and Ray looked back at me. “You’re not going anywhere,” he said.
Elliot moved in between us to shield me. But, Ray brought up his hand and jammed something against Elliot’s shoulder. It made a strange zapping sound, and Elliot fell forward.
Horror overtook me, and I turned to run. But there were others behind us. There was nowhere for me to go. My heart was pumping so loud that I could scarcely hear the words from their mouths as they shouted for me not to move. There was the pressure of something against my thigh, and I looked down to see Ray, pushing his strange weapon against me. My whole body clenched in response. And then, it was dark.




Chapter 7

There was something wet dripping onto my face. I flinched and tried to move away. My body resisted. Groaning, I opened my eyes.
I was in a room, lying on my back. Not inside a cabin or a hut. This was different. Overhead, the ceiling was kind of low and there were strange bars of light across it that hummed. One of them was flickering, and it made a soft ping-ping-ping as it lit up and darkened. Above the lights, the ceiling was an unremarkable, solid grey. Directly above my head, the ceiling was wet, and I could see the water congealing into a drop. I turned my head to the side as it descended, the only motion I could manage.
The drop struck just above my ear. I opened my eyes again. Now, I was looking at a wall. It was also grey but there were seams. It reminded me of the sod-brick dugouts back at the village, where we stored meat as it was being cured. I turned my head to the other side, looking for the door. But there was no door on that side, either.
Making a great effort, I lifted my head to look at the other two walls. The wall near my head was also grey. But, the one at my feet—it was different. It was made of bars. Like a cage.
“She’s awake,” I heard a woman say.
“Best to get him,” said another voice. “He wanted to be notified.”
“Who’s there?” I tried to say. It came out more like a squawk.
Someone walked past the bars. She looked in at me as she went by, openly curious.
“Hey!” I called. But, she didn’t come back. Instead, the owner of the other voice came into view.
Like Ray, he was just a man. But, he looked different, more polished. He was wearing a loose garment over his pants that looked something like a short cape. But, it had sleeves, and the fabric was shiny.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “She went to get the president.”
“The president?”
“Yeah. He’ll explain everything.”
I didn’t know what to say. He stared at me.
“You look different than I thought you would.”
“Different, how?” I was able to turn my head enough to see that I was lying on a rectangular, stuffed pad. It was slightly damp.
“I don’t know. I can’t quite put my finger on it.” He approached the bars and peered at me, as if I were a dangerous animal, caught in a trap. “You’re going to be nice to the president, all right?”
I got a prickly feeling on the back of my neck. “Sure,” I said.
“That’s enough bothering the lady. I’ll take it from here.” A man appeared, accompanied by the woman. He stood and waited patiently for the man in the cape to leave. Then, he turned his attention to me. His eyes were cold, but he smiled, and it seemed genuine.
“Ah. Lady Fiona. How are you feeling? I hope they weren’t too rough with you.”
His question caused me to notice the dull ache at the base of my neck. I raised a hand to touch it and flinched slightly at the contact.
“Oh, you’re in pain. Allow me to see to that.” He made a motion to the woman, and she scurried off. “She’ll get you something to ease the pain. I’m very sorry for the use of force. I told Ray it wasn’t necessary, but he was worried about your companion.”
“Elliot. Where is he?”
“We’re getting ahead of ourselves. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m the president of the colony here. My name is Leo. I would like to personally welcome you to our home.”
I looked around the room. “Is this how you live? In cages?”
“Right. No. The cage is just a precaution. We actually call it a ‘cell’, not a cage. It’s for your protection, as well as ours.”
I didn’t say anything. He clasped his hands behind his back and began walking slowly back and forth in front of the bars.
“You’re probably wondering what’s going on. All in due time. I’ll make sure you get every detail as it becomes available. But let us begin from the start. You know that you’re inside the mountain, correct?”
I nodded.
“Very good. All right. You are here because Genesee has disappeared. Now, I’m not saying for sure that this is your doing. But, we know that you met with her yesterday. And that, along with Ray and Elliot, you were one of the last people to see her.
“Search parties are out. Hopefully, we’ll turn up something. She’s a member of the council. I’m sure you understand.”
I didn’t respond to the statement. I looked around the cell again. “How do you get out of this cell?” I asked. “There doesn’t appear to be a door.”
“Oh. It’s quite easy. The bars here in the middle. . .” He touched several bars in a row. “. . .they form a door. But right now, the door is locked. For your safety.”
I studied the bars he’d touched. They didn’t reach the ground as the others did, though they were only slightly shorter. “Am I safe from you?” I asked.
“Yes.” He inclined his head. “The bars keep me out, just as they keep you in.”
“Do you want to hurt me?”
His smile faded for a moment. “Only if you’ve hurt Genesee. As I said, she’s a friend.”
“I didn’t hurt her. I saw her last when she left the cabin. And I know Elliot didn’t hurt her, either. Where is he?”
“We haven’t gotten that far. Now. Ray collected you and brought you here. But there is a reason beyond Genesee. I understand you were hoping to come here to live. To learn with us.”
“That’s what we asked Genesee to present on our behalf,” I said. “But, she thought it was a bad idea. She thought my people might look for us and put you in danger.” I struggled to my feet and approached the bars. “Do you think you’re in danger?”
He moved back a step. “No.” His eyes slid down the surface of the bars and to the floor, then off to the side. Someone was in the hall, someone I couldn’t see.
“I didn’t mean from me. I meant from my people.” I touched the bar in front of me. It was cold.
He didn’t respond. Instead, he turned to the side and resumed walking back and forth. “We’re well protected. And we’ve always kept our distance from each other.”
“You knew we were out there?”
“Just as you knew we were in here.” He licked his lips.
“I didn’t know you were in here.”
He raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips. “That is a surprising bit of news.” He stopped walking and studied me. “You are Fiona, the future queen?”
“I’m Fiona. But not the future queen. Not anymore. I wish everyone would stop saying that.”
The woman he’d dismissed returned, holding a tray. There was a cup of something murky, and beside that, several small, pebble-like objects. She stood beside him, not looking at either of us. He picked up each pebble and motioned for me to take them.
I held out my hand. As I uncurled my fingers to accept the tiny objects, my hand trembled. My eyes flicked to his face to search for a sign that he’d noticed. Had he seen my weakness?
He waited until my hand cleared the outside of the bars and then he dropped the pair of pebbles into my palm. “These are for the pain. You’ll feel better if you take them.”
I pulled my hand back into the cell and looked at the pebbles. They were small and white. I rolled one between my forefinger and thumb. It felt gritty.
“You swallow them. But don’t chew them. They’ll taste bad. Here, you can drink this to get them down.”
He set the cup on the floor, right outside the bars. The liquid inside sloshed slightly, but it didn’t splash like water would. It looked oily and was green.
“What’s that?” I asked, wrinkling my nose.
“Spyro. It is our primary source of sustenance. Much better for you than the animal-based diet your group prefers.”
I put the pebbles in my mouth, and they immediately began dissolving. The taste was bitter and unpleasant. Quickly, I drank a bit of the liquid and tried not to display my disgust. It tasted like muddy grass. But as he’d promised, it washed the pebbles down.
He laughed. “It’s an acquired taste.”
I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.
He waved the woman away. I listened for the other person, but I could not sense them anymore. Leo tapped a bar with his evenly-trimmed fingernail.
“It’s late. Is there anything I can do to make your stay more pleasant?”
I pointed at the pad I’d woken up on. “It’s wet. There’s a leak in the ceiling.”
He looked around me to assess it. He frowned. “I’ll see you get a new one. Good night, Fiona.”
“Wait. I have questions.”
He raised his hand in a wave as he walked away, disregarding what I’d said. “You need your rest. Good night!” he called.
I heard the murmur of his voice down the hall. The woman reappeared, dragging a new pad. She stuffed it between the bars.
“You might be more comfortable if you put it in that corner,” she whispered, pointing to the far corner. “It’s the driest spot in that cell.”
“Thank you,” I said.
She didn’t look at me. She nodded and hurried back down the hall.
I threw it into the corner and curled up on it. I pulled my cape around me tightly and fell into a fitful sleep.
◆◆◆
 
There was a rustling, and I opened my eyes. It was the woman, the one who’d brought me the dry pad to sleep on. She was kneeling outside the bars, setting food on the floor just inside the bars for me. She looked over and, upon seeing me awake, jerked her arms back through the bars. She nodded once and stood. “It’s time for breakfast,” she said. Then, she walked away. Her footsteps receded out of my view, but stopped shortly after that.
My stomach growled and, though I worried it was stupid to eat the food they provided, I couldn’t help it. There was a cup of the foul spyro, an apple, something gray and mushy-looking in a small bowl, and a piece of meat.
I ate the apple first, even the coarse core. I spit out the seeds and moved on to the bowl of mush. It was smooth and velvety in my mouth and tasted rich. I had eaten something like it long ago at a meal with the queen, but I could not place what it was. I sipped at the spyro. It still tasted terrible, and I couldn’t finish it. I saved the meat for last. It was bland, but it was somehow tender and much easier to chew. I gazed at it. What kind of animal was it from? I couldn’t tell.
When I was done eating, I stood up and surveyed my surroundings again. I looked both ways out the bars and could see nobody in the hall. Tentatively, I reached out and touched one of the bars that didn’t reach the floor. I tried to pull it towards me, and it rattled in its moorings. Startled at the sound, I released my grip and took a step back.
There was no sign that anyone had heard. I studied the bars. On either side of the doors, the bars were sunk into the ceiling and floor. A rectangular piece of metal was sunk into the wall on either side of the bars, and each bar was threaded through it. There was a slight gap in it right before the first bar of the door, and again on the other side of the door. It seemed the door bars were all held in place only by this rectangular support, and the door was hinged on the one stationary bar it was attached to.
Movement around the corner startled me away from my study of the bars. I rushed back to the pad and sat.
Leo appeared. “Good morning, Lady Fiona. I trust you slept well?”
I stared at him. In fact, I had. But, that wasn’t for him to know. “Where’s Elliot?”
“It surprises me that the future queen is not able to display more patience,” he said. “I will get to that. In time. But first, we have other things to discuss.”
“I told you. I’m not the future queen.”
“That’s how it appears to you at the moment. I understand.”
I ignored that. “If you aren’t afraid of me, why am I locked in here?”
“I already explained that. The cell is for your safety, as well as mine.” He bared his teeth, then touched his forefinger to one impossibly white tooth. Then, he closed his lips and ran his tongue over his upper row of teeth. “On to more important things. Can you tell me where Genesee is?”
“I already explained that,” I snapped. “She left the village alone. Before Ray.”
“Mm. Okay. Well, I just wanted to check. Did you enjoy your breakfast?”
A flutter of panic clenched in my chest. There was something in it; I knew it. “It was fine,” I said. Remarkably, my voice didn’t shake.
“Good. Now. I want to discuss the future, Fiona. Are you willing to talk about that?”
I shrugged. I was eager to talk about where Elliot was and when they were going to release us. But, I doubted that was what he was referring to.
“It’s my desire to reunite our two groups. I think we have a lot to gain from each other. Don’t you agree?”
“No. Why don’t you explain what everyone gains?”
“The most obvious thing your village gains is access to knowledge. For whatever reason—a reason I can’t say I understand—your people have allowed the collective knowledge of humanity to fall away. We have that here in the mountain. We have vast stores of data. We could share that with you again.”
I nodded. “And what would your colony gain?”
“Your experience. Though we go outside, we just don’t have practical experience. Most of the people in the colony have never even seen a deer or a rabbit. We need your guidance.”
“But, you used to live outside. You came here after we left.”
“Yes, but we’ve become reacclimated to the colony. Any of us can go outside. But, very few choose to do so. The vast majority never see the light of day. I have only seen it three or four times, myself.”
“You have people who do go outside, though. What about Ray?”
He waved his hand dismissively. “Ray is a disappointment.”
“Where is Ray? May I speak to him?”
He shook his head. “I’m the only one you’ll see, until we’re satisfied that you didn’t hurt Genesee.”
I squashed the flash of anger that made me want to rush to the bars, grab his smug little neck, and wring it. “I’ve already told you all that I know about her.”
He inclined his head. “Perhaps.”
“We’re done here,” I said. “I don’t feel like talking right now.”
“Very well. But just so you know, if you want to get out of that cell, you’ll have to play by my rules. Not yours.”
Before I could respond, he spun on his heel and left.
I sank back onto the mattress. That was stupid. He was right, and I shouldn’t have needed him to point it out.
Judging by the meals, he stayed away for two days. I tried to make friendly overtures to the mousy woman who brought my meals. It was something to pass the time, at least. But, the woman couldn’t be engaged in small talk. She would only speak when necessary.
Finally, he returned. I was curled up on the pad, facing the wall. I heard the ping of metal on metal, and then a clanking sound. I turned to see him unlocking the cell door. He swung it open but didn’t step inside. “You’re free to come out,” he said.
I sat up and studied him. He looked rumpled, out of place. “What is it?” I said.
He shook his head. “I’ve made a mistake. You may come out.”
I stood up and approached the door, one slow step at a time. The doorway seemed to stay the same distance away. Or maybe it was just a slowing of time. But, I reached the threshold and stopped. “Something changed,” I said.
He looked away. “I’m sure Ray will fill you in.”
I glanced at the corner of the hallway, where I knew the woman was stationed, just out of my sight. There was a shadow against the wall. A man.
“Ray?” I called.
The shadow moved, and he emerged around the corner.
I took a step out of the cell. Leo’s words about the cell being for my own safety, as well as his, drifted through my head. Was I safe outside of the cell? But, it didn’t matter. Ray would take me to Elliot, and everything would be fine.
I grabbed his arm and smiled up at him. “I’m so glad to see you,” I said.
He nodded and clasped my arm in return. But, I could see he was wrapped in a layer of sadness. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll show you to your room.”
I followed him. We went past the woman, who was seated at a small, metal table. She gave a small smile as we went by but didn’t look up.
Ray led the way through a series of hallways. We didn’t encounter many people, but those we did encounter greeted Ray with sympathetic eyes and looked at me with curiosity. Ray didn’t introduce me to anyone and kept moving.
“What’s going on?” I said.
“I’m taking you to your room,” he said.
I took hold of his hand and forced him to stop. “Not that. Why did Leo let me out?”
He laughed. It was a short, bitter sound. “You’re on a first name basis with the president, eh?”
“I don’t know what else to call him. That’s what he said his name was.”
“You’re right. That’s his name.” He removed my hand from his and kept walking.
“But—what’s going on?” I said. I ran after him, feeling like a fool.
His face hardened, and he glanced at me. “Please, just let me show you your room. I don’t want to do this here.”
“Okay,” I said. Worry rumbled in my heart. Was Ray all right? Was Elliot?
We went up some stairs and through more nondescript halls. I hoped that I wouldn’t have to find my way anywhere on my own. We passed a large room with tables and chairs, where people were eating. A few people watched us walk by.
“That’s the commissary, if you’re hungry later.” He pointed in as we passed.
We turned right down a hallway, and then left down a second hallway, and finally, he stopped at the fourth door on the right. He waved a small, oval object that looked like a flat  egg in front of the doorknob. There was an audible click, and he turned the handle.
“This is your room,” he said. He held the door open for me and guided me inside. He closed the door and held out the oval object, dropping it into my hand. “This is your key fob. I checked, and it’s the only one tuned to this door. So, don’t lose it.”
“Okay,” I said. I looked around the room. It was simple but comfortable. The floor was made of the same grey cement as everywhere else, but the walls were light blue, rather than bare. A table with two chairs stood at one end of the room, and at the other end, a pad like the one I’d slept on in my cell was on a raised platform. A neat pile of blankets and pillows were on it. A metal cabinet stood in the corner.
There was no other door, though. And unlike my cell, where a chamber pot in the corner took care of my biological needs, there did not seem to be any facilities.
“Where might I bathe? And address my waste?” I asked. A flush crept up my cheeks.
“This room shares a bathroom with several others. Out in the hall, turn left, and it’s the door at the end of the hall.”
I nodded. I wanted to ask what was going on again, but his reaction from earlier told me I needed to let him bring it up first.
He went to the sleeping pad and unfolded the blankets. He covered the pad in a layer of thin, cotton fabric, much finer than any I had ever seen before. It tucked under the edges of the pad neatly. He covered it with another layer of cotton, and then the blanket. He placed the pillow inside a cotton bag, and after plumping it, placed it at the head of the pad. “The cabinet there has a few changes of clothes for you. I’ll show you where the laundry is after you’ve gotten better acquainted with the layout. I know the halls can be confusing. There should be enough to last you a few days.”
“Okay,” I said.
“Any questions?”
Yes, I thought. Some big ones. But, I shook my head.
He approached the door. “I’ll see you around.”
Panic overtook me. He was going to leave me alone without telling me anything. “Ray?” I said. My voice sounded thin and warbled.
He paused at the door and looked back at me. “Yes?”
It struck me, then. His sadness was about Genesee. “Did they find her? The search parties?”
He swallowed, and his Adam’s apple bumped up and down. He nodded.
I took a step towards him, but he shifted his arm in front of his body to deflect me. I stopped. “Is she all right, then?”
“She’s dead. Felines.”
I gasped. “I’m sorry, Ray. How terrible.”
Emotions played across his face, but in the end, it settled on anger. “Why should I care? Everyone keeps acting like this. She was just some woman I knew.”
“Oh,” I said. “It didn’t seem that way, not to Elliot.”
“Elliot is an idiot. He shouldn’t have brought you here. Nothing good is going to come of any of this. She died for nothing.”
Before I could respond, he left the room, slamming the door behind him. I flinched at the sound.
Maybe he was right, but I didn’t have the luxury of turning things back to the way they were. I had to keep my thoughts clear, and my eyes open. And the first step to that was feeling human again. I collected fresh clothing from the cabinet in my room and went to the bathroom. I cleaned up and dressed myself.
Now, I just had to find Elliot and figure out what was going on.




Chapter 8

After I got lost the third time, I learned a trick: follow a pattern, and then, carefully document each pattern as I found it.
Though I remembered I only had to turn left outside my door, right at the hallway, and left at the second turn to get to the room where they served food, I also learned I could get there if I took a series of six left-hand turns, as long as I always turned at a dead-end or the second hallway. I discovered a meeting hall (two lefts, two rights, one left), a classroom (one left, three rights—and full of students when I encountered it), and the laundry (three rights, two lefts, one right).
Every time I ventured out, I got a little braver. People still looked at me with curious stares, but nobody ever spoke to me, unless I addressed them first. Then, they answered my questions courteously and scuttled away as soon as politeness allowed it.
I asked each person who would speak to me if they knew Ray. Everyone did, but when pressed for his location, they would become vague; they’d seen him yesterday in the commissary or that morning at the laundry. If I asked where his room was, I was given directions that led nowhere.
Eight days passed. The people seemed to stare at me less, and I didn’t get lost anymore. I decided when I got up on the ninth day that I was going to try and find my way to another level. I remembered that Ray had brought me up some stairs, and it was time I found them and followed them somewhere else.
I went to the commissary and downed a mug of spyro. It was still horrible, but I could drink it now without gagging. I was leaving when I ran into Leo.
“Fiona. I see you’re feeling at home,” he said.
“I wouldn’t say that.”
“What a pity. What can I do to help?”
“Where can I find Ray? And Elliot?”
He nodded. “I see the time has come for us to have a chat.” He steered me from the commissary and down the hall. “We’ll go to my office, then, shall we?”
“All right,” I agreed. I paid careful attention to the route he took to get there so that I could document it later. We passed the stairs, and I filed that away in my head, too.
We came to a large, wooden door. It seemed out of place, since everything else was made of metal or cement. He swung it open, and we entered a large, high-ceilinged chamber. There was a desk near the door, and a woman was sitting at it. She bowed her head as we passed. It appeared to be more out of fear than respect, and I stared at her as we walked by. Ornate but tired-looking chairs lined the long, narrow room on either side.
At the far end of the hall, he opened another door and held it for me. I went through and stopped short. The room was stifling in comparison to the room we’d just left. A large wooden desk dominated the center. Leo closed the door and walked around the desk to stand behind it. “Shall we sit?”
He indicated a straight-backed chair in front of the desk, while he sat in a large, cushioned chair behind it. The chair nearly engulfed him, it was so large.
I noticed that, as he leaned forward over the desk, the surface was so highly polished that I could see up his nose in the reflection. I stifled the urge to giggle.
“So. You want to stay here. For an education?”
“That was our original hope,” I said. “I didn’t realize until recently how little about the world I actually know.”
“And what is it you offer us in return?”
I opened my mouth to respond but could think of no reason that was not self-serving.
“I see you now understand my point of view,” he said. He steepled his fingers under his chin. “We will be bearing all the risk with no benefit. What would be the point in that?”
“You said before that I could offer you my outdoor experience.”
He shrugged. “And you rightly pointed out that we have people who know enough.”
I sat motionlessly in the chair. What could I say that would change his mind?
“You can see my predicament, I presume?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Good. Then, you will be receptive to my suggestion.”
A warning bell went off in my head. I shifted in the chair. “Maybe.”
“Ah, caution. A trait I admire in a person of power. A person like yourself.”
“I would hardly call myself a person of power.”
“But, I would. And my opinion is what’s important at the moment, don’t you agree? If I don’t want to let you stay, if I don’t want to help you learn, if I don’t want to protect you—then why are we here, talking?”
I nodded. He was right. He held all the power in this situation. “Why don’t you just tell me what you want, Leo?”
He smiled. “That’s my girl. I knew you had it in you.”
I didn’t want to know what he thought I had in me. I scowled and turned to look at a large, square block on the wall that was decorated with a harsh display of other, colored blocks.
“Do you like it?” he asked. He indicated the square. “The painting, I mean. It was painted before the winter, by a famous artist. Piet Mondrian. The forefathers were lucky enough to save this one. Not much art from then exists.”
“Art?”
“Yes, of course. That’s something you aren’t experienced in. Art is a construct of expression. We have a few artists here in the mountain. Nobody as talented as Piet, though.”
I looked back at him. “Are you going to answer me?”
He coughed. “You’ve asked about Elliot. Would you like to see him?”
“Yes,” I said, his agenda forgotten for the moment. “Where is he?”
“I will take you to him.” He paused and slid his eyes over me. “When we’re done here.”
“Okay. Are we done?”
“What I want is for our two groups to merge. I believe that you are the key to that desire. I think you have influence with the queen, and if you are her successor, then, of course, you also have ultimate influence over your group.”
“But, I’m not her successor,” I said. “I haven’t produced an heir.”
He waved his hand dismissively. “We can take care of that. It’s the least of my worries.”
“It’s the greatest of mine,” I said.
“Yes, well. You aren’t seeing the big picture, and you don’t know the scientific capabilities we have here in the colony. So, you’ll excuse me if I don’t share your concerns.”
I didn’t answer. His attitude was starting to grind on me. I mentally shook myself and forced my mind to refocus. I needed to keep the conversation moving forward if I was going to get what I wanted. “All right. If you want me to agree to your terms, then you must convince me to dismiss my greatest worry. How do you intend to take care of it?”
He licked his lips, and then stood up and came around the desk. “Very well. Let us go for a walk.” He grasped my upper arm as if I were a misbehaving child. I resisted the urge to jerk away and allowed him to lead me from the room.
In the outer chamber, the woman was still sitting behind her desk. She pretended that she was not paying attention to us as he marched me past her desk, but I could see her studying me from the corner of her eye.
We left the office area, and he took me back to the stairs. We climbed up, passing several doors. He began to pant heavily.
“Are you all right?” I asked. It seemed to be a huge exertion for him.
He stopped and released my arm. Reaching into his pocket, he withdrew a folded square of linen and blotted at his forehead with it. The fabric had small flowers embroidered along the edge. He noticed me studying it. “It was my grandmother’s,” he said as he tucked it back inside his pocket. “She made it herself. Said she found it calming, though it seems a bit useless to spend so much time prettying something that one uses to wipe their nose.”
“But, you’ve treasured it all this time. How is that useless?”
He took a deep breath and began climbing the stairs again. “Up we go,” he said, not bothering to answer my question.
I fell into step behind him. Thankfully, we only passed one more door. I wasn’t sure he could have made it much farther.
We exited the stairs to a hallway like all of the others—grey cement floors with white block walls. There were a few people in the hall, wearing white coats over their clothing. They strode around with purpose, some of them holding rectangles of clear plastic.
“This floor is where most of the laboratories and research facilities are inside the mountain. These men and women are busy, making use of the pre-winter knowledge to extend our position in the world.”
He turned left, and I followed. Many of the rooms had large windows looking in on them, and I saw an array of things that made no sense. There was a smell in the air like rotten eggs. We went to the end of the hall, and he indicated a door.
“Here is where your concerns will be assuaged,” he said. “Before we go in, I should like to warn you that it might seem like a foreign concept. Just try to keep an open mind.”
He opened the door and held it for me. I passed in and looked around. Four large tanks of fluid sat on tables at the back of the room. Bubbles foamed up each tank, obscuring what was inside. There were three people working in the room.
“Mr. President, hello,” gushed one of the workers as she recognized the visitor. “Is there something we can do for you, Sir?” She wiped her hands on a towel and approached us. She was wearing a clear shield over her eyes, and she removed it; I’d assume out of respect for Leo.
“Hello, Chevrolet. How are you today?” He held his hand out and they grasped each other’s forearms. He didn’t wait for her to answer. “This is Fiona. She is visiting us, and I wanted her to see your lab.”
Chevrolet turned her attention to me. “Ah,” she said. “And what is the basis of your interest?” She tipped her head in question.
“Um—Leo tells me it will ease my fears,” I said.
Her eyes narrowed when I said the president’s name. “I’m sorry. Where are you visiting from?”
Leo caught her by the arm and led her deeper into the room, towards the tanks. I followed behind them, though I wasn’t sure whether he wanted me to or not.
“Fiona is curious about the birthing process,” he said smoothly to her as he released her arm. “Can you explain it?”
“Of course,” she indicated the tanks. “These are the current crop. We try to stagger harvesting so that we can almost always accommodate a new request. So, this first tank here will be ready in just a few more weeks.”
“May I have a closer look?” I didn’t understand what she meant. What was in the tanks that they meant to be harvesting?
She nodded and moved next to me so that we were both looking down into the murky water. In the gloom of the room, I couldn’t see anything.
“This one is quite active. Unusual, really. Here, watch.” She picked up a small rod that was on the table in front of the tank and dipped the tip into the water. The rod jerked in her hand, as if of its own accord. “See there? She grabbed onto it.”
Chevrolet twisted her wrist, and the rod emerged from the water. A tiny hand was clamped onto it.
I gasped and stepped back. Chevrolet looked at me. “Don’t worry; I didn’t hurt her,” she said. She withdrew the rod and turned to look at me, smiling.
I shook my head. “Of course not,” I said. I turned to Leo. “I’ve seen enough.”
He nodded. “Yes, I believe you have.” He thanked Chevrolet, and we left the room. A rushing sound was filling my ears, and I had to lean over to catch my breath as we entered the hallway.
“Tell me,” I said, heaving in another deep breath. “Tell me that isn’t what I thought it was.”
“You know I can’t do that,” he said. “Your eyes saw the truth.”
I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. Now, it was I who sounded like I was about to die.
“You’re upset,” he said, closing the lab door. He patted me on the back and waited for me to settle down.
“You’re growing babies in there—human beings—as if they were no better than a cob of corn.”
“Don’t be silly. Corn is biological material. Babies are biological material. You and I. . .” He pointed at each of us. “We’re all nothing more than that.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Were you born this way? From a tank?”
He laughed and started guiding me down the hall. “Oh, no. There are traditionalists among us, and my parents chose that route. Everyone chooses their own path now.”
“Now?”
“Before our groups split—when everyone lived inside—all babies were born from the tanks. It was a necessity to keep the population from expanding or contracting too quickly. Limited resources, you see.”
“That isn’t the case anymore,” I said. “You have access to whatever you need outside.”
“Yes. And let me just point out that it’s the goal of the colony to grow outside the mountain. We have hopes of resurrecting what we once were.”
I stayed silent. I didn’t want to know about his future plans. I just wanted to go back to my room.
“I can see you need some time to think about our potential arrangement. But before you decide, I have one more thing I’d like to show you.”
“You haven’t really explained our potential arrangement,” I said.
“Oh,” he said, surprised. “I thought it obvious. I’m proposing a union. You and I shall marry and produce a child. We can be traditional about that, of course, but it sounds like you’ve tried that without luck, so. . .” He trailed off.
“You thought I’d agree to let you cook up a baby for me in your lab tank?”
“‘Cook up a baby’. What a barbaric way to put it.”
“Well, I think it’s wrong. You’re depriving the baby of its mother.”
“It seems to me I’d be doing the opposite.” He held onto my arm and stopped, forcing me to stop, as well. “What is a woman who is never a mother?” He shook me as he continued. “I’m giving you the opportunity to have that. To produce an heir, to not be a slave, to unite our groups. And you would let the tanks be an obstacle to that?”
I stared at him, my mouth hanging open.
His eyes snapped, as if I’d pinched him, and he released my arm, brushing my sleeve gently into place before dropping his hand to his side. “I apologize, Fiona. I didn’t mean to handle you so. I was going to show you something else, but upon further reflection, I think it shall wait until tomorrow. I’ll escort you back to your room if you’d like.”
“I think I can manage to find my way,” I said. I wanted to get away from him.
We came to the stairwell, and he stopped. “As you wish. I’ll come to speak with you tomorrow, all right?”
I nodded without looking back at him and went down the stairs. When the first staircase ended, and I turned to the next one, I looked back up, but he was no longer in the doorway.
◆◆◆
 
Retracing my steps to the commissary, I saw Ray in the hallway. His face looked pinched and harried. He did not see me—or, he pretended not to see me. I stepped right into his path so that he had no choice but to acknowledge me.
“Fiona,” he said. “How are you?”
“Hello, Ray. It’s funny; nobody will tell me where to find you when I ask.”
“No? That is funny.” He jammed his hands into his pants pockets. “I really would like to stay and talk, but I have some things I need to do.”
“Please. I could use your help,” I said.
He looked away. “I wouldn’t be any help to you. Not now.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I really need to go.”
“Can we meet for dinner? Tonight? Please?”
He blew out a long, slow breath. “Fine. Meet in the commissary at six?”
I smiled. “I’ll see you then.”
He was already walking away, waving over his shoulder without looking back. I watched him go and wondered why he was in such a hurry. I went back to my room and mapped out what I’d learned of the floor plan.
At five, I could stand to wait no longer, and I went to the commissary. At dinner, real food was often served, and I avoided all things green. I loaded up my plate with as much meat and starch as the workers would allow and found an empty table off in the corner. The food was bland but closer to home than the spyro, and I chewed it slowly as I watched the crowd.
Nobody asked to sit with me, even when the room grew crowded. Normally, I would feel the prick of exclusion as I often had in the village, but today, I needed to be alone. At least, until Ray arrived.
He finally came, and I signaled him. He saw me and nodded, then went to collect his dinner. Soon, he sat down at the table. “Fiona,” he said. He did not mince words and began to eat.
“Remember when we first met, and you and Elliot made fun of the way I ate?” I asked.
He looked up from his food. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m a little nervous.”
“About what?”
“This.”
“I don’t know why. I’m hardly anything to get nervous about.”
“Not you, I mean—I’m nervous to answer your questions.”
“Oh,” I said, surprised. “But, I only want to know where Elliot is.”
“I’m not allowed to tell you that.” He shoveled a huge bite of potatoes into his mouth.
“But why?”
He studied his plate. “That’s why I’m nervous.”
“Oh.” I fiddled with the eating utensils. We didn’t use them outside, at least not beyond a wooden scoop. They still felt awkward in my grip. “Then, why did you agree to meet me?”
“I knew I had to tell you at least that.” He studied a point on the wall above my head. “Did you know we’re related?” he asked.
I laughed. “No. How could that possibly be?” A tiny kernel of hope that he might be of the first family sprouted in me. If he was part of the first family, then I wasn’t the last remaining heir.
“The woman you call the queen mother, the founder of your village. You descend from her. But, she was pregnant before she took on that role. That baby’s father rebuilt the colony here. I’m descended from him.”
My heart sank a bit. But still, he was a relative. It was more than I’d had a moment ago. “Do you have other family that I’d be related to, as well?”
“Yes. But, I don’t think you’d want to meet them. They don’t appreciate the president’s plan.”
Disappointment washed over me. It must have shown on my face. He reached across the table and touched my arm. “Things will change,” he said. “When everything falls into place, people will be more willing to accept it.”
“What things?”
“Didn’t he tell you? He said he had.”
“He wants me to have a baby with him, to unite our two groups. I’ve never heard something so ridiculous.”
“What’s so ridiculous about it? It seems to me like it would work. Historically, royal houses did things like that all the time. And you did it. Isn’t that why you were chosen? Because someone wanted to produce the royal offspring with you?”
“We have totally different civilizations. A baby isn’t going to change that.”
“No, maybe not right away,” he conceded. “But, something that brings us together on common ground—that could go a long way.”
“You really believe it could have an impact?”
He nodded as he scraped the last bit of food from his plate. “I do.”
I sat back in my chair and closed my eyes. It would be nice to talk to the queen, to hear what she thought of such a plan. Could I bridge the gap? Could I unite humanity into a single, happy group? “When did you talk to him? Leo?”
“Just after I ran into you in the hall earlier. I couldn’t talk because, I was late to meet him.”
“But, I was with him. Just before that. How could he have met you?”
“He’s the president. He can keep people waiting if it suits him. Maybe he didn’t think he was going to have to spend as much time with you as he did.”
I thought back to our meeting. Leo had ended our discussion by saying he had things to see to. “Did he put you up to this? Telling me that you think I should do it?”
“No,” he said. His voice was flat.
“And you can’t tell me anything about Elliot? Where he is? Whether he’s alive? How he’s doing?”
He flinched as I said it. “I’m sorry, Fiona. I want to tell you. But, I can’t.”
“Can’t or won’t?”
He shook his head but didn’t answer.
“Your family doesn’t like the plan,” I pointed out. “Why would anyone else in here like it? In nearly two weeks, nobody has spoken to me, unless I spoke first. And then, it was all they could do to get away from me. How is this plan going to be accepted by all these people?”
“It won’t. Not at first. The council will get behind it, though. They know what the stakes are. They know the endgame. The others will fall in line after the council gives it a blessing.”
I stood and collected all my dishes. “I’m glad you agreed to talk,” I said through clenched teeth. “But, I think you’re only making this choice more difficult.”
He watched me in silence as I arranged everything on my tray, then he stood to face me. “The morning I first met you—I just wanted you to know. Before you woke up, Elliot told me he believed in you. That you could make the life of the people in your village better. It’s why he chose you. And what he said about you is why I did what I did. I hope you’ll understand that.”
He picked up his tray and walked away.




Chapter 9

I woke to a single, sharp knock on my door the next morning. I threw the covers back and had my feet on the floor before I remembered how cold the cement was on my bare feet. I sat back into the bed and started searching for the stockings I’d stripped off in my sleep. But, the knock repeated, and I gave up.
I opened the door and found Leo standing there. He was holding a tray of breakfast foods. “Might I come in?” he asked. His voice was calm and polite, his smile pleasant, though not entirely believable.
“All right,” I said, backing up to allow him to pass.
He glided in and set the tray on the table. “I took the liberty of providing breakfast. I thought we could chat a bit. Maybe get to know one another.” He motioned towards one of the other chairs as he sat down. “Won’t you join me?”
I sat across from him and watched as he set dishes and utensils out for us, and then parceled out the food. He’d brought scrambled eggs, spyro, slices of meat, melon, and oatmeal.
“Thank you,” I said.
I watched as he picked up a piece of linen and set it in his lap, and I did the same, though I didn’t know what it was for.
“You’re welcome.” He picked up his fork and began eating his eggs. “I know what I proposed to you yesterday came as something of a surprise to you. But when I woke this morning, it became clear to me that I have to work on easing your mind. I can’t just expect you to leave all that you know behind and join with me, a total stranger.”
I nodded. It struck me then that he was quite intelligent, and I needed to be careful what I said. I couldn’t give him any more ammunition than he already had.
“I thought we could share with one another. I’d like to know more about you. About where you’re from. What it was like. What you’re like.”
“That’s kind of broad,” I said. “Maybe start with a specific question.”
“Okay. Where did you live in your village, growing up? With the queen?”
“No. The children all live in communal huts after they’re weened. The hut I lived in when I was a toddler had five other girls. By the time I was of age for the choosing, only one of those girls was still alive. I’m sure you understand that in the village, not many young people live into adulthood. That is why we have the choosing and why it’s so important.”
He nodded but didn’t comment. I didn’t want to say anything more. From his expression, he didn’t understand, even though I’d just told him why. I looked down at my oatmeal and stirred it with the metal scoop-utensil he’d given me.
“You don’t have to feel bad,” he finally said. “About the choosing.”
“I don’t,” I said. “The choosing is how our population stays steady. Without it, we wouldn’t have enough children to survive.”
“I know that’s what they’ve told you, what you believe.”
I pointed my scoop at him. “If you can be callous enough to grow babies in a tank, then I don’t think you have room to judge.”
He raised his hands in defeat and smiled. “Point taken. Tell me about life in your village. The girls in your hut, were you close with them? Like sisters?”
“No. Not really.”
“But didn’t you spend all your time with them? How could you not be close?”
“I didn’t spend any time with them. The royal heir doesn’t get to have a childhood. I spent all my time with the queen or her ladies, learning about the village and what my role would be when it was time.”
“What sort of things did you learn?”
“I observed the queen, holding her daily mediations. I learned what every role in the village was and how it contributed.”
“The other girls. They were jealous?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.”
“It sounds like this lack of friendship was hard for you. You were isolated, alone. You had no playmates at all?”
I thought back to living in the hut. The other girls were all fine. We’d gotten along. But as they died off, I became less interested in them. They were only the backdrop. It was the women in the hut, the caretakers, whom I bonded with.
One in particular stuck in my memory. Her name was Star. My first memories were of her bathing me in the pond, brushing my hair, soothing me when I’d scraped a knee. I was maybe seven or eight when she was abruptly moved to another hut. A caretaker I’d had later on told me that the queen shuffled them whenever I grew too attached to someone. And further, the caretakers didn’t like being ripped from their own cherished wards to suit the queen’s whims. After that, I resisted growing close to those who cared for me, afraid of having them pulled from my grasp.
“The future queen isn’t really someone that the other children want to play with,” I finally said.
“It sounds very lonesome.”
“How did you become president?” I asked.
“When I was a lad, my father introduced me to the colony president. He was kind to me. I think he saw something of himself in me. He mentored me, much the way your mother mentored you. He brought me to council meetings as a page. He introduced me to all the members. He formed a junior council of young people and recommended me for it. The council members were all familiar with me—thanks to him—and I was accepted.
“The junior council didn’t do much of anything impactful. It was our job to try and get the other young people involved in the colony. The adults felt that my generation was detached, that we didn’t want to participate. Once I got a taste of being on that council, I knew I would not be happy with anything, short of being president myself.”
I studied him. His clothes were a little different from most of the other people. He wore a shirt of stiff cotton that buttoned down the front, instead of the softer, pullover tunic. He was wearing a ring on his right ring finger. It had a large, square, purple stone in it, and the band was intricately carved.
“I see you’ve noticed my ring. It’s been passed down through many generations in my family. It belonged to one of the original colony members.” He drew it from his finger and passed it across the table. “Would you like to see it closer?”
I waited until he released the ring and pulled his hand away. It felt heavier than I thought it would when I picked it up. It was warm from his hand. The inside of the band was worn completely smooth. “So, it was an easy step, going from this junior council to the presidency,” I said, putting the ring down.
“Oh, no. I spent many years working very hard to get to this point.” He laughed. “My first two council elections, I lost. I had so much to learn. But the president, he believed in me. He never let me give up.”
“It must have been nice to have such a supporter.” I pushed the ring back across the table. “The ring is quite beautiful,” I said.
“It will be passed down to my children,” he said. He leveled his gaze at me, and I realized he was trying to imply they might be my children, as well. I looked away. “I’ve only been president here for two years. The president is something like your queen, you know. They don’t have a term limit, like the council. Once elected, the position is yours, until you die or are unable to perform the function anymore.”
“Your mentor is dead, then.”
“Oh, yes. And I miss him dearly. Whenever I have to make a major decision, I spend a lot of time thinking about what he would have done.”
“How did he die?”
“He was old and frail.” He waved his hand as if the cause were obvious.
“Did you kill him?”
He flinched. “Why on Earth would you think such a thing? No, I didn’t kill him. He was like a father to me.”
I leaned back in my chair. “It happened in the village once. The heir killed the queen so that she could take the queen’s place.”
“Would you kill your mother to take her place?”
“Of course not.”
“Well, neither would I.”
I ignored that. I crossed my arms and stared at him. “Where’s Elliot?”
“Elliot. He’s such a sticking point for you. And I don’t understand why; you barely even knew him.”
“He killed a man for me. Whether I know him or not, I should at least be concerned for his welfare.”
Leo sighed and stood from the table. “I can see we aren’t going to make progress until your mind is set at ease. I’ll take you to him now.”
I started collecting the dishes, but he took my arm and pulled me towards the door. “I’ll send someone to see to that. Let’s go.”
“But, I’m not dressed,” I said. “Just wait for me out here. I’ll be out in a moment.”
He pressed his lips into a thin line. He wasn’t the sort of person who liked to wait. Or maybe, he was the sort of person who didn’t want to be questioned. Maybe both.
I extracted my arm from his grip and directed him out to the hall. I closed the door and quickly dressed. Then, I went out into the hall. “I just need a moment to wash up,” I said moving, down the hall towards the bathroom. He frowned, and I hid my smile behind my hand.
When I came out of the bathroom, he had moved down the hall and was standing right outside the door.
“Oh! You startled me,” I said.
“I didn’t want you rushing off to somewhere else.”
“Don’t be grumpy,” I said. I kept my tone light. “You interrupted my day first.”
We started off down the hall, and I watched from the corner of my eye as emotions played across his face. First annoyance or anger, but then, a slight smile and perhaps a touch of pride. He liked that I had teased him. He wanted me to act familiar. I slid my hand into his. His eyes flicked down to our hands, and then up towards my face.
I pretended not to notice. “Where are we going?” I asked.
“Downstairs,” he said.
It was difficult to get downstairs, because every few feet, someone stopped us to say hello to him. He introduced each of them to me, but they were clearly not interested in knowing who I was. He was polite and charming to everyone we met, but firm in his efforts to move on. I appreciated that effort, since I was worried about Elliot.
He took me to the stairwell, and we went down. My heart sank when I realized we were going to the same level where my cell had been.
“Is Elliot in a cell? Locked-up?” I let go of his hand.
“Elliot hasn’t been himself,” he said. “Ray has been with him, trying to convince him to be reasonable.”
We went down the hall, towards the cell where I’d been held. The same meek woman was sitting at the desk. But, he continued past my cell and went to the end of the hallway. He opened the door, and another set of cells came into view.
“Leo!” someone shouted from inside. “Come down here and face me like a man! Leo! I know it’s you! I can tell by your womanly stride!”
I looked at Leo, who had stopped. He nodded, and I continued forward to the cell, where an arm was reaching out between the bars. I kept back far enough that it couldn’t touch me.
Then, I saw that it was Elliot’s arm. I rushed forward and grasped him by the hand. He saw but didn’t really look at me. He was obviously intent upon Leo.
“Elliot! Are you all right?”
His face was scraggly with unshaven whiskers, and his hair was rumpled and dirty. But, the disturbing thing was the injuries. He had bruises and cuts all over his visible skin. His face, his arms, even his feet.
I reached a hand between the bars tentatively and touched his cheek, right below a particularly nasty bruise. “Did they do this to you?” I whispered.
“Fiona?” he said. “You’re all right.”
“Yes, yes. I’m fine. But what happened to you?”
His face contorted, and his knees buckled. I tried to hold him up but could not gain the leverage with the bars between us, and he sank to the floor.
I looked to Leo. “Please, may I go into the cell?”
Leo didn’t move from where he was, but he held out the key. I rushed back to take it from him. I worked hard to push the anger down, because I knew that Elliot must be suffering and that Leo was likely inflicting the suffering on him. But if we were going to escape, I needed Leo to think that I was cooperative.
I fumbled with the key and finally got the cell door open. Kneeling beside him, I carefully rolled him onto his back, then cradled his head in my lap. “Elliot?”
Tears were running down the sides of his face. I wiped them away as carefully as I could. There were so many bruises.
He reached up and held my hand. “Fiona. I was so worried for you.” His voice was rough.
“I know,” I said, smoothing the hair from his forehead with my other hand. “I was worried for you, too. Tell me what happened.”
His eyes flicked to the bars. “Leo?”
“He’s out there. Did he do this to you?”
“No. He wouldn’t get his hands dirty,” he said.
“Did he make someone do this to you?”
“No. It was Ray. Ray did it.”
I swallowed the lump that formed in my throat. “Ray beat you?”
“He blames me. For Genesee. Maybe he’s right.”
“He could have gone back with her. It isn’t your fault any more than his.”
“I know. But, he’s grieving. He misses her.”
“Are you saying you forgive him? That it’s okay for him to lock you up and beat you while you’re defenseless?”
“No. But, I can see his pain. And besides, they want something. They want me to convince you to do what Leo wants.”
I released his hand. Knowing they were beating him upset me. Knowing that they’d done it partly in the hopes of getting to me sickened me. I lifted his head from my lap and tipped onto my side, the cool cement against my cheek. The room was spinning, and I struggled to keep my breakfast down.
“Fiona, it isn’t your fault.”
“They have to let you out of here. I won’t cooperate. Not with anything. Not until you’re out of this cell, and your wounds are tended to.” I raised my voice a little louder. “Do you hear me, Leo? You have to let him out.”
Leo walked slowly into view. The cell door still stood open, the key fob on the floor, where I’d carelessly dropped it. He could have easily swung it shut and left us both there.
“I didn’t make Ray do this,” he said. “He did that on his own. I’m afraid Elliot is right about Ray’s placement of blame. It was an unfortunate thing, what happened to Gen. I’ll miss her, as well. She was my little sister.”
Stunned, I looked up at his face. His eyes were wet, but his cheeks were dry. His mouth stretched downward, not in a frown; rather, in true sadness.
“I didn’t realize,” I said. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
He cleared his throat. “Yes. Well. I didn’t ask Ray to do this. But, I did allow it. And I confess that I allowed it because I wanted someone to suffer for Gen’s death. Though I know it was likely an accident.” He looked at Elliot. “Did Ray tell you my proposal, then? That I want to form a single group?”
Elliot sat up. “Yes, he told me that. But, he didn’t have specifics, and I don’t see how it would work.”
“You’re entitled to your opinion,” he said. “Regardless, I have failed to see the cruelty of allowing Ray to keep you here. I apologize. Fiona is right. I must not allow this to continue. You may leave the cell right now, if you wish.”
“Of course, he wishes to,” I said. I shook the rest of my discomfort from my head and stood, then helped Elliot stand, as well. “Where can I take him?”
“The room next to yours is empty. He’s welcome to it. I will send my personal physician to check on him immediately.” He took a step back. “I’ll leave you two in peace.” He reached his hand out to Elliot, but Elliot just looked at it. He dropped it and turned his eyes to me. “Fiona.” He nodded, turned, and walked briskly out the door.
“Can you walk?” I asked.
“If it meant getting out of this cell, I could fly,” he said.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” I put his arm around my shoulder, and we made our way out of the cell and out the door, then past the woman at the desk.
“Goodbye, Elliot,” she said in a nearly inaudible voice as we passed.
“Bye, sweetie,” he said. He didn’t look at her, and she didn’t look at him.
“You made friends with the guard?” I said, once we were out of earshot.
“She isn’t the guard, Fiona. She’s supposed to make sure the prisoners are treated humanely.”
“I don’t think she is doing a very good job.”
“Actually, she chased Ray off more than once. And she saw to my injuries as best she could.”
“Seems like someone in such a position should have a little more backbone,” I said.
“Her lack of backbone is probably exactly why she’s in this position.”
We arrived at the steps. I felt him tense when he saw them.
“You can do this,” I said. “It isn’t as far as it seems.” Though I knew it would actually be much farther, since the stairs doubled back out of sight at the landing.
He nodded and gritted his teeth. It was difficult for him to lift his left leg, and I began to wonder if he had a broken bone.
“Tell me about it,” I whispered.
“I wouldn’t burden you with such things,” he said, huffing between his words. “Let’s just say that my lack of cooperation and Genesee’s death combined in a volatile mixture.”
“Have they been feeding you?”
He grunted, and then nodded. “Yes, she made sure I got something to eat every day, though it was often that awful, green stuff.”
“It is awful,” I agreed, laughing weakly.
Someone was coming down the stairs, and we stood to the side to let them pass. It was a man and a woman. The woman eyed us with interest, while the man tried to rush her past us. Neither of them spoke, nor did they acknowledge the smile I gave them.
After they cleared out of earshot, I told Elliot how the people there did not seem to like me, though they tolerated me politely when forced to.
He didn’t seem surprised. “Ray tried to tell me before that people here would not easily accept my presence. I see now, he was probably right. But there’s still time to change their minds.”
A shiver ran down my spine. “How would we do that? Change their minds?”
“Show them that we’re people just like them, I suppose.”
Relief washed over me.
We finally reached the door to our level. We emerged from the stairs into the hallway. Elliot grunted softly, and then asked to have a moment of rest.
He leaned against the wall while I stood beside him. As usual, the passersby didn’t acknowledge me, though I saw some steal furtive glances at Elliot. Maybe I was a familiar intrusion. Or maybe, his injuries made him more interesting.
Elliot gritted his teeth and pushed away from the wall. “Let’s go,” he said.
I directed him down the hall. I pointed things of interest out as we passed them, but I knew he was likely overwhelmed, the same way I had been. He gave an interested look at the commissary, but otherwise, showed no sign that he’d heard me.
“Once you’re settled, I’ll bring you something to eat. They do have some things we’re familiar with—meat, vegetables, some fruits. But, they mostly favor that spyro drink. I’ve gotten more used to it, but it still tastes pretty bad.”
We approached our hallway, and I reached into my pocket for my fob. That was when I realized we had no fob for Elliot’s room. Was it open already? I went to the door and turned the knob. Thankfully, the door was unlocked, and it swung open.
“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the fob in my hand. He didn’t enter the room.
“It’s the key for my door.”
He narrowed his eyes and leaned into the room slowly. I reached around him and flicked on the overhead lights.
“Ugh, turn those off,” he said. He threw a hand over his eyes.
“Why? They’re the same lights as in the hall. Those didn’t bother you.” But, I turned them off to appease him.
“I don’t have to sleep in the hall,” he said. He entered the room and slowly walked around it. “Where did you get the key for your door?”
“Ray gave it to me. He showed me my room after I left my cell.”
Elliot swung around. “You were in a cell?”
“Yes,” I said calmly. “For a few days. But, I was fine. They didn’t hurt me. Except for when Ray used that weapon on me.”
“He used that on you?”
“Yes, right after he did it to you. It made me sore for a few days, but other than that, they fed me and kept me warm and dry. It wasn’t ideal, but nothing like what they did to you.”
He sat on the bed. It made a squawking sound as it sunk beneath his weight. “I’m sorry, Fiona. I just don’t understand where he’s coming from. I had no idea he would hurt you.”
“I’m fine. It’s fine. Really.” I sat beside him. “We have to figure out how to move forward. Do you want to leave?”
“No,” he said. “We can’t leave. Not now.”
“But—”
“Fiona, our best chance at helping our group is here. Inside this colony. We have to see it through.”
I nodded. The door swung open, and the doctor that Leo had sent came in. I was glad for the interruption; I didn’t want to discuss Leo’s proposal yet.
It was still too soon for that.




Chapter 10

The doctor bandaged Elliot up and gave him the same pebble-shaped pain medication I’d taken. I watched as he used unfamiliar instruments to make observations about Elliot’s state. He wrote his notes on a tablet.
“That device,” I said, pointing to the tablet. “Can anyone have one?”
“I suppose so.” He studied me. “Haven’t you ever used one before?”
“No. We don’t have things like this outside,” I said.
His eyebrows inched up under his bangs. “So, you are from outside.”
“We both are,” said Elliot. “Are you finished?”
“Almost.” He turned back to me. “What’s it like to live out there? Do you live in a cave?”
“Of course not. Most people live in huts. A few live in cabins.”
“Ah. Like the indigenous people, so long ago. I bet you have much in common with them.”
I didn’t know what indigenous meant, but I didn’t like the sound of it.
“We aren’t a curiosity,” said Elliot. “We’re human beings with thoughts and feelings, just like you.”
“Of course,” he said. “I only meant that it would be fascinating to study your way of life. It’s so different from our own.”
“And your way of life is quite fascinating to us, as well. I mean, this is basically a big cave,” said Elliot.
The doctor pursed his lips, then slid his tablet back into the case, where he’d stowed his other instruments. “You should be fine in a few days. No broken bones; I don’t detect any sprains. You’re quite lucky, actually. It probably looks much worse than it actually is.”
“Yes, lucky me,” said Elliot.
The doctor left without further comment.
“Why were you rude to him?” I asked.
“He just said I’m lucky I was beaten.”
“That was the last thing he said. You were rude before that.”
“I’m not going to be something for them to study. We’re not an experiment.” He collected the bedding from his sleeping pad and handed it to me. “Here. We’re moving my bed to your room.”
“Why?”
“This door has no lock on it. I don’t want to be in here.” He tipped the metal frame of the bed onto its side, and then hefted it under his arm. “Get the door for me?”
I opened the door and held it. After he passed, I scuttled to my own door and held that door for him, too. Thankfully, nobody was in the hall to question our actions. “Can I point out that you just spent two weeks locked in a cell, and now, you want a room to lock yourself up in?
He set the frame next to my bed. “I won’t be able to sleep if anyone can walk in whenever they want.”
“Oh.” I pushed aside the question of who might come in, even though the door was locked.
I made his bed up the same way Ray had made mine, and Elliot settled into it. I went back to his room for the medicines the doctor had left. I looked in the cabinet for a change of clothing for him, but it was empty. When I returned, he was sleeping soundly. I set the medications on the table and crept out to get him something to eat at the commissary.
“We’re out of meat today,” the attendant said, as I reached the front of the line.
“Do you have anything that isn’t spyro?”
She shrugged her shoulders. “There’s some oatmeal left from breakfast. Doubt it’s edible.”
“I’ll take that. And some spyro, too, I guess.”
“Suit yourself.” She scooped a glob of oatmeal into a bowl and handed it to me, followed by a mug of spyro.
I turned to move away and noticed nobody was waiting behind me. “Can I ask you something?” I said to her.
“You can ask. Can’t say I’ll have an answer.”
“Do you know anything about me?”
“Nope.”
“So, you don’t know that I’m from outside?”
She stared at me, her eyes blank.
“And do these other people—do they know that I’m not from your colony?”
“You sure ask a lot of questions.”
“I just want to know why people won’t talk to me.”
“You’re different,” she said after a long pause. “People can sense you aren’t the same.”
“What isn’t the same? I’m a person, same as you.”
She leaned forward. “Listen, I already said more than I should have. Why don’t you just go enjoy your oatmeal?”
“But—”
She cut me off by picking up the oatmeal pot, which was now empty, and taking it to a bin of soapy water behind her. She hunched over it and hummed loudly while she scrubbed it with her back to me.
I looked around at the few people lingering in the room. Most were seated, but a group of three was standing near the door, talking. Before I could lose my nerve, I strode over to them. “Excuse me,” I said. They seemed to start, as if they hadn’t even seen me until I spoke.
“Yes?” one of them asked. She was tall, taller than the rest. And gawky.
“Is there something different about me? About the way I look?”
Two of the people murmured excuses as they turned and walked away. But, the gawky woman stayed. “No, not really,” she said. She noticed my food and pointed to a table. “Would you like to sit down?”
“Together?”
She cocked her head and smiled. “Of course.”
I sat down at a nearby table, and she sat across from me.
“You can call me Willow. And you are?” She stuck her hand out for me to shake her wrist.
I managed to do it almost correctly. “Fiona.”
“I saw you with the president the other day.”
“Yes, he was showing me some things.”
“He seemed to like you.”
I smiled. I wasn’t sure what to say to that.
She looked around, then leaned forward slightly. “You asked if you look different.”
“Yes. The woman behind the counter, she told me I’m different.”
“You are different, yes. But not physically. You are a person with eyes and a smile and ten fingers and ten toes.” She smiled. “You do have ten toes, right?”
“Yes,” I said, laughing.
“Your teeth—they look different. Now that I see you talking. But, I didn’t notice that before. And your skin. It’s so brown.” She dropped her gaze to my hands and studied them for a moment. “But, the big difference is in your presence. You don’t look. . .” She waved her hands as she searched for a word. “You don’t look compressed by the mountain.”
“Compressed?”
“Yes, I think that covers it.” She looked down at my tray. “Aren’t you going to eat? Your oatmeal is getting cold.”
“It isn’t for me,” I said.
“Oh.”
I studied her for a moment. She looked more polished than me in every way. Her hair was shiny and brushed smoothly into place. Her fingernails were neatly trimmed and clean, just as Leo’s were. Her clothing had no signs of wear, and her skin was almost translucent. Nobody outside was so pale.
“Have you ever been outside?” I asked.
She winced. “I’ve seen it through a doorway. But, I’ve never gone out.”
“Why not?”
“It isn’t encouraged, really. And I’m afraid.”
“What’s there to be afraid of?”
A brief expression of hopelessness flashed on her face. “It’s the space. The wide open. I feel as if I’d just fly apart or be lost.”
“But, you aren’t afraid of being crushed if the mountain should collapse?”
She laughed. “The mountain isn’t going anywhere.”
“That’s what scares me, when I walk in the halls. The idea that the roof could just fall in on me, and the layers would just crumble onto each other. Crushing everything. Everyone.”
She looked dubious. “I’ve never once had a thought like that.”
“Well, I’ve never once worried that I was going to explode into the sky.”
She dissolved into laughter, and I laughed, too. I liked the way her laugh sounded. It was merry and bright. She wiped her eyes and looked at me, her laughter trailing off. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“I’ve never been friendly like this with another woman before.”
“What kind of place are you from, anyway? How horrible, not to have some friends.”
My stomach flipped over. Was she proposing that she was my friend? Until this moment, it had never seemed necessary. But, I wanted to be her friend. And I wanted her to count me as hers, too.
“My rank prevented anyone from befriending me,” I said. My eyes drifted over to the counter, where the attendant was giving someone else a hard time about their order.
Willow reached across the table and patted my hand once, gently. Our eyes met, and hers were tender. “In here, there is no such thing as someone you can’t be friends with.”
“Really?” I asked, embarrassed but unable to restrain myself. “You would be friends with me?”
“Of course. Let’s start by fixing up these fingernails. What have you been doing with them? Digging in the dirt?” She picked up my hand and studied my fingers.
“Actually, yeah.”
We both laughed.
“Come on. We can go to my apartment.”
“I just need to drop this tray off to my partner first.”
We got up and started walking back to my apartment.
“You’re married, then?”
“No. Elliot and I were paired in a choosing. He chose me, and I accepted.”
She looked sidelong at me, and I felt my cheeks heat up. That isn’t the way they do things in here, I reminded myself. But, I didn’t explain, and she didn’t press me for details.
When we reached my room, I slipped in and put the tray on the table for him. I didn’t turn on the light, and she waited for me in the hall. Elliot was snoring, and I figured the pain medicine would keep him asleep for a while.
We walked to her apartment. I paid careful attention to the path required to get there. We went up a set of steps and out into the hallway. It was clear that this was a residential floor, and it somehow seemed quieter and nicer than the floor below it. The walls weren’t painted; they seemed, instead, to be covered in a thin, creamy linen.
Willow noticed me looking at the wall as we walked. “It helps keep the noise down,” she said. “Soundwaves can’t bounce as easily off fabric.”
I nodded, as if I understood.
“Most people live on this floor. I’m a little surprised, actually, that you live on the commissary floor. Only people who can’t manage the stairs live there.”
“It’s the room I was assigned,” I said.
She nodded. “Here we are,” she said. She took out a key fob and opened the door. “Come on in.”
She entered first and switched on the lights, while she held the door for me. Her room was different from mine. It had a table and chairs, but instead of a bed, there were several other furnishings that looked to be long, cushion-covered chairs. A door stood open, opposite the one we’d just entered.
“Have a seat on the couch or at the table. I’ll just get my nail kit.”
Drawn by the strange furnishings, I sat on what I assumed must have been a couch. It yielded to the pressure of my body. It felt the way I imagined sitting on a cloud must feel. My delight must have shown on my face.
“Wow, you like the couch, I see,” she said. She sat down next to me and produced a box that she set on her lap. “First, we’ll clean under your nails. It doesn’t hurt, but it might feel funny.”
I watched as she scraped, clipped, and sanded my nails into the same, rounded-edge shape as hers. Then, she handed me the box. “Pick a color you like.”
I looked into the box. There were a few small, clear bottles of different colors. I was immediately drawn to a deep, violet color.
“This one,” I said, holding it up.
She grinned. “Ah, you’ll like this one.” She opened the bottle and extracted a tiny brush that had purple liquid on it. She began applying it to my fingernails. “We call this ‘nail polish’. Do you have anything like this outside?”
I shook my head. “I’ve never really paid attention to my fingernails before.”
“Isn’t that the truth?” she said, elbowing me in the side. She put the brush back into the bottle and screwed it shut. “There. All done. Now, just hold your hands out like this while it dries.” She demonstrated how to hold my hands out, fingers splayed and stiff.
I copied her motion. “How long do I have to do this?”
“Only a minute or so.” She produced a hairbrush from the box. “May I?” She didn’t wait for me to answer. She rounded the back of the couch and began brushing my hair. It reminded me of before my time in the fields, when my caretaker would prepare me for a visit to my mother.
The sound of the brush was gentle and soothing, and I closed my eyes. She started to hum as she separated my hair into sections and twisted them about. I wondered if she was styling it or if this was simply part of her care routine, but I was too relaxed to ask.
She came back around to the couch and sat down again. “There’s a mirror in my room, if you’d like to see. I hope you like it.”
I stood awkwardly as I tried not to touch anything with my fingers.
“Oh, you can stop doing that with your hands. It’s dry by now.”
Feeling ridiculous, I relaxed my hands and went through to the other room. It had a bed and a cabinet in it, much like mine, though it felt nicer. There was an additional small table next to the bed, and a light and her tablet were set on it. The mirror hung next to the cabinet. I went to stand in front of it and raised my eyes to look.
She’d swept most of my hair up in a clasp of some kind at the back of my head. It wasn’t as shiny as hers but definitely better-looking than when I brushed it. The rest of my hair cascaded to my shoulders in soft waves.
I touched a lock of hair, tracing the wave as it undulated just below my shoulders.
Willow came into view behind me. “Do you like it?” Her face was eager and open.
“It’s lovely. How did you do this?”
She shrugged. “It’s all in the brush.” She handed me the brush over my shoulder. “You can have this one, if you want.”
I took the brush and turned it over in my hands, inspecting it. There didn’t seem to be anything special about it. It was much finer than any brush I’d had outside, but still contained bristles in a paddle with a handle. “Thank you,” I said. My chest felt as if it were swelling, as if I’d burst. I let out a little laugh. “I appreciate it very much.”
“Of course,” she said. “Why don’t we go over to the dentist’s office, and you can make an appointment to have your teeth cleaned? I bet that would brighten them up some, make them less visibly different.”
“What’s a dentist?”
She laughed and grabbed my hand. “Come on; I’ll explain on the way.”
A short time later, I had an appointment the following morning to get my teeth cleaned and polished.
“I’m having a lot of fun with you, Willow. But, I really should go tend to Elliot.” Not wanting to reveal his beating, I explained that he wasn’t in the best of health.
“I understand. I should probably be getting to my work for the day, anyway. But, tomorrow morning, I’ll come get you and take you to the dentist, okay? You might want some moral support for that.”
“Is it going to hurt?”
She winced. “It won’t be painless. But, the benefits will far outweigh the discomfort. I promise.”
“Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow morning, then.”
She smiled and walked away, turning once to wave over her shoulder. A feeling of warm gratitude settled in my stomach. I’d never be able to repay Willow for the kindness she’d shown me. But, I could try.




Chapter 11

I slowly opened the apartment door and was surprised to find the lights on.
“Where have you been?” demanded Elliot as soon as I’d cleared the door. He slammed it shut behind me. “I’ve been worried sick. Are you all right?”
I tried to keep my temper in check. “I’m fine,” I said, my voice surprisingly steady.
“What did you do to your hair? What is that on your fingers?”
I smiled. “The most amazing thing happened, Elliot. I’ve made a friend. Her name is Willow, and she did my nails for me, and my hair—”
“You’ve been away getting dressed up? What’s the matter with you?”
“I’m just trying to fit in better, to be liked. Isn’t that what you wanted me to do?”
Elliot’s chest deflated, and his shoulders slumped. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I was just so afraid when I woke up in a strange place and you weren’t here. I didn’t know where to look or how to get help or . . .” He trailed off. “I don’t mean to be irrational. I’m glad you’re all right and that you made a friend.”
“I’ve never had a friend before,” I admitted.
“Good,” he said. “Your hair does look nice. It’s shiny.”
I glanced at the table. The tray with the oatmeal and spyro was still there. “So, you aren’t interested in congealed oatmeal?” I pointed at it.
“I’d rather drink the spyro, but I didn’t even notice it until now.”
“Why don’t you wash and put on something clean, and we’ll go get something hot to eat? I’ll show you where the bathroom is.” He nodded and followed me to the bathroom. “That’s the shower, there. You turn the knob to adjust the water temperature. The water sprays out from there.” I pointed at the showerhead. “It’s really nice to take a hot shower. You should try that.”
“Automatic hot water for bathing. Wow. I could stay here just for that.”
“I’ll go see if I can find you something to wear. Come back to our room when you’re done.”
I shut the door behind me and jumped when I noticed Leo, standing at the end of the hallway.
“Is he settling in all right?” he asked. He didn’t move towards me.
“Yes, thank you. Though his room didn’t have any clothing for him, and I’m sure nothing in my room will fit. Can I get him something from the laundry?”
“Certainly. They will have something that will be sufficient,” he said.
“Would you like to come in?” I gestured towards my door. I wasn’t sure of his intent. His expression wasn’t clear, and he still hadn’t moved.
“No, thank you. I just wanted to check on Elliot. Did the doctor come?”
“Yes, he gave Elliot some medicine for the pain. But, he doesn’t have any broken bones or anything like that.”
“That’s a relief.” But, he didn’t look relieved.
I didn’t say anything for a moment. I heard the shower turn on in the bathroom, and it made me feel alone and vulnerable in Leo’s presence. “I made a friend today. In the commissary.”
“Ahh. I’m glad to hear it. I don’t like to think of you being lonely.”
I nodded. “I’m going to the laundry now. Would you like to go with me?” I didn’t want him to, but I thought it was rude not to ask.
He shook his head. “No, I really shouldn’t. Not right now. But, you’ll let me know if there is anything I can do for you.” His face changed briefly, looking pained. “Or Elliot,” he added. His face resumed a neutral expression.
“Thank you.”
He nodded once, awkwardly, from his hips instead of his neck. Then, he turned and left me in the hall, alone.
In the bathroom, I heard Elliot humming a song that I’d heard many times in the village. It gave me a sad feeling despite its happy tone. I sighed and went off to the laundry for his clothing.
Later, we were finally sitting down to eat a meal in the commissary that was more than oatmeal and spyro. Elliot ate as if he’d never seen food before.
“Hey, remember that time in the cabin, when you and Ray made fun of me for eating like I was starving?” I asked. I hid a smile behind my hand.
“Very funny,” he said, his mouth full of something referred to as ‘meatloaf.’
“Just try to slow down a bit. People are staring.”
“All right. I just haven’t had real food in so long.”
“I know the feeling all too well,” I said. I smiled. “I hope my prospects have improved by coming here. I feel a little uneasy about it.”
“Why? Beyond them confining me to a cell and beating me, I mean.”
“There is the cell. For both of us. And the beatings. But also . . .” I trailed off, not sure if it was the right time to tell him about Leo’s proposal.
“What? I can tell there’s more.” He put down his fork and studied me. “Is it because the people ignore you? I told you, we could work past that. And you’ve already started doing that by making a friend.”
I shook my head. I was going to have to tell him. I looked around to make sure nobody could hear. “Leo wants to join with our group. You know that, right? They want one big, happy people-family.”
“Yeah, they told me that.”
“Maybe they didn’t tell you that Leo hopes to accomplish this union by marrying me and producing a child, symbolically joining the two groups.”
He nodded. “You seem uneasy with that proposal.”
“Leo took me to a lab to show me something. He wanted to ease my worries that I haven’t had a baby by showing me that here, in the mountain, you can just have a baby grown for you. In a tank.”
He screwed up his face. “Huh? What do you mean, grow a baby?”
“He introduced me to some woman, who showed me an infant growing in a tank of liquid. They somehow grow babies without using a mother.”
“Why on Earth would they do that?”
“I know; it seems like a personal affront to nature, doesn’t it? What a cold existence, to live in a glass tub, without a mother keeping you safe.”
“Huh. But why? For what purpose?”
I shook his question off. “I don’t know. He made some excuse about population control back before people went outside. And he says not every child is produced in the lab. But, most are.”
He resumed eating and chewed his food carefully. “If we put the baby-tank thing aside, how do you feel about partnering with Leo?”
“You want me to partner with him?” I looked down at the table, unable to meet his eyes.
“Well, it could go pretty far in increasing good relations between our groups. I definitely agree with that part of the plan.”
A wave of nausea passed over me. In the village, people only married for love after the breeding years were done. I definitely was not in love with Leo, and I hadn’t earned the privilege by adding to our population.
“What’s the matter?”
“I just can’t imagine marrying him. I barely know him.”
Elliot shrugged. “That’s the kind of sacrifice a queen makes for her people.”
I turned my attention to my plate. Maybe Elliot was right. But, I didn’t have to like it.
When we finished eating, Elliot cleared our plates. While he was gone, Willow bounced over. “Hey, Fiona. How’s it going?” she asked.
I hid my worries as best I could. “Willow! I’m glad you’re here. When Elliot comes back, I can introduce you to him.”
She sat down in his seat. “Oh, the mysterious Elliot. Hey, when you’re done here, I’ll take you to the library. Would you like to see it?”
“What is it?”
She blinked twice, and then laughed. “Maybe you call it something else. It’s where we used to store books, but we don’t have those anymore. Instead, all the data-storage servers are there now. Really, there isn’t much to see. But, we could get you a tablet there. Unless Leo already got you one.”
“No, I don’t have one. I’d like that.”
Elliot approached the table from behind Willow. He pointed at her and mouthed: Friend?
I nodded once.
He smiled and gave me a thumbs-up. He reached out his hand to Willow before she was even aware that he was there. “Hi, you must be Fiona’s friend. I’m Elliot.” He clasped her arm and pumped it up and down, but she mostly just gaped at him.
“Yes, um, Elliot,” I said. “I would like you to meet Willow.”
“Hi,” she finally said.
“I’m sorry,” said Elliot, withdrawing his hand. “I didn’t mean to interrupt you ladies. You go on to your friend business. I’ll just go back to the apartment, okay, Fiona?”
“Okay,” I said.
Willow nodded, and he left.
“So, do I need to scrape you off the floor?” I asked.
“I don’t know what you mean,” she said.
“I mean, you just melted at the mere sight of Elliot.” I tried not to giggle.
“Oh. Well, I was actually fascinated. I mean, he very closely resembles my father. When he was younger, I mean.”
I didn’t buy it, but I allowed that she probably didn’t want to tell me how she felt. “So, you want to show me the library now?”
We walked together to the library. It was filled with loud, metal boxes that were extremely warm. I touched one and felt it vibrating under my hand. “What is this thing?”
“It’s just a series of data servers. Supposedly, they store a huge amount of information from before the winter. The ‘collective knowledge of the internet’ is what they called it when we learned about it in school. It will all be accessible on your tablet.”
At the far end of the room, there was a semi-opaque window. Willow pushed a button next to it, and one side of it slid open. An older man with thick glasses looked out at her. “Hi, my friend here would like a tablet, please,” she told him.
He glanced at me and then shifted his gaze back to Willow. “Name, please.”
“Willow.”
He pursed his lips. “Not you; I know who you are. What’s her name?”  He pointed at me.
“Fiona.”
“She isn’t on the roster.”
“How do you know? You didn’t even look,” said Willow.
“I don’t need to look. I know the whole thing backwards and forwards. There is nobody with that name on the roster.”
“Okay. Then, how do I get her on the roster?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never encountered someone who was not on the roster before. A better question is, why isn’t she on the roster?” He eyed me again. Uncomfortable, I slid closer to the wall so that I could be out of his line of sight.
Willow bit her lip. After a pause, she said, “She’s friends with Leo.”
“Who’s Leo?” he demanded.
“President Leo?”
He paused. “I don’t care who she’s friends with. She isn’t on the roster. And you should show that man some respect. Did he tell you to call him that?” He didn’t wait for an answer. He slid the window closed with a snap.
She moved to press the button again, but I caught her hand.
“There’s no need to push it, Willow. He’s just doing his job. We’ll figure out how to get me on the roster, and it’ll be fine.”
“I don’t understand. He’s never been anything short of friendly and helpful. Why would he be so stubborn?”
I turned her towards the door. “Maybe the next time I see Leo—President Leo—I can ask him about it. Okay? It’s fine.”
“Okay.”
She allowed me to steer her towards the door. Out in the hallway, she shook herself out of her thoughtful state. “Maybe I’ll just let you borrow mine for a few days. Until you can get on the roster, that is.”
“You can do without it?” I asked hesitantly.
“Oh, sure. I don’t use it nearly as much since I finished with school. Let’s go get it now.”
◆◆◆
 
Willow showed me some basic things to do with the tablet, and I tried my best to follow along. I was pretty sure she didn’t notice I couldn’t read. I was excited to try it out, and I quickly made my excuses so that I could return to the apartment and share it with Elliot.
But when I got back to the apartment, I could hear raised voices from behind the closed door. I paused and tried to hear who was talking.
“You can’t stay in here with her. That isn’t how things are done inside.”
“Fine. Then, get me a room with a door that locks.”
“You might have ruined the whole thing just for a lock?”
“I don’t feel safe. You let Ray do this to me, remember?”
There was a brief pause. “I’ll get you a safe room. But on a different floor. You have to distance yourself from her.”
“I doubt she’ll be comfortable with that. I’m not comfortable with that. I need to be able to keep an eye on her. You know, I’m tasked with her safety.”
“It’s up to me to keep her safe now. That’s the whole point of me partnering with her.”
I put my hand on the doorknob and was about to barge in. I didn’t need anyone to keep me safe. But, the door swung open, and Leo was standing there. His cheeks and neck were flushed, but he softened his expression as soon as he saw me. “Fiona. I just stopped by to ask you to a late lunch. But, Elliot says you already ate.”
I tried to get a peek of Elliot in the room, but Leo filled the doorway. “Yes, I did,” I said.
“Oh, you found a tablet. I asked my assistant to get you on the roster, but I thought I’d take you myself to collect it.”
“This isn’t mine,” I said, lifting the tablet for him to see. “It belongs to my friend, Willow.”
He tipped his head slightly. “And did she show you how to use it?”
I nodded. “She showed me a few things, yes.”
“But, she assumed too much, I would think.”
I felt my cheeks heat. “Yes.”
He touched my cheek in a strangely tender manner, and then cleared his throat. “Well, I’ll see to that, of course. I’m going to bring a tutor round for you tomorrow morning. How would that be?”
“A tutor?”
“Just someone who will help you begin your education. Inside, people your age have already finished even the highest levels of schooling. So, I’m not going to embarrass you by plunking you in a class of toddlers. Instead, you’ll have a private teacher. Elliot can sit in, too, if he likes.” He opened the door far enough for me to see Elliot. “What do you say, Elliot?”
Before Elliot could answer, I interrupted. “I have a dentist appointment tomorrow morning.”
Leo frowned slightly. “You’ve been busy today, haven’t you? Changed your hair, painted your nails, borrowed a tablet, and made a dentist appointment.” He caught my free hand in his and raised it to study the color of my nails. “You look lovely, of course. You have a raw beauty. But polish it up, and you’ll be breathtaking.”
“Thanks,” I said as I withdrew my hand.
He wasn’t deterred. “I’ll send the tutor by tomorrow afternoon, then. Can I walk you to the library to pick up your new tablet?”
I stole a look at Elliot. He was staring at the wall. “What about Elliot? He needs a tablet, too.”
“Oh, you’ll each get one. We can bring his back for him. Right, Elliot?”
“Sure,” he said. He didn’t look away from the wall.
Leo put his hand on my shoulder and slid it down to the small of my back as he guided me down the hallway and away from my apartment. I tried to get a glimpse of his face from the corner of my eye, but he was slightly behind me.
“What was that all about?” I asked.
“What?”
“Come on. I heard you arguing.”
“Right. I couldn’t expect you to pretend like you hadn’t eavesdropped.”
“I didn’t do it on purpose. And what is that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing,” he said. “Ah, here’s the library.”
I stopped short of entering. “You didn’t answer my question.”
“You were listening. You know what it was about.”
“I’m giving you the opportunity to explain yourself,” I said.
He glanced around for others, and then stepped closer to me and lowered his voice. “Inside the mountain, you will find that the idea of your choosing ceremony is not well-received. We believe in family units and partnership. People here wouldn’t accept that I am your partner if you are living with another man.”
“I haven’t said that I accept you as a partner,” I said. I stepped past him into the library.
He caught my arm. “It doesn’t matter that you haven’t decided. If you live with him, you won’t have a decision to make at all.”
“Are you giving me an ultimatum?”
“No. I’m simply pointing out the truth. If he lives with you, I can’t be your partner. People won’t like it. I can’t have people judging me for insignificant things. A future queen should be aware of such a thought process.”
“As it happens, I am aware of such a thought process,” I said. He knew what the people there would think better than I did, and I had to let him guide me. But, I didn’t have to like it. “I’m sure Elliot will be happy enough wherever you can find him a room. So long as he is safe from Ray, and anyone else who has some grief to work out.”
He glanced around again. “Don’t talk to me in that tone,” he said. “People can hear you.”
“Why? Are you afraid people won’t like that I can think for myself?”
He stilled, except for a tiny twitch above his right eye. I couldn’t stop staring at the spot as it jumped. I started to get the sensation I’d often had with Orion—that war between the fear of whatever pain was going to be delivered and the urge to just get it over with.
Then, he smiled. He put his hands on my shoulders and just grinned like an idiot. “I know you don’t see it yet,” he said. “But, we’re going to be great together. You’ll see.” He laughed and went to the window, then pressed the button. He asked the man with the glasses for a tablet, and the man handed him one. The man didn’t ask for my name. “Wait, I need another,” said Leo.
The man passed a second tablet through the window without saying a word. He raised his eyebrows above the heavy rim of his glasses, waiting. But, Leo only said, “Thank you, Malcolm,” and turned away.
I heard the window slide shut as we exited the library. Leo handed me the two new tablets. “You’ll learn so much from these. You’ll have access to the kind of knowledge your group could never have imagined.”
I accepted the tablets but didn’t respond. He seemed pleased with himself. I stifled the urge to smack him upside his smug face with the three tablets I now held, stacked together.
He looked at me then. His face fell. “What is it?”
“You think you’re better than me. That you’re superior.”
“I wouldn’t say that. We’re products of two entirely different situations.”
“But, you think your situation is better.”
He shrugged. “It’s only human nature that I think my situation is better. Just as you surely think your situation is better than mine.”
That was the problem. I didn’t think my situation was better. But, I couldn’t tell him that.
Someone stopped us to speak to Leo. I excused myself and kept walking before he could stop me. When I got back to the apartment, Elliot was gone. I closed the door and leaned against it, then slowly slid to the floor.




Chapter 12

Willow accompanied me to the dentist as she’d promised. It was more painful than I’d expected, and I was glad when it was over. But, my teeth did look whiter. We went to lunch together, and I noticed that, though others still weren’t speaking to me directly, a number of people actually made eye contact. The woman behind the counter even managed not to glare when she handed me my plate.
Willow had work to do and left me at the apartment to wait for the tutor to arrive. I sat with my tablet and tried to remember even one of the tricks Willow had shown me the day before, but I couldn’t get it to do anything.
There was a knock at the door. I answered it and found the tutor and Elliot standing in the hall.
“Hello, you must be Fiona,” she said. She extended her arm in greeting.
I shook it and nodded. “Yes, and you are?”
“You may call me Annie. I’m very pleased to meet you. President Leo asked me to pay you and Elliot a visit. I’ve reserved a classroom, if you’d like to collect your tablet. We’ll wait here.”
“All right,” I said. I grabbed both of our tablets and went back to the hall.
“Wonderful. If you’ll just follow me?”
I handed Elliot his tablet, and we trailed along behind her. I studied her from behind. She wore a long, black garment that was rather like a robe, and she was carrying a square, leather bag over her shoulder. Her hair was thick and dark with threads of gray running through it. It was parted down the middle and hung straight to her shoulders. Occasionally, I could see gray strands which refused to conform to the severe shape standing up and shining under the lights as we moved beneath them.
She opened a door, and the lights flickered on. There was a table with a few chairs in the center of a small room. A small, square object sat in the middle of the table, but other than that, there was little else to see.
“Have a seat,” she said as she shut the door. “We’ll first assess your learning styles. I am an audio teacher primarily, but sometimes, visual. So, we may find that you’ll do better with someone else. Okay?”
“Okay,” said Elliot. “Just tell us how to start.”
She withdrew some objects from her bag and explained that most people learned with a primary learning style, either auditory, visual, or tactile.
“There are a select few people who are lucky enough to be able to learn in all three ways very well. I would suspect that, up until now, you have been forced to learn in a very tactile way. Am I right?”
Elliot and I exchanged a glance. “I suppose so,” Elliot answered.
I shrugged.
She placed some items with strange markings on the table.
“You understand that we don’t know how to read, right?” I said. My cheeks felt hot.
“President Leo explained your situation very carefully,” she said. “The test won’t involve reading.”
She clipped a small device to the square on the table. Then, she handed each of us another small device. “All you have to do is hold the device like so in your palm,” she said as she demonstrated how to hold her own device. “The lights will be turned off. Don’t be alarmed. Please understand that none of this is real. You will not be physically harmed in any way. Okay?”
She didn’t give us time to respond. The lights went out, and the room was dark. But then, the square in the center of the table began to glow. It grew and pulsed, and then, there was an image above the table. Initially, it was a bird. It flew around the room several times, and then perched on a branch. It sang a song.
I watched, fascinated, as it continued to sing. The room slowly changed into a forest. Other creatures were darting in and around the foliage. The air felt warm and moist around me. A black, furry animal jumped onto the table and moved towards Elliot, clearly stalking some prey. I could hear its sharp claws ticking on the tabletop surface as it slunk past me. It let out a godawful roar and charged right at Elliot.
Elliot sprang from his seat. “What the hell?!” he shouted.
But, the creature had actually jumped at something directly behind Elliot. It was now busily tearing it apart.
“You may return to your seat, Elliot,” said Annie. “And I’ll remind you that you won’t be harmed.”
Elliot scowled but sat back in his seat. We watched as a variety of events unfolded around us. There were countless opportunities to flinch, cover our ears, or close our eyes. I couldn’t wait for it to be over.
Finally, the images faded, and Annie turned the lights on.
“That was certainly interesting,” she said. “I’ve never had students react the way you two do. Perhaps because this somewhat resembles real life to you.”
I chewed my lip, rather than respond. Elliot glared at her, but she was tapping on her tablet.
“All right. Well. The results indicate that you are both very strong auditory learners.” She clapped her hands, wove her fingers together, and clenched until her knuckles turned white. “We’re in this together, then.”
“When do we start?” I asked.
“There’s no time like the present,” she said, with a raised brow.
Chastened, I lowered my eyes to the table.
“We’ll begin with the alphabet. I understand you don’t know it?”
“What’s the alphabet?” said Elliot.
She inhaled sharply and held her breath for a moment. “I do believe I have my work cut out for me,” she said.
◆◆◆
 
We spent the entire afternoon with Annie. Midway through, there was no mistaking that she’d been saddled with this job against her better judgment. She was condescending and rude and didn’t miss an opportunity to point out our ignorance. Also, she never allowed us time to use the restroom or eat, though she excused herself several times to visit the facilities herself.
Since we were auditory learners, she insisted on teaching us a nursery rhyme to learn the names of the letters in the alphabet. At the end of class, she loaded up our tablets with homework exercises, which would be due the following day. She demonstrated how to use the tablet to do them, and then sent us on our way. “I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow morning,” she said, giving us a wide, fake smile. “Don’t be late!” The last was barked more than spoken.
I scuttled from the room as quickly as possible. I hoped to run into Leo so that I could complain about her demeanor. Surely, he could find someone who was actually willing to teach us.
But, Elliot interrupted my thoughts on the subject. “If I’m not mistaken,” he said as we practically ran down the hallway, “Leo is testing us.”
“Testing us?”
“He wants to see if we’ll give up. If we have enough resolve to see this through. He wants to marry you, and you haven’t agreed. Why else would he intentionally inflict that woman on us?”
“I don’t think so. He wouldn’t be like that.”
Elliot looked at me sideways. “You have a soft spot for him.” He poked me in the side. “I think you like him.”
I shook him off. “It’s only logical, Elliot.”
“Oh, I believe you,” he said. He mimicked me in a falsetto voice, “Leo wouldn’t be like that.” He broke out laughing.
People coming towards us in the hallway openly stared.
“Stop it,” I said in a low voice.
“Why?” he teased. “Are you afraid someone will tell Leo you like him?”
I glared at him.
“All right, I’ll stop.” He held up his hands in surrender. “I’m only pointing out the obvious, though. You like him. He likes you. Future queen. President. Marry him and improve everyone’s situation.”
I stopped. Nobody seemed to be in earshot now. I leaned closer. “I understand the situation, thanks. What I don’t understand is how we will improve their situation.”
“By teaching them about the outside,” he said. “They need to get out of the mountain to reach their goal.”
“What goal is that?”
“Rebuilding humanity. The way it was before the winter.” He tipped his head. “I thought Leo told you this.”
“I don’t know anything about the way humanity was before. And neither do you. How would we know what that entails?”
Elliot shrugged. “I’m sure if you asked him, Leo would be pleased to court you with the details.” He waggled his eyebrows as he spoke.
“Whatever, Elliot.” I pushed him aside and continued walking. “We’ve got homework to do. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
He stayed where he was, laughing at his own stupid jokes.
◆◆◆
 
Leo did stop by shortly after I returned from a quick dinner run to the commissary. The homework was difficult—I’d easily spent two hours on it and had completed less than half of it.
I invited him in, and he sat at the table, where I had my tablet and the remains of my dinner.
“Ah, studying,” he said.
“Yes, I have a lot of homework.”
He smiled. “Don’t worry; I won’t stay long. I just wanted to know how it went.”
I paused.  “She seems very knowledgeable,” I finally said.
He laughed. “That is not a glowing recommendation, Fiona.”
I began clearing my dinnerplate and utensils, placing them back onto the tray.
He touched my wrist. “You needn’t try to hide how you feel,” he said. “If you don’t like her, say so. There are a dozen other just as qualified people I could give the job to instead.”
I sat down in the chair across from him. Did he have to seem so kind and caring? “It isn’t that I don’t like her. It’s more that she doesn’t like us.”
He nodded and frowned but didn’t say anything.
“She seems to believe we’re not just uneducated. More like stupid and ignorant.”
“I will make sure you have someone new in the morning, then. It won’t do for you to be uncomfortable. That isn’t a suitable learning environment.”
“No—I don’t want her to lose her position. I was only venting. I don’t want you to do anything.”
“Well, maybe I’ll just have a chat with her about what you’re covering, then.”
“Do you need to speak to her at all?” I said. I really didn’t want to get Annie in trouble.
“Yes, she’s required to update me on your progress tomorrow, after your lessons.”
“Oh.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll be discreet. Oh! Before I forget, I brought something for you.” He reached into his pocket and produced a slim, blue, stick-shaped object. “This is a stylus for your tablet. You’ll need it when you learn to write. It was mine when I was in school.” He pushed it across the table to me.
I picked it up. It was lightweight. One end was slightly pointed, with a tiny, ball-shaped protrusion over the point to blunt it. The other end felt prickly.
“Tooth marks,” he said. “A bad habit I had as a boy.”
I smiled. “Thank you, Leo. I appreciate it.”
“I’ll let you get back to studying. May I meet you for lunch tomorrow?”
I ducked my head slightly, my cheeks heating up. “Of course,” I said. I was relieved that my voice didn’t warble as I said it.
He smiled. “I’ll look for you then.” He stood up and went to the door. I stood, but he waved me back to my seat. “I can see myself out. You’ve got work to do.” He opened the door; then, just before he shut it, he poked his head back inside. “Your teeth look lovely, by the way.” Then, he ducked back out and shut the door.
My stomach flip-flopped. Maybe Elliot was right. Maybe I did like Leo. Was I being stubborn by not accepting his proposal? I’d neglected to ask about what he stood to gain by incorporating the village into his plans. But, he was right that I had work to do. I pushed it from my mind and resumed my homework.
The morning came too quickly. I felt unprepared to face Annie in class but knew I had no choice. A bleary-eyed Elliot arrived just as it was time to leave, and we walked to class together. I didn’t mention Leo’s visit the night before. I didn’t want to discuss my feelings for Leo with Elliot again.
Annie was waiting for us in the classroom. “I told you not to be late,” she said.
“We’re not,” said Elliot, holding up his tablet. “We’re right on time.”
“I know. I was just surprised you could follow such an instruction,” she responded.
I sat down in my seat. Maybe at lunch, I would ask Leo to have a word with her, after all.
“Tablets, please.” We held up our tablets, and she tapped hers to each of ours in turn. “I see we have satisfactorily completed the homework. Very good. I was worried I would have to spend a lot of time reviewing this morning. Shall we get started, then?” She began with reciting the alphabet, without the aid of a rhyming song. We were almost done when the door swung open, and a woman who somehow managed to look even more severe than Annie entered the room.
Annie heard the door but didn’t turn to face it. “You are interrupting an important session, so you may take your leave now,” she said.
The woman’s upper lip curled into a snarl. “I’ll take my leave when I’m good and ready,” she said.
Annie spun around. “Oh! I didn’t realize . . . I mean, I must apologize, Ma’am. Please, do come in, if you’d like.”
The woman entered and sat in a tired-looking chair that was shoved into the corner. “Continue with the lesson, Annie.” She produced a tablet from a large pocket and sat with her finger poised above it.
Annie turned to do as she was told but soon swung back to face her aggressor. “Ma’am, I do appreciate your visit, of course. But, I believe you have much more important things to do than watch over the education of outsiders. You needn’t feel like you should stay.”
“You’re right. I do have more important things to do. And you’d better believe you’re going to be compensating me well for having to take the time to look in on you.”
“But, I didn’t ask—”
The woman interrupted. “You’re over your head, Annie, dear. Please, continue.”
Annie stood, frozen for a moment. Then, her shoulders hunched the tiniest-perceivable amount, and she turned back to us. “Let us continue with our letter recognition. Elliot?”
The whole rest of the morning passed, with the stern woman sitting in the corner. She occasionally nodded or tsked with her tongue. Her fingers tapped away at her tablet, though she never looked down to observe what her fingers were producing.
Again, Annie didn’t give us breaks.  But at least today, she didn’t take any, either. She kept her back to the woman in the corner but if I’d ever believed the talk of women having a third eye in the back of their heads, it was then. She seemed to feel every tap against the tablet internally.
Finally, it was time for lunch, and we were dismissed. Elliot rushed out, but I did my best to walk, rather than run out the door. I was glad I’d shown some restraint when I saw that Leo was waiting in the hall. “Hello. I didn’t think she was ever going to dismiss you,” he said.             
The stern woman emerged from behind me, and Leo’s smile changed into a smirk. “I see my secret weapon has arrived to save your day.” He kissed the stern woman on the cheek. “Mother, I should like you to meet Fiona. Fiona, this is my mother.”
I extended my arm for their traditional greeting, but she greeted me instead with the village handshake. “Please, call me Pacifica. I’ve heard a lot about you, my dear. I do hope that you haven’t formed your opinion of the colony based on the unfortunate biases of your teacher.”
“Someone once told me that we all have a bias towards our own upbringing,” I said.
“There’s truth to that, terrible as it is. Rest assured that you’re holding your own. You and Elliot are both making remarkable progress,” she said. She smiled. “And I don’t think Annie will give you difficulty again.”
“Thank you, Ma’am.”
“It was lovely to meet you. I hope to see you soon. But, I understand you have a lunch date with my Leo.” She winked at me.
I felt my face heat up, and I nodded.
“Mother, you’re embarrassing Fiona,” Leo said.
“I can see that. And you’re right. She does have quite a raw beauty about her.” She looked me over. “Clearly, royalty.”
“Mother.”
“All right. Goodbye, then.” She leaned in towards Leo, and he delivered another peck on her cheek. She patted my arm and went on her way.
“Wow,” I said when she was gone. “I don’t believe I’ve ever met anyone as formidable as her before.”
Leo smiled. “Don’t let her fool you. Deep down, she’s quite softhearted.”
“Is that where you get it from?” I asked.
He flinched. “Don’t flirt unless you mean it, Fiona.”
“Who says I don’t mean it?” My heart leapt into my throat. I hadn’t really meant to say either of those things.
He stepped close. “Do you think I’m softhearted?”
I frowned. “I don’t think it; I know it. It’s quite obvious.”
“I thought I hid it well.” He stepped even closer. “It’s unseemly for a president to be a pushover.”
My eyes moved to his lips. Was he going to kiss me?
A door slamming down the hall jolted us both from the moment. He smoothly put an arm over my shoulder and turned me, as if he had only been standing so close to me for the purpose of directing me somewhere. “I do believe lunch is waiting,” he said.
I nodded and allowed him to steer me along. If he wasn’t going to kiss me, at least I could enjoy the feeling of his hand against the small of my back.
◆◆◆
 
“Your mother seems . . . nice,” I said. We were in the commissary, eating lunch between visits by many of Leo’s constituents.
He laughed. “That’s a loaded statement.”
“She was nice to me, anyway. Poor Annie got quite the snout-full.”
“I hope you don’t mind. I know you asked me not to interfere. But, I can’t have people treating you that way. And Annie has been in need of an attitude adjustment for some time, now.”
“Why did you pick her, then?”
“Other than my mother, she’s the best. Why else?”
I nodded. A woman approached the table. “Excuse me, Mr. President?” she said.
“Yes?” He set down his fork and turned to her.
It seemed to remind her that she was interrupting his meal. “Um, well, it can wait. But, I had some questions about the new laundry rules?”
“Nonsense. If it’s important to you, it’s important to me.”
She continued about some new restriction and how it was difficult for her family. I didn’t pay much attention to what she said. Instead, I watched her. She never actually touched him, but her hand was hovering over his shoulder as she talked. It irritated me.
“Fiona?” he said.
Crud, they were talking to me, and I wasn’t paying attention. “Yes?”
“I was just introducing you to Penny. I think you would have a lot in common with her.”
Penny’s expression confirmed that, in fact, we had only one thing in common, and that was not likely to be something we wanted to share.
“Nice to meet you,” I said. I smiled but didn’t stand or move to grip her arm.
“Likewise, I’m sure,” she said. “Well, I don’t want to interrupt you further. Maybe I could stop by your office later?”
Unable to restrain myself, I settled my hand on Leo’s. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth for the briefest of moments. “I’m sure Leo’s assistant would be happy to help you with your problem,” I said.
Penny’s eyes bulged dangerously. Spurred on by her reaction, I lightly stroked the back of Leo’s hand.
“Yes, Penny. My assistant would welcome the opportunity,” said Leo.
“Right,” she said. “Your assistant.” She looked at me and licked her lips deliberately. She turned back to Leo. “Thank you for your time, Sir.” She turned and left, her stiff posture broadcasting her dislike for me.
Leo pressed his other hand on top of mine. “That was rather nice,” he said.
“Mm.”
“I think the solution to our problem is obvious now.”
“What problem?” I asked.
“Your indecision.” He leaned closer so that only I could hear. It felt as though everyone else faded away, and my attention zeroed in on him until I saw him in sharper colors and angles than anything I’d ever witnessed before. “You don’t want to get to know me. You want to be courted. To be loved.”
Heat stole up my neck and over my face.
“You needn’t be embarrassed,” he said. “It would be a pleasure to court you. I’d like to take you to dinner and spend idle time together. A stolen kiss here and there; that would be most welcome, too.” He raised his eyebrows, breaking the spell.
“Don’t tease me,” I said, turning away.
“I’m not teasing. Not at all,” he said, leaning back into his chair. “But, I do like to have some fun now and then. Don’t you?”
“I haven’t had many opportunities for fun,” I said.
“We’ll fix that straightaway. When you’re finished with your homework this afternoon, come to my office, and we’ll accomplish something fun.”
I agreed, but before he could elaborate, another citizen with an urgent requirement approached. I finished my meal in silence, not really paying attention to the parade of people demanding his expertise.
When it was clear that he wasn’t going to get to finish his own meal—let alone say anything more to me—I cleared my plate and waved goodbye to him from across the room. He waved back and winked. People standing near him tried to determine whom he was waving at, but they couldn’t seem to see me. That was fine. He could see me, and that was enough.




Chapter 13

It was past dinnertime when I completed all my homework to my satisfaction. Annie might have been a mean sort, but I still felt motivated to please her and excel. Perhaps that’s where her teaching strength lay.
I went to Leo’s office and entered the outer room. The lights were low, and his assistant was not sitting at her desk. Tentatively, I walked the length of the room to his inner office door. It was slightly ajar. Inside, I could hear him talking, though I couldn’t hear anyone else responding.
I tapped on the door and pushed it open. He was striding back and forth. “Fiona,” he said, coming to the door and guiding me inside. “I was starting to think that you weren’t coming.”
“I had a lot of homework to do.”
“Yes, I knew that, of course. I just—nerves, I guess.” He splayed his hands out in a gesture of futility.
“I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. I know you’re a busy man.”
“I’ll never be too busy for you,” he said. He tipped his head after he said it, as if he were surprised to find he felt that way. “You must be hungry. Forget something fun. Let’s just have something to eat.”
“All right,” I said. I didn’t really want to go back to the commissary and watch other people speak to him while I ate. But, I was hungry.
He went behind his desk and produced a metal box. “Let’s go to the outer office. More room to spread out there,” he said. I followed him, and he spread a blanket on the floor and set the metal box in the middle. He sat down and patted the blanket beside him. “Come, sit.” I obeyed and watched as he extracted a variety of foods from the box. They all appeared to be from the village. A prickle of homesickness caught at my throat. “Do you like it?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said. It was all I could say without letting a sob escape. I realized I missed the village terribly, though I had nobody there who really missed me. Except maybe the queen. Even so, the familiar sights, sounds, smells—I had none of those comforts here.
“You must be wondering how I’ve come by these things,” he said, handing me a plate heaped with food. Something in his tone made my insides wither. “I doubt your mother has ever mentioned this to you, but our groups have been in communication for quite some time. She sends her most trusted advisor to stay with us every year for about a month. You probably know him. Barrow?”
“Yes,” I said. My heart sank.
“He’s been coming here since before I was even born. A rough man, but he seems respectable. He certainly has the interests of the village at heart.”
“Does he?” I asked.
He set his plate down. “I have the feeling I’ve said something you don’t agree with.”
“Barrow and I likely don’t see eye to eye,” I said.
“Really. That’s surprising. You know him well?”
“No. Not really.”
He smiled. “Then, how do you know you don’t see eye to eye?”
“He advised the queen not to allow me to have an extra choosing.  He said that it would only make me more of a spoiled brat.”
“You’re royalty,” he said, smirking. “You have to expect the occasional unfair reference to your advantages.”
“My advantages didn’t save me from being a slave in the fields for six months,” I said.
“But, your advantages brought you here to me,” he said. He leaned closer. “I have to admit, I had nothing but governing expectations for our relationship before we met. But, I find myself quite taken with you.” He touched my cheek and ran his thumb over my lower lip. Then, he brushed his lips over mine, a whisper of a kiss.
I jerked away. “You say that like you had meeting me planned for a long time,” I said.
“That’s because I did,” he said.  He smiled. “Barrow and I’ve been planning a potential union since before I became president.”
“But, I got here by accident. When Elliot killed Orion.”
“Orion. He was unfortunate. I envy Elliot for having killed him. I would’ve liked to have done that myself.”
“This is serious,” I said. I pushed away from him, to the far corner of the blanket. “I’m not just a pawn. I’m a human being.”
“Of course, you are. And I am being serious.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me towards him, bunching the blanket up on the slick floor. “Look. I’ve been planning this alliance between our groups for some time. I wanted the bond to be strong. Barrow was supposed to bring you here to introduce you after you’d been forgotten in the fields. Neither one of us planned for the queen to put you in for another choosing. We certainly didn’t plan for Elliot to bring you here. But happily, he did.”
“Does Elliot know about this?”
“No. This is between Barrow and me. Why would Elliot know?”
I tipped my head. “Because Barrow is Elliot’s father,” I said.
Leo stood. “You enjoy the picnic,” he said. “I have a few things to see to.”
“Wait. Where are you going?”
“I’m going to find out what Elliot knows.”
I scrambled from the blanket. “I’ll come with you.”
“It doesn’t concern you,” he said, moving to the door.
I grabbed onto his shirtsleeve. “The hell it doesn’t,” I said. “If you want to partner with me, then I have to be a partner. An equal partner. I’m coming, too.”
“Fine,” he said, jerking the door open. “But, I don’t want to hear about it when you aren’t happy with what he says.”
I trailed after him as he stalked through the halls. I didn’t know where he was going, and I did my best to keep up. Finally, he stopped at an apartment door and banged his fist on it.
After a moment, Elliot swung the door open. He knitted his eyebrows together and opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Leo pushed the door open and forced his way in. Elliot stepped to the side and allowed him to pass. “Hello,” Elliot said to me.
I didn’t answer. I entered the room, too, and closed the door behind me.
“What’s going on?” Elliot said.
“When were you going to tell me that Barrow is your father?” demanded Leo.
Elliot’s eyes darted between us. “I didn’t know it was relevant,” he said.
“You didn’t know that he and I have been planning an alliance?”
“How could you be doing that?” asked Elliot.
“Don’t play stupid. We’ve been making plans for years,” said Leo.
“You’ve met my dad? How? Where?”
“Yes. Every year, he stays here for a period. Over time, we’ve built a relationship. Your father is an advisor to the queen, right?”
“Right,” Elliot said. “But, I don’t understand. He’s been coming here? You mean, on behalf of the queen?”
“That’s what he claims. Are you aware of his plans?”
Elliot ruffled his hair between his fingers. “My father and I don’t talk much, so no. I wasn’t actually aware of his plans, considering I didn’t know he knew where the mountain was.”
“How have you not noticed that your father disappears for weeks at a time?”
“Look, Leo. My dad is a difficult man. He could be . . . forceful with his family. He expected us to do what he said. And I most often did.”
“Tell him what happened when you didn’t obey him,” I said.
“He would kick me out of the village. That’s how I met Ray.”
Leo sat down at the table and sighed. “It’s important that I can trust you, Elliot.”
Elliot turned away and muttered something under his breath.
“What?” said Leo, his voice just a little too loud. “What did you say?”
Elliot approached the table and put his palms down against the surface. The backs of his hands tensed as he collected himself. “I said, that’s rich coming from you after how you’ve treated me.”
Leo stood so fast, his chair fell backward onto the floor. “Don’t forget who took you in, who’s giving you an education.” He jabbed a finger at Elliot. “You think I’m doing that without risk? The people here are afraid of you. They don’t want you here. I’m giving you this opportunity. Not Fiona. Not Ray. Not you. Me.” He jerked his thumb at himself.
“Don’t do me any favors,” said Elliot.
“This isn’t a joke!”
“Okay, you want the truth? You can’t trust me. But that’s because I know I can’t trust you.”
I stepped between them. “Maybe we should take a moment to settle down,” I said.
“I apologized,” said Leo. “I was wrong to let Ray be that way. I was upset, and I let it cloud my judgment. Okay?”
“It isn’t okay. You think you’re so civilized. And that’s how you treated me.”
“Elliot. I know Fiona would like you to stay. I want her to be comfortable and happy. But, I can’t let you stay here like this. So, please. Consider her for a moment, would you?”
Elliot glanced at me. “I want Fiona to be happy, too. But, I won’t blindly follow you. I can’t. My allegiance is to her.”
“Right now, she isn’t in charge. I am,” said Leo.
I suppressed my urge to tell him to shove it.
“This is when you decide whether you stay or go,” said Leo. “What’s it going to be?”
“Wait, Leo,” I said. “Don’t you believe in me?”
Leo’s face softened. “I don’t have a reason not to,” he said.
“That isn’t an answer,” said Elliot. “You expect something of me, and you can’t even give it to Fiona. You proposed to her. Is that the kind of partner you’ll be?”
Leo turned to me, his expression serious now. “I believe in you, Fiona.”
“Good,” I said. “If you feel that way about me, then you’ll let Elliot stay, because I trust him.”
His eyes shifted between us. For a moment, I thought he was going to say no. But then, he relented.
“All right. He can stay. For now. But if I find out he has some crazy idea cooked up with his father, the punishment will be worse than being kicked out of the colony.”
“Fair enough,” I said. “Elliot, do you agree?”
Elliot nodded once. “I don’t think I really have a choice. But, I agree.”
“Good,” said Leo. “We’ll leave you in peace.”
I gave Elliot a sympathetic look and followed Leo into the hall.
“Would you like to finish our picnic?” he asked.
I winced. “I think I’ve lost my appetite,” I said.
He bowed his head. “You’re upset with me.”
“Yes. No.” I shrugged. “I get where you’re coming from. Personal feelings just mix it up a bit.”
“I didn’t want to upset you. But you must understand, I couldn’t have him in here, making plans to take over. I’ve got to protect my people.”
“Would it be so horrible if someone else took over?”
“All I’ve ever wanted is to be president.”
We walked in silence. He led the way, and I soon realized he meant to deposit me back in my own apartment.
“Would you like to come in?” I asked when we arrived at my door.
“I can’t help but notice that you’re talking about us as if you’ve accepted my proposal today.”
“Maybe you should come in.”
“Why? Are you going to say yes?” He smiled a crooked smile. “I’ve been waiting patiently.”
I didn’t answer. I went in and turned on the lights. After a beat or two, he followed me, and I heard the door click shut softly.
“So?” he said.
“So,” I repeated. “In the village, people only marry for love. It’s not a business arrangement.”
“And you don’t want to marry for a business arrangement?”
“Not really, no.”
“What about as the queen?”
I shook my head. “The queen doesn’t marry.”
“But, you aren’t the queen. Yet. So, you could marry.”
“I really couldn’t say. It’s never been done before.”
He moved to stand in front of me. I couldn’t look up at him. I didn’t want to have to tell him that I needed to hear that he wanted to marry me because he loved me. I wanted him to figure it out for himself.
“I want you to be happy,” he said. He leaned forward and whispered in my ear, “I want to be happy with you. Couldn’t we be happy together?”
Butterflies danced down my spine, and my mouth dried out. “Maybe,” I said.
“Happiness isn’t a business arrangement.”
I didn’t answer.
“You need to think about it more.”
“No.” I said. I knew my answer; if only he’d ask the right question.
His hands settled on my shoulders, and he pulled me to him. “Is this goodbye?”
“No. But, I can’t say yes yet.”
He dropped his hands and took a step back. “Okay.”
I stepped toward him and raised my eyes to his. “You don’t have anything to say to me? To confess? To ask?”
A confused look passed over his face. “You’ve already seen me at my worst. What more could I confess?”
It was my turn to step back. Maybe he didn’t love me. I gave him a halfhearted smile. “Lunch tomorrow?”
He nodded and went to the door. He paused and looked back at me. “I can’t help but feel like I’ve failed a test.”
“You haven’t failed yet. You didn’t pass, either.”
“Until tomorrow, then.”
“Goodnight.”




Chapter 14

Weeks passed. Leo and I saw each other every day. He never pressed me to answer his proposal, which I appreciated. But, he also never pledged his undying love. I moved through the days in a haze, feeling exquisitely alive in a painful sort of way whenever he was around.  
Things finally came to a head when Barrow arrived.
I went to Leo’s office for lunch, but his assistant didn’t show me in right away. She motioned to the chairs positioned along the wall and told me to have a seat. I sat where she’d indicated and tried not to be annoyed.
The inner office door opened shortly after that, and Barrow came storming out. He was nearly past me before he noticed me.
He stopped and pointed a finger at me. “You,” he accused.
“Hello,” I said.
He turned and stalked back to the inner office. “Fiona! That brat is who you’re replacing me with?”
I couldn’t see Leo, but I heard him. “That brat was once your future queen. And she is almost certainly the future co-leader of our mutual society. So, I’ll thank you to show her some respect.”
“I’d rather gouge out my own eyeballs!” shouted Barrow. “She’s nothing, even compared to her mother, and you know how I feel about her! You’re making a big mistake!”
Leo’s voice lowered. “You may think she’s nothing, but I happen to love her. And love makes men do crazy things, as I think you know. So, you’ll either show her some respect or I’ll be forcing your respect down your throat, along with those gouged-out eyeballs.”
Barrow slammed the door and stalked through the room again. “This isn’t over,” he said as he passed by me. He glared at me with his upper lip curled into a sneer. He slammed the second door.
I looked at the assistant.
She shrugged. “I guess you can go in now,” she said.
I knocked and opened the door. Leo looked up as I came in. “Fiona.” His face crinkled into a smile. “You’re just what I needed.”
“I have a question for you,” I said.
“All right. Sit down.”
I sat in the chair across from the desk and cleared my throat. “What exactly is your vision for the future? For the collective group, I mean.”
He nodded. “Let me show you something.” He tapped at his tablet, and then pushed it across the desk to me. “This is a photo of something called a ‘city’ before the winter.”
I looked at the photo. It showed strange, rectangular buildings, swathed over a horizon.
“I want to build a city. My group has spent too long cowering in this mountain. And your group has spent too long scratching out an existence. We need to create this space where we can be one together, to advance past our situation. And I think we need you, and you need us, if we’re going to do that.”
“But, these just look like buildings. How will that advance anything?”
“It doesn’t really advance anything. It just provides the spirit, the catalyst. If we can work together to build something like this, we can do anything. It will be our inspiration.”
I looked back at the picture. It would be nice to live outside again, and not in a drafty hut. “Did you mean what you said to Barrow?” I asked.
“Mean what?”
“I heard the last part of your exchange. After he left your office, and then went back.”
“Oh. Well, it was just a threat, you know. I wouldn’t actually gouge out his eyeballs.”
“Not that. I couldn’t care less about what happens to his eyeballs. I meant about how you feel. About me.”
He shook his head. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to remind me what I said. I was upset, and I don’t recall.”
I gulped but knew I had to repeat it. “You said you loved me.”
“Oh. Well, yes, of course, I meant that. It’s rather obvious that I love you, isn’t it?”
“No,” I said. “It isn’t.”
“Come on, now. I’ve told you that I love you a hundred times,” he said, smiling.
“You’ve never said that. Not once.”
“Maybe not in words. But with my actions.”
I studied the pattern on the rug below my chair.
“It’s why you wouldn’t accept the proposal, isn’t it? You thought I didn’t have feelings for you.”
I nodded. “I’ve been waiting.”
He came around the desk and lifted me to stand in front of him. “Fiona,” he said, putting a hand on each cheek. “I will love you until the day I die. And I want nothing more than to spend my life building a new world with you at my side, as my wife. As my partner.”
My knees started to shake. This was what I’d wanted to hear, what I’d needed to hear. But, something still didn’t feel right. Was my gut or my heart telling me that? I didn’t know. I shook it off and kissed him. “Yes, let’s do that,” I said.
Leo let out a whoop and danced me around the office furniture. I followed along clumsily, caught in his arms. The doubt faded away, and I left it in the dark.
◆◆◆
 
He announced our betrothal the next day. It happened to be a church day, and most of the colony was there. It was customary after the service for Leo to get up and have a town-hall type of meeting. Or at least, that’s how he explained it; I’d never attended one before, because I didn’t know they happened every week.
Leo came to collect me an hour before the meeting was to start. “I know you haven’t been to one of these. So, I brought you something,” he said. He held out a box that was surprisingly light. I opened it and found a lovely new tunic and pants in a lavender shade. The fabric was softer than anything I’d ever felt before.
“It will set off your eyes. You’ll wear it today, won’t you?”
“Of course, thank you.” I went to the bathroom to get ready.
When I came back, Willow was waiting with him. “Congratulations,” she said. She hugged me, but it felt stiff and awkward—and not just because I wasn’t accustomed to people touching me.
“I asked Willow to come and help you with your hair. I thought you might like for it to look special today.”
“Thank you,” I said. Willow twisted my hair up into a loose knot and wove a few strands of a golden ribbon through it.
“You look beautiful as ever,” Leo said when she was done.
I thanked her again, and she left. “Something seemed strange about Willow,” I said to Leo.
He shrugged. “Maybe it’s because Barrow is here. He’s her father, though I don’t think they speak.”
“What?” I said. “Barrow has a child here?”
“Children,” corrected Leo. “He has six children here in the colony.”
“Are you serious? He has children in the village, as well—more than just Elliot.”
“I’m not surprised,” said Leo. “He is a man who likes to have control.” His tablet beeped, and he checked it. “It’s time to get to the meeting. Are you ready?”
With some effort, I put Barrow from my mind. Today was to be the day when the colony would begin to accept me. At least, that’s what I hoped. Naturally, many people had seen me around with Leo, but not many of them had ever actually seen me.
“Yes, let’s go,” I said.
We went to the meeting hall. Leo had timed it so that we’d follow the preacher into our seats, and the preacher would begin. He said he did it every week because people flocked to him and prevented the timely start of the meeting. As we walked up the aisle behind the preacher, I felt the eyes of nearly everyone there upon me. I heard more than one person ask who I was in a whisper. I kept my head high and focused on keeping a neutral expression on my face.
Leo showed me my seat on the front bench, next to his mother. She smiled at me and patted my knee. “Good morning, Fiona. You look lovely today,” she whispered.
“Thank you,” I said. There wasn’t time to say anything else. The moment Leo had set his rear on the bench, the preacher began to speak.
I don’t know what he talked about. I couldn’t pay attention. In my head, I was worrying over Willow being Barrow’s daughter. I thought back to when I’d introduced Elliot to her, and she had seemed lovestruck; she’d explained it away by saying that Elliot looked like her father. Of course, he did. He was her brother. I felt an urgency to tell Elliot that he had six new siblings, but I couldn’t do that right then.
The preacher told everyone to rise, and I did. He led a prayer, which everyone knew the words to and spoke along with. I felt awkward and out of place, but Leo squeezed my hand, and the nerves settled.
When the prayer was over, the preacher introduced Leo. He went to the preacher and kneeled, and the preacher said a prayer for his leadership skills.
Then, Leo stood up and began speaking. “Many of you know I have a vision for our future. A future where we will begin the next human renaissance. A future where we will inspire future generations to lift us up and make us better.
“And many of you know I’ve long felt the only way to see this vision through is to partner with the people living outside, those we call ‘outsiders’. Well, I don’t think there should be such a thing. We’re all human, and our humanity demands that nobody should be outsiders. So, today, I have the pleasure of introducing someone special to you. She is from the outside. She has lived there her entire life, and, in fact, was next in line to be their leader.
“She has had both the experience of being privileged and revered, and the misfortune to be little more than a slave in their fields. She brings to us the knowledge of how we can work together. And, of course, she brings me love, as I love her dearly, and I hope you will all welcome her. May I introduce my future wife, Fiona?”
He held his hand out to me, and I stood up and took it. I turned to face the crowd and bowed. When I stood up, there was a smattering of applause, but mostly, there were apprehensive gazes from the audience.
“Come now; we can give her a better welcome than that,” said Leo.
The applause strengthened to a more respectable level. Leo kissed me on the cheek and whispered that I should sit down. I took my seat, and Pacifica took my hand and squeezed it.
“It will take some time, dear,” she said into my ear. “Every woman here wants to be in your position, after all.”
I glanced towards the crowd, and several women were looking at me with obvious hostility. I turned my attention back to Leo.
“Fiona has been with us for some time now, but I know not many of you have had the opportunity to meet her. We’ll be hosting a reception Friday evening, and everyone is welcome to come and make her acquaintance.
“That’s it for today. Everybody, have a productive and happy week. Thank you.” He nodded once and stepped down from the stage. Several council members approached him, and he stood talking with them.
Pacifica rose from her seat, and I followed. I wasn’t quite sure whether I should approach Leo or hang back. I decided to try and make conversation with Pacifica. “Do you have any other children?” I asked.
“Just Leo,” she said. “I’m sure you know my daughter is no longer with us.”
I nodded, embarrassed I’d brought it up. “I was very sorry to hear about her. She seemed like an intelligent young woman.”
“Not intelligent enough. Getting tangled up with that Ray character. If she’d only left him alone, she would be with us right now.”
I started to point out that if Ray hadn’t brought her to meet me, I wouldn’t be here right now, but I doubted she’d relish the exchange. Instead, I changed the subject. “Have you ever been outside?”
“Heavens, no. That’s for young people.”
“Don’t you want to see what the world’s like?” I thought about how grey and dreary most of the surroundings there were.
“I’ve seen pictures.”
I fell silent. Somehow, in the space of a few moments, this woman had gone from warm to chilled. I tipped my head towards the group that Leo was speaking with. “Who are they?”
“Oh, those are members of the council. I expect they’re giving him a hard time. He didn’t tell them about his plans with you.” She looked at me pointedly.
“Really?” I said.
She nodded. “He thought it would be easier to beg forgiveness than ask permission. Possibly, he was right. Maybe not.”
I turned that over in my head. It seemed like I should be standing with Leo and helping him defend his ideas.
“Will you excuse me? I think I’ll go and see if I can offer Leo my assistance.”
She finally cracked a wry smile. “Good girl.”
The general murmurs of the room had masked the sound of the elevated voices coming from Leo’s group. But as I approached, it was unmistakably hostile in tone. Leo’s slight scowl brightened to a smile when I turned up at his elbow. “Ah, here is my Fiona. Fiona, may I present the senior members of the council? This is Shakespeare, Sally, Walt, and Wilfred.” He indicated each of them in turn, and they bowed their heads slightly as he said their names.
“Good morning; a pleasure to meet you all,” I said. I extended my arm to greet Shakespeare, who was to my immediate left. He looked down at my arm, as if I were offering him spoiled milk on moldy toast.
Leo grabbed my extended hand, as if he’d intended to hold it, and drew it to his side. “I’m sure you are all aware that Fiona is the future queen of the village,” he said.
“Hmph. There’s no pride in being queen of the backwoods,” said Walt.
“That is a matter of opinion,” said Leo. “Fiona is quite proud of her heritage. And with good reason. They’ve survived quite well outside, without all the technology and advancements we’re accustomed to and take for granted.”
“And what brings you to the mountain, Fiona?” asked Sally. “If you’re so proud of it, what prompted you to leave?”
“Murder,” I said.
Leo laughed. “Isn’t she funny? Now, I know I can count on your support in this matter. Fiona brings something to the table that we need.”
“What do you mean, ‘murder’?” asked Wilfred.
“I left the village because my friend murdered a man whom he found attacking me.”
“So, you’re not on good terms with the people of your village,” said Walt.
“I wouldn’t say that. The man who attacked me was aligned against my mother, the queen.”
“This probably isn’t a good time to be discussing this,” said Leo.
“Why not? It should be out in the open. A man took advantage of his physical strength over me and tried to take what he wanted. My friend, Elliot, killed him to protect me. We left because the attacker had powerful friends who didn’t want me to become queen. Now, I’m here.”
“But how will you become queen if you’re here?” asked Sally. “What of your mother?”
“My mother will stay in power until she dies. That’s the custom in the village. I’ll play the part of a liaison between you and her, until it is my turn to ascend.”
“I thought you had to bear an heir before you could be queen,” said Shakespeare. “Do you have an heir?”
“No,” I said. Shame immediately washed over me. “I have not borne an heir.”
“The heir shall be mine,” said Leo. “He or she will be a true binding of our societies.” He released my hand and wove his fingers together. “It will represent a true beginning.”
“She,” I corrected.
Leo looked at me, a question in his eyes.
“The heir must be a girl. Only a girl can be queen.”
“Yes, well. Fiona and I shall produce a great many children together, if I have my way.” He put his arm around my shoulder and winked at the council members.
Sally covered her mouth and giggled. The men simply ogled my breasts. I was suddenly conscious of the tissue-thin fabric of my new tunic.
“Fiona and I have a lot of details to see to before the reception. I’m sure you’ll grant us your leave?” He bowed slightly and, not waiting for them to answer, turned me away from them and up the aisle, out of the meeting hall.
“That was unpleasant,” I said.
“Don’t worry. They’ll come around to my way of thinking. They always do.”
◆◆◆
 
The week leading up to the reception went by fast. Leo’s assistant put it together, and I had little idea of what to expect. She also arranged for the tailor to fit me with a garment they called a “gown”. It was a gold color, made from fabric that felt cool and smooth, with a subtle sheen. It somehow had no straps and wrapped around my waist, leaving an opening that revealed my leg to my mid-thigh when I walked.
Willow assured me that the color complimented my tanned skin to the best advantage, and she offered me a variety of hairstyles to choose from. On Friday morning, she did my nails and produced a pair of shoes that looked like sandals, but with a heel.
“How do you walk in these?” I asked.
“You should probably practice,” she said, as she giggled behind her hand.
She helped me put them on, and I tottered around the room, like an infant learning to crawl. She snickered the whole time.
“I don’t know what’s so funny,” I said. “These stupid things are awful. Why would anyone wear these?”
“Beauty has long been something to suffer for,” she said.
I glanced at her. She was studying my feet and didn’t notice me observing her. “Why didn’t you tell me that you’re Barrow’s daughter?”
She shrugged.
“You know that he doesn’t like me.”
“Well, I know that now; I didn’t when we became friends,” she said. “And anyway, he hasn’t been the sort of father one feels the need to obey.”
I sat on the bed next to her.
“He comes here once a year and demands that I spend time with him but doesn’t care to get to know me. He makes demands and rules. I’ve always bristled against him.”
“Elliot doesn’t seem to have a good relationship with him, either,” I offered.
“He wants me to sabotage your relationship with the president. He’s bent on making things hard for you both.”
“I’m not surprised,” I said. “He wanted me to join with Elliot and reform our manner of leadership. I’m sure he intended to install Elliot as a figurehead whom he could control.”
“Elliot doesn’t seem like the type who’s easily controlled.”
“I think it’s complicated.”
She nodded. “Are you happy about Leo?”
I felt heat spread up my cheeks. “Yes,” I looked down at my hands in my lap. “I never thought I’d be given the opportunity to have love. Truth be told, I expected to live out my days serving in the fields. The queen bent the rules to include me in one more choosing. And I expected to be chosen by someone who would use me, rather than fulfill their obligation.” A chill ran through me as I thought of Orion.
“Are you all right?”
“It’s nothing. Do you know what Barrow was planning?”
“Only vaguely. He thought he could get the queen and Leo to work together, with him serving as the glue. It was crazy, really. The council has to support such a thing, and they always seemed to think my father wasn’t worthy of their attention.”
“Did you suffer? Because he’s your father?”
“I suppose, in small ways. But, most people turn away from it. It isn’t my fault he’s my father. And I’ve distanced myself. I’ve never been outside, even.”
“Aren’t you curious about where he comes from?”
“When I was younger, maybe. Now, I know he has no real love for me, and I have none for him. I don’t want to change that by learning reasons I should have sympathy for him.” She brushed her hands over her pants. “We’d better get you ready. Elliot’ll be here soon.” She took up a brush and tackled my hair.
◆◆◆
 
Elliot came to bring me to the reception. He was dressed in a fine but simple linen tunic and trousers with delicate embroidery around the neck. He bowed stiffly and offered me his arm. I’d noticed in the last few weeks that he seemed distant. But, I didn’t know how to prod him for the reason why, so I left it untouched.
We walked through the halls, which were largely empty. Most people were still getting ready, since the reception didn’t start for another hour. But, Leo wanted me to be there well in advance so that anyone queued in the hallway wouldn’t have the opportunity to see me until they entered the room. I didn’t point out that nobody wanted to see me—literally or figuratively—whether inside the room or out of it.
“You look nice,” I said.
“Thanks. I guess this is the sort of thing most people will be wearing. Not like what you’ve got on.”
“Do you like it? They call it a ‘gown’.”
He grunted. “It doesn’t leave much to the imagination.”
I stopped. “Elliot, I can’t help but feel like you’re angry with me,” I said.
“I’m not angry with you,” he said. He gave me a tug on my arm to set me moving along again. “Leo has made a point of telling me I should give you some space.”
“But why? You’re my connection to home.”
“Exactly.”
“It was his idea for you to walk me to the reception.”
“Yes, but only because of Barrow. Leo thought he might try to interfere. He couldn’t be here with you, so he thought I was the next best thing.”
Barrow. Why didn’t Leo just send him packing back to the village? I bit my lip as I thought about the ways he could ruin things for me.
“That isn’t the expression of a queen,” said Elliot.
“Then, it’s a good thing I’m not the queen.”
Elliot stopped and held onto my arm, forcing me to stop, as well. “You’ve got to stop saying that, Fiona. The council needs to believe that you have sway over the village. If you keep going on about being a slave and not having an heir . . . I’m afraid that Leo will never convince them to accept you.”
A leaden weariness clamped onto my legs and while I looked at Elliot as he pleaded with me to act more royal, worry prickled at the corners of my mind. “Why did you choose me, Elliot?”
“Barrow told me to.” He shifted his grip to holding my hands. “But honestly, I thought of you more as an escape from him. I thought if he could convince you to follow his plan, we could be happy. I thought we’d ignore him, get rid of him, even. Then, you and I, we’d be together. Keeping the village safe and having each other.”
“You sound as if you loved me.”
“I was in love with the idea. I didn’t even know you. You’re beautiful, of course. That doesn’t hurt. But, I wasn’t in love.” His expression was pained.
“Well, I care for you, Elliot. You’re like a brother to me. And I’m glad that you chose me because I would never have known you otherwise.”
He smiled. “I’m glad, too. I wish you and Leo all the happiness in the world.” He kissed my cheek and squeezed me into a tight embrace. “And you’ll introduce me to some pretty councilwoman, right?” he whispered into my ear.
I laughed as he released me. “I’m not sure any of them are pretty enough for you.”
He laughed, too, and we continued to the reception. When we turned down the main hall, I was shocked to see that despite arriving so early, there were many people—mostly women—waiting in a long line.
“Geez,” said Elliot under his breath. “Are you sure you want to do this? These women look like they want to carve you up for breakfast.”
I shifted in my dress and held my chin up high. “Nonsense,” I said. “That’s just your imagination.”
But as we walked down the hall, a hush fell over the crowd. And one by one, the women turned away from me. I felt heat rising up my cheeks.
“It’s all right, Fiona. They’re only jealous,” he whispered.
I didn’t respond. I needed every ounce of strength to get to the door. We finally reached it, and Elliot opened it for me. “I’ve done my duty. Safely delivered. Good luck.” He pecked me on the cheek, and as he pulled away, he whispered, “You’re tougher than all these women combined. Get it done.”
I nodded once and retreated behind the door. I was glad there wasn’t anyone around to see the few tears I allowed myself before I wiped them away and went to find Leo.




Chapter 15

The reception was brutal. I plastered myself to Leo’s side, not daring to let even a teenage girl speak to him alone. He gloried not just in my attention, but the attention of everyone else, as well. Everyone was civil to me, but a thin veneer of ice crackled under every conversation. Leo did not seem to notice, and I pretended not to notice, either.
We’d spoken to everyone in the receiving line, and Leo graciously introduced me. I was surprised to realize he knew the name, lineage, and occupation of every person in the colony. I struggled to commit as much to memory as I could, but in the end, only the council members were dressed in a memorable way, and everyone else ran together.
And then, the dancing started.
Beautiful music began, and everyone turned their attention to Leo. He bowed at me and waited. I quickly curtsied when I realized it was the response everyone was expecting. Then, he took my hand and brought me to the center of the room, put his arms around me, and we began to dance.
I was thankful that my gown covered my feet, because I didn’t know the steps. Leo was patient and whispered occasional instructions.
The music changed slightly, and other couples began to dance around us. I felt less self-conscious as the crowd of dancers grew. I relaxed and began to enjoy it.
“You look amazing,” Leo said. “Just like a princess.”
“What a coincidence,” I said. “I am a princess.”
Leo’s smile faded a bit, and I felt a tap on my shoulder. “May I cut in?” came a feminine voice from behind me.
We broke apart from each other, and I turned to look at the interrupter. “I don’t—”
“I’d be delighted,” said Leo, interrupting my protest.
Yet another rush of embarrassment flooded over me. Leo gave me a smile he probably meant to be reassuring but felt more like a slap. I retreated to the edge of the room under the guise of collecting a drink. I found only spyro. Disappointed, I took some, though I really wanted a large skin of wine.
I sipped at my drink and watched as woman after woman approached Leo. I did my best to maintain a neutral expression but as each woman stepped into his arms, I clenched my glass even tighter.
“Careful,” came a voice beside me. “The glass will cut you if you crush it.”
“Hello, Barrow.”
“Fiona. I see your lover is enjoying the spoils of the colony. Maybe things aren’t as perfect as you’d hoped.”
I set my glass on a table behind me. “Would you care to dance?” I said.
“I thought you’d never ask,” he said. His voice sounded like an old crow cawing.
We moved to the dance floor and began to dance. Barrow let his hands roam just beyond propriety, and I fought the urge to squirm.
“Don’t make me use these shoes on your toes,” I said, smiling.
“Don’t make me remind you of all the women fawning over your president.”
“They won’t get anywhere,” I said. “Let the baby have its teat. They’ll soon realize what I already know.”
He laughed. “You think you know him, but you don’t.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“He’s a ruthless man, Fiona. I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“Like you’re any better.”
“Your mother trusts me.”
“Well, I don’t. So, you can save your breath. Can we finish this dance in silence?”
He didn’t answer, but his hand tightened on my waist.
“You’re hurting me,” I said.
Again, he said nothing, but he squeezed my hand hard.
The music ended, and he stepped away from me to applaud the musicians. I turned and searched the crowd for Leo. I spotted him in the middle of a pack of women. Undeterred by their sharp looks and jostling as I all but elbowed my way to him, I managed to reach him just as the music was starting again. He rewarded me with a wide smile, and he excused us from the lady herd. He led me a few feet away, and we resumed dancing.
“You seem awfully popular amongst the ladies,” I said as soon as the last one had dispersed.
“What can I say? I’m all charm,” he said.
“Hmm.”
“Don’t worry. They may be chasing me, but I’ve already been caught.”
A lump formed in my throat. “Well, that’s good to know,” I said. The flicker of doubt that Barrow had ignited extinguished itself easily.
“I’m sorry if it upsets you. I have to be nice to them. They remember the smallest slight, even when it seems benign to you. And I need their support.”
“You speak from experience?”
“Not personally. I saw it happen many times to the previous president. He was not always mindful of how others saw him.”
“And you are?”
“Most of the time.”
Over his shoulder, I noticed a woman approaching. I tensed.
“What is it?” he asked.
“Someone is coming to take my place,” I said.
He spun me to the left, and then around in a circle, artfully dodging the pursuer. “Not right now. I’m enjoying my moment with you.”
I smiled and nestled closer into the crook of his arm.
“Are you having a nice time?” he asked.
“Now, I am,” I said.
“Good. We’ll get all these stodgy people to accept you in no time at all.”
Our dancing had reduced to a steady sway. I rested my head against his shoulder. He seemed to believe they would accept me, but I didn’t know. I didn’t like feeling so unsure of the situation. “Maybe we could visit the village soon,” I said.
“Why would we do that? We have people here to convince.”
“But, we don’t even know if the queen will cooperate with this. With us.”
“We can only do one thing at a time,” soothed Leo. “I can’t leave the colony until I’m sure I have the support of both the people and the council.”
A tap on my shoulder alerted me to another interloper. This time, I didn’t wait for her to speak. I stepped back, and she swooped into Leo’s waiting arms. I wondered how long it would take for him to notice I’d left.




Chapter 16  

Instead of going to my apartment, I went to Willow’s. She didn’t answer when I knocked. She was probably still having a good time at the reception. I leaned against her door, the zipper at the back of my gown digging into my skin, and sunk to the floor. I took off the horrid shoes she’d given me and rubbed at my feet.
I heard someone talking around the corner. My face burned—they were talking about me.
“. . . can’t believe she’d sell out her village like that,” one voice said.
“She’s just trying to help Leo join our groups together,” another said.
Someone laughed. “Leo plans to use those outdoor people for labor. They’re going to build his precious city.” The woman’s voice rose with sharp glee. “And then, he probably won’t even let them live in it when it’s finished!”
The group dissolved into laughter and moved away, but never in my line of sight. My chest felt like someone was stepping on it. I couldn’t breathe. The niggling feeling I’d had all along finally broke free and lodged in my throat in the form of sobs. I knew Leo’s interest in the village offered him no advantage. He didn’t want us to teach him about living outside. He wanted us for labor.
There was a whistling further down the hall, around the corner. It was a familiar tune. I dashed the tears from my cheek and went to see whom it was, leaving my shoes behind. Without them, I had to lift my skirt from the floor so that I wouldn’t trip. I reached the corner and looked around.
It was Ray.
He was on the floor, cleaning up what looked like spilled spyro. I hadn’t seen him since the day he’d shown me to my apartment. I started to retreat, but he looked up and saw me.
“Well, hello,” he said. “Shouldn’t you be at the reception?”
I winced.
“Oh. Something happened.” He stopped trying to sop up green goo. “Let’s see. You realized that Leo only cares about himself?”
I shook my head.
“He stepped on your feet while dancing.”
“No,” I licked my lips. I felt something fundamental click into place. I needed him to take me home. “You know where the village is, right?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“Can you take me there? Tonight?”
“I’m not sure that—”
“Need I remind you that you rendered me unconscious and had me thrown into a cage after I trusted you?”
He turned his gaze to the floor.
“I know we can reach it in one night. You could be back here before lunch tomorrow. Nobody would even know you were gone.”
“Leo would be angry with anyone who aided your escape.”
“To say I am escaping implies I am locked in here. Am I locked in here?”
“That isn’t what I meant. You’re Leo’s now. He—”
“I am not Leo’s possession,” I interrupted. “If he wants to see me, he’ll know where to find me.”
Ray gaped at the floor.
“Please,” I said. “If you won’t take me, at least tell me how to get there.”
“All right. I’ll take you outside and show you which way to go. But, I’m not taking you there.” He finished cleaning his spill and stood.
“Thank you,” I said. “Can I borrow a cape, and maybe some shoes, too?”
He rolled his eyes. “Come on.”
I followed him as we went down the hall to his apartment. We went in, and he went through his wardrobe. He extracted a ratty-looking cape from the floor of the cabinet and a pair of nearly-worn-through boots and handed them to me. “These were mine before my last growth spurt,” he explained. “Sorry about how trashed they are.”
The boots were a little loose but not bad. The cape was stiff and smelled like old sweat. But, it would do. I put it over my shoulders and clasped it under my chin. It was scratchy over my bare skin.
“Let’s go,” I said.
I followed him as he made his way down to the exit level. He seemed to be taking an indirect route, which I assumed was to avoid anyone who might alert Leo to what I was doing. I hoped it didn’t mean he was taking me somewhere to get caught on purpose.
Finally, he pushed open the door that led outside. We were standing on a ledge, not quite at the bottom of the mountain.
He pointed to the sky. “See that star over there? The bright one?”
I followed the path of his finger and nodded.
“Follow that star. You should reach the village before the sun rises if you follow it.”
He indicated steps that wound down into the dark. “Those lead to the ground. When you get to the bottom, follow the fence around to the gate. There’s supposed to be someone at the guardhouse, but I’ll distract him, and you should have no problem slipping by. Any questions?”
I took a deep breath. “No. I’m good.”
He raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. “Okay, you’ll want to hurry. I’ll start my distraction in five minutes, and you’ll only have a few minutes to get past him.”
“Okay.”
He turned to go back inside.
“Hey, thanks for your help,” I said.
“Don’t mention it.”
I turned and began running down the steps—as quickly as I could while wearing boots that didn’t quite fit and a long, billowing skirt. I wished I’d gone to my apartment to change. But if I had, I might have encountered Leo.
I reached the bottom, stumbling only once, and made my way around the fence. There were a few lights on, but the shadows near the fence were deep. It was hard to see where I was going, and my skirt kept catching on the rough wall.
Ahead of me, I heard Ray talking, and I knew the distraction had begun. I quickened my pace. The voices moved further to my left. Just as I heard Ray saying goodnight, I stumbled upon the gate. It was unlit, and I scrambled, looking for a hook to lift so that I could open it. It clanked and squealed loudly as it swung open just enough to let me pass.
“Hey, who’s there?” I heard as I banged the gate shut. I didn’t wait to see if they opened it to look for me. I collected my skirts and sprinted toward a line of trees. Behind me, a light came on, but it was too weak to illuminate me. I didn’t stop until I reached the cover of the trees. The gown restricted my breath, and I had to stop and collect myself. I glanced back towards the fence, but I couldn’t see movement. The light had already been doused. Apparently, the guard was not the most trustworthy of men.
When I’d settled my breath, I stood up and searched through the trees for the star I was to follow. I had to move around some, but I finally found it, glinting between the branches and leaves of the canopy. I started towards it. I had to get there before Leo knew I was gone. I had to get there, and I would.
◆◆◆
 
I smelled it before I saw it. Burning wood, the animal keep, disturbed dirt. A tear rolled down my cheek, and I allowed it. But, I swiped it away a moment later when the outlines of the village came into view in the scant light of dawn.
I went straight to the queen’s hut. The guards stopped me. “The queen wants no visitors,” said one.
“She’ll make an exception for me.”
They glanced at each other. Neither of them recognized me.
“She’ll be unhappy if she finds you’ve turned me away.” I threw back the cloak, revealing my fine gown, and bowed. “Please, will one of you announce to her that Fiona is waiting to see her?”
“Tell her to come back in an hour,” said a male voice from inside.
“But, I’ve nowhere to go,” I said.
“You heard him. Scoot!” said the left guard.
“Go to the well,” the other guard offered, his tone apologetic. “There’ll be breakfast there soon for the field-hands. I’m sure they’ll allow you to share.”
I turned from them and headed toward the well, my resolve trickling away from my grasp. She would see me in an hour, I reminded myself. At the well, the servants were milling around, waiting for their meager breakfast. I wouldn’t share in it—knowing how little they had—even though I was hungry. Anyway, once I was with the queen, I’d be offered real refreshment.
I sat on a bench near the well and watched as breakfast was distributed and the bustle of the workday began. A line formed, and the gears screeched as the bucket was dropped and pulled back up repeatedly. The repetition of their motions as they each collected the days’ water was comforting, and I found I couldn’t take my eyes from it.
The servants were finishing their rations and moving into the field. I watched them leave, wistfully thinking that their lives—though brutal and harsh—were simple. They knew only work and rest, with very little else to complicate matters.
Deep in my chest, I felt a tiny coil of flame come to life. It unfurled until it filled my body with rage. How was it that we felt so free to marginalize people into a life of such hardship? Why was my mother allowing these things to happen—and why had she allowed it to happen to me?
I stood and began stalking back towards the queen’s hut. But before I could even cross the well clearing, a thunderous shout cried, “Murderer! A murderer, here, among us!”
As if I were in a dream, I turned toward the shout. A burly man with huge shoulders and hardly any neck was pointing at me. Orion’s brother. And he was still angry.
The remaining villagers eyed me. A few turned and walked away. But, nobody came forward as he stomped toward me.
He grabbed me by my arm. “I’m arresting this murderer!” he cried. His grip was tight. I tried to wrench my arm away. He cuffed me hard on the back of the head. “Go ahead and give me a reason,” he said. His breath smelled bad.
I stilled. Then, I had an idea. “You can’t arrest me,” I said loudly. “I’m a servant of the queen. Only she can name me for arrest.”
He grunted. One or two of the villagers openly stared at him as they waited for him to respond. He shook my arm hard enough to rattle my teeth, and then released his grip. “The queen will be hearing about this,” he said. He pointed at the villagers who’d remained. “She’ll pay for what she did.” He spat at my face.
I closed my eyes just before it struck me, and I wiped it away with my cape. “Maybe I’m not the one who owes a debt,” I said.
He scowled and stalked away. The villagers looked at me for just a moment longer, then collectively turned away, as well. Loneliness curled through me. I was as out of touch there as I had been inside the mountain.
I drew a deep breath and continued back to the queen’s hut. There were different guards outside now.
“I’d like to see the queen, please,” I said.
“Do you have an arrangement?” one said.
“No, I was here earlier. I was told to come back.”
The guards exchanged a glance. “You can wait there,” the other said, pointing towards a bench.
I sat on the bench and waited. Several people came and went. I thought about how Leo knew the names of everyone in the mountain, and I felt shamefully out of touch. I could not name a single person visiting my own mother.
Eventually, the guard signaled me and told me I could enter. I pushed aside the heavy curtain and entered the hut. It was larger than most, with two rooms. In the outer chamber, where I stood, a fire burned. There were benches arranged around the fire. A woman was seated there, and she looked up as I came in.
“So, it’s true, then,” she said.
I stepped toward her and held out my hand. “I’m Fiona. And you are?”
“Not someone you need to bother with,” she said, bowing her head to the floor.
“Nonsense,” I said. “It would be a pleasure to meet anyone esteemed by my mother.”
“Her name is Fern, Fiona.” My mother entered the room.
I wanted to run to her and throw my arms around her, even though I’d never done that before. But, I needed to prove this woman wrong. She was worthy of attention. “Hello, Fern.” I extended my hand into her line of vision, which was still pointed at the floor.
She looked up and accepted my hand. “Hello,” she said in a soft voice, raising her gaze.
I smiled, and she smiled hesitantly in return.
“All right, now,” said my mother. “What is it you need, Fiona?”
It saddened me that my own mother—who knew nothing of my whereabouts for these past few months—would greet me so coldly. But, I had to press on.
“Mother,” I said, bowing. “Might we speak alone?”
Fern scurried from the hut, and Mother gestured towards a bench. “Please sit,” she said.
We both sat, though my mother sat on a separate bench.
“You look very well,” I said. “I’ve missed you.”
“Mm, thank you. It’s nice to have you here.”
I pursed my lips. “Mother,” I said, using every ounce of effort to keep my voice even. “We must change things. Here in the village, I mean.”
She nodded, though not in agreement. “Change things how?”
“First, we have to stop forcing those who don’t bear to be servants. If we’re willing to enslave our own, we only make it easier for others to enslave us all.”
“And whom would you mean by ‘others’?”
“The colonists in the mountain,” I said. “Why do you hide them from everyone?”
She looked down at her hands. They threaded together, and her thumb worried over her other thumb in a slow, careful circle. “I hid them because it was what Barrow advised me to do. I didn’t learn of them myself until I was actually queen. Perhaps it was not wise of me to follow Barrow blindly. He said we shouldn’t break tradition, that over the past four or five decades, people have forgotten we’re not alone. He said it would scare everyone to know they were there. That they’re watching us.”
“Does it not scare you?”
“Of course. But, Barrow visited them every year. He said they were amiable.”
“Barrow is a bully.”
“Yes, I suppose he is. But, he’s also wise.”
“No. He was making plans with them. Plans to blend us together. Only, he intended to allow them to use us as nothing more than labor. To leave us ignorant and uneducated and to toil for nothing more than their ridiculous visions.”
She sighed. “Fiona, in every relationship, there is give and take. A balance must exist.”
“This relationship would hold no balance. Barrow would gain some respect, perhaps, as their liaison, helping to keep us down. Maybe you would even have some respect. But, nobody inside that mountain cares about us as people. We’re just things. Things that bring them what they want.”
“And what happened when you went there? Something changed, didn’t it?”
“Their president tried to shift the relationship to me. He asked me to marry him and lead both of our groups together.”
“That sounds more human than the plan you say Barrow had with them. So, why are you here, looking like you’ve run away?”
I sniffed. “Why would you think I’ve run away?”
“Come now, Fiona. You arrived here alone at the crack of dawn, wearing a garment that is clearly not meant for travel.”
“Fine. I left. But, I had my reasons.”
“Enlighten me.”
“I realized that we have to reform. That if we allow ourselves to continue on this trajectory, we will soon be nothing more than animals to them.”
“I sense there is something else. Perhaps a broken heart?”
I stood up and began pacing around the fire. “I can’t say he didn’t hurt me. I thought he could see me. That I was human. But, I was wrong. He attached more importance to pleasing his constituents than he did to me.”
She nodded. “He did strike me as a people-pleaser.”
I rounded on her. “You know him? You’ve met?”
“Only once. Before he was president. It was enough.”
“So, you didn’t like him.”
“I neither liked nor disliked him. I’m only agreeing he has within him the urge to be liked. It is not so unusual. Many people have that sort of drive.”
I sat down beside her. “I thought he loved me. But, he doesn’t.”
In a rare display of affection, she settled her arm over my shoulders. “There, now; you have bigger things to think of than a politician’s heart.”
I sniffled back my threatening tears. “Yes. That’s right. I do. Like freeing the servants.” I turned to her. Excitement was growing within me so fast, I thought I might burst. “How do we start? Perhaps with real meals?”
She stood up and sighed. “It isn’t as easy as that, Fiona. Who will make sure we have all this food to serve? The servants are treated the way they are because it has proven over time to be effective.”
“The servants live short and cruel lives, Mother. They could have more productive years if we’d only stop hurting them.”
“Don’t think it’s lost on me that returning here—obviously, not pregnant—means you’ll be back in the fields. You’re only trying to save yourself.”
“No. That isn’t it at all. There are other things to be done, too—”
“Enough. You’re only a servant here. You can’t dictate the rules. You can only serve. I suggest you spend the day reacquainting yourself with the servant life, because tomorrow, you will be back in the field. Wearing something far more suitable, I might add.”
“Mother, why are you treating me like this?”
“Fiona, this is for the good of the village. I love you as a daughter, but I have to put the needs of the village before my own. I can’t just bend the rules. Once I do that for you, I will have to do it for everyone.”
“But, I want you to do it for everyone. Life would be better for everyone if you did.” I ignored the harsh stab of her words. It was clear to me now why Leo’s treatment had chased me away. My own mother treated me the same.
“We need the rules to keep our numbers up. Whenever the village shrinks in size, everyone suffers. You know all this.”
“No, you know this. I know some misshapen lie meant to keep me in order. Well, I won’t be kept there any longer, Mother. I know we can do better. We owe it to the village to do better.”
“Enough,” she said. She clapped twice, and a guard entered the room. “Please escort Fiona to the servant’s quarters.”
“No!” I stomped my foot. I knew I was dangerously close to spoiled-brat territory, but I couldn’t contain myself. “Mother, you know I’m right.”
“Right or wrong, you’ll be working in the fields tomorrow, Fiona. Good day.”
The guard herded me toward the exit by my arm as my mother retreated to the other room. When we emerged outside, I broke away from his grip. “I know the way, thank you.” I made my way towards the servant’s quarters. It would be empty this time of day, which was good, because I needed to rest. I’d been awake more than twenty-four hours, and suddenly, I could barely push my legs forward. I glanced over my shoulder to see that the guard had stopped a ways back but was watching me. It didn’t matter. I didn’t have the energy to try and break my mother’s command.
At least, not right then.




Chapter 17

After two or three weeks of being back in the field, the soreness went away. It was replaced by outright pain. My back, feet, shoulders, and even my fingers hurt in some way. Still, I was feeling more at home among the other servants than I had in the mountain. It did little to comfort me, but it was something.
I started to teach a few of the women the alphabet. On breaks, we could be found huddled in a circle, tracing our fingers through the dirt, first to form letters, and then simple words. I wanted to make sure I didn’t forget what little I’d learned in my mountain classes. But, I also wanted to share with the others how little we had been taught in our own meager schooling.
I didn’t see any more of Orion’s brother. He probably thought being forced out to the fields was worse than any punishment he could have inflicted on me. The work was brutal, and at the end of every day, after our gruel-and-milk supper, I slumped into my bedding, with little concern for hygiene—or anything else, really.
I didn’t see my mother, either. I didn’t expect to. Since ascending to queen, she’d probably never ventured beyond the village-proper border. It was unbecoming to look upon the toil of the servants, and the fields themselves were nothing special to look at.
Barrow, on the other hand, was ever present.
I first saw him from a distance after I’d been in the field for a week. He approached one of the guards, and they talked for a few minutes. The guard pointed my way, and I pretended I hadn’t noticed I’d been singled out. But, I felt my pulse quicken. Was he going to take me back to the mountain? What could he want with me?
But, he did nothing. He moved away from the guard and stood at the edge of the field for a short time. Then, he left. He kept coming back, though. Every day. And that was concerning.
I lost count of the number of days he visited without doing anything. He’d come to the field’s edge and scan it. When he sighted me, he would stand perfectly still, just staring in my direction. The other workers began to notice him, and they asked me questions. But, I didn’t know how to answer them. I didn’t know any more than they did.
Then, one day, during our mid-morning break, I was squatting in the dirt, tracing words with the usual group. A shadow fell over me, and I turned to see who had cast it. Barrow.
“Fiona,” he said.
I nodded. I wiped my dirty palms on my even-dirtier tunic and stood. I kept my head bowed, though I longed to slap him across his smug face.
“We need to talk,” he said.
“Then, talk.”
Seeing I was not going to move from the group, he excused them. “We would like a moment, please.”
The servants scurried away. None of them would dare to question an advisor to the queen.
“You’ve damaged our relationship with the mountain,” he said.
I snorted. “You got what you wanted. I’m not marrying him. Go back to your vicious plan without me.”
He pressed his lips together, and I noticed his hand form into a fist, and then flex several times. It wasn’t outside of his ability to beat me, if he wanted to. “He doesn’t want to work with me. He wants to work with you.”
“If that’s what he wanted, then he should have been trying harder to please me, instead of his silly pack of fawning women. “
“You’re proud, like your mother. I see that. I respect that. But, I will not tolerate spoiled-brat behavior. The life of this village depends on you going back and mending your relationship. You don’t have to marry him. Just get him to cooperate.”
“I think, now, it is you who doesn’t know him very well. You know, he would never settle for simple cooperation.”
He turned and looked out over the fields. “You don’t know what you’re toying with.”
“I’m not toying with anything. I won’t go back. It isn’t my fault you screwed up your plan so badly that he won’t return to it, now that I’m gone. As far as I’m concerned, I’m right where I belong. And maybe, so are you.”
“He’ll kill us all.”
“I don’t believe that for a second. And neither do you.”
His eye twitched as he leaned toward my face. I forced myself not to give ground to his crowding. “You don’t know what I believe, or what he’ll do. You’ve made a mess of things.” He poked me in the chest with his index finger. “And you’d better figure out how you’re going to fix it.”
I swatted his hand away. “There’s nothing to fix.”
He scowled. I sensed he was clenching and releasing his hands again, though I couldn’t see them because he stood too close. Finally, he expelled a heavy—and smelly—breath in my face and walked away.
The guard he’d been buddying up to approached him and started to say something. Barrow didn’t break his stride or even look at him. He pumped out his clenched fist, hard, and caught the guard directly in the face. Blood spurted from his nose. His face registered surprise, and then pain, as he toppled onto the ground in slow motion, cupping his hands over the gushing wound.
Once Barrow was gone, I approached the guard. “Are you all right?”
The guard reared up onto his knees and pushed me away, his blood smearing on my tunic. “You’ll have no more rations today, for that!” he shouted. He stumbled to his feet and stalked away, leaving me standing, alone.
◆◆◆
 
True to his injury, at dinner, I was provided no rations. Despite the meager amount everyone was given, the women I’d been teaching each saved me a bite of their meals. As each of them delivered it to me in the hut, tears collected in my eyes.
“What?” said the last one. Her name was Clover. Her dark hair was usually pulled back into a greasy ponytail. But today, she’d arranged it into a bun, and somehow, it looked dignified.
“I’m touched you would save this for me—that any of you would give me food, when you’re given so little.”
“Don’t be silly. You’d do the same for me.”
I chewed on the chunk of bread she’d given me. “I hope I would,” I finally conceded.
She sat on my bed pallet beside me. “Why did he come?”
“He wants me to go back and smooth things over with the other leader. But, I don’t want to.”
Clover patted me on the knee. “Things are darkest before the dawn,” she said.
“I’m afraid there’ll be no dawn. That it’ll be endless fighting, until there’s nobody left to fight.”
“That can’t be true. There is goodness in humanity. We only need to uncover it.”
“I wish I could believe that.”
She smiled and rose from the pallet. “Your tears tell me you already do,” she said. She left me alone, and when I finished my bread, I collapsed on the pallet and slept.
◆◆◆
 
The next day, Clover and I were paired together to perform drink duty for everyone else. It was punishing work; worse, even, than working in the field, because the heavy water buckets were carried in an even heavier yoke over the shoulders of two people. Then, the additional strain came from moving across all the fields multiple times in sync.
But, the day went by quickly because of Clover. “You’re the queen’s daughter. You can lead us, you know,” she said as soon as we were out of hearing range of any guards.
“Lead us where? To do what?”
She shrugged, which jolted the yoke and caused me to stumble. “Sorry. You could lead us anywhere. And who says we have to do anything? Can’t we just leave and be free?”
“But how would we survive? We’d need food and supplies. And don’t forget that most of the servants are in poor health. How many would die just from the strain of escape? Not to mention, how we’d be punished if the guards caught us, or they sent the dogs—”
She interrupted me with a clucking tongue. “Excuses. You know they wouldn’t dare kill off servants. They need us. We feed them. We sustain them. If we’re gone, what happens then?”
We walked in silence, making several stops to disperse water. My brain whirred through the possibilities. If we were to break off and create a new group, we could be free. We could have a fair chance at living together in peace.
Clover didn’t have the chance to mention her idea again. But, I couldn’t still my thoughts about it. By bedtime, I was nearly bursting with energy over it, but I dared not bring it up in the hut, with so many people around.
Somehow, nearly a week went by before I was able to speak to her alone again. We were in the cornfield, planting seeds with our rods. She was only a few rows away.
When I brought it up, she started, then smiled. “I thought you’d dismissed the idea,” she said.
“No, I just didn’t want to speak of it until we were alone.”
Clover shook her head. “You don’t have to wait until we’re alone. Everyone feels the same as I do. They put me up to talking to you.”
“Everyone?”
She pointed towards an old man across the field, who could only manage his work by using a cane. “Even him.”
I lowered my eyes to the ground. Their faith in me was astounding, and I wasn’t sure I deserved it. So far, all I’d managed to do was jilt the president of the colony that could annihilate us at any point, and then get myself doomed to servitude.
Clover moved to me and put a hand on my shoulder. “You’re our only hope. We don’t want to spend our lives bringing life to everyone else, while we slowly waste away.”
I shook my head. I didn’t want to die out here, either.
“I know you told the queen she had to set us free. Why do you hesitate to lead us? You stood up to her.”
“How do you know that?”
She dropped her hand. “We have allies in places you would not expect. The servants all came from the village, remember? We all have parents, siblings, nieces, nephews. Friends, even.”
I nodded, knowing she was right. When someone was sent to servitude, the family left behind mourned them, as if they’d died.
“I don’t know where to start,” I finally admitted.
“Hey! You two!” a guard called across the field. “Get back to work!”
“You aren’t alone,” she said. Then, she went back to her row. And I was left alone again with my thoughts.




Chapter 18

Another week went by before I felt confident enough to bring up the topic in the company of others besides Clover. I was squatting on the ground with her and several other women, scratching letters in the dirt during a break.
I used my finger to spell out my name. Then, knowing the guard was not close enough to hear what we said, I asked softly, “You all want to escape, then?”
Nobody answered, and at first, I thought they hadn’t heard me. One by one, they stood and left the circle. Only Clover remained.
“I thought you said they all agreed,” I whispered. I had to whisper so that she wouldn’t hear the catch of emotion in my throat.
She looked pointedly at the ground. “They do,” she said. Then, she left, as well.
I trailed my eyes to the spot where she’d been looking, and my chest nearly burst. Each woman had written their name in the dirt. And below each name, written in capital letters and underlined, was the word: YES.
I stood up and scuffed out the writing with the toe of my worn-out boot. I was going to do what had to be done, what my mother wouldn’t do. I was going to return these people to humanity or die trying.
After dinner, I was lying on my pallet, eyes closed, thinking about what to do. I was so lost in thought that I didn’t notice others had clustered around me, until Clover sat on the pallet by my feet.
“Wake up,” she said, patting my foot.
“I’m awake,” I rose on my elbows and saw that all the servants—even those housed in the other hut—were huddled around me in a circle. Waiting. “Hello?” I said.
A soft laugh rippled through the group.
“I think we’ve surprised her,” said Clover. “She didn’t believe everyone is looking to her.”
“How did you all get in here?” I said. My voice sounded squeaky and annoying in my head.
Someone near the back of the circle jerked his head towards the door. “Tonight’s guard is my brother,” he said.
So, it was true. They did have some allies who could help us.
“We want to know what the plan is,” said someone else.
“I—I honestly don’t know what the plan is yet,” I said. “I think we need to gather some basic supplies. Food, water, tools, maybe even some weapons. We need to decide where to go. We need to figure out how to get everyone away from the village with the longest head start. It’s a lot to figure out.”
“You aren’t alone,” said Clover. “We’re all here together. We’ll figure it out together.”
Murmurs of ascent went around the room.
“Before we can leave, we need supplies,” I said. “So, where can we hide what we’ve gathered?”
“The tool shed would be a good place,” offered an older woman. “The guards don’t go in there, and they don’t think nothing of us going in.”
“Okay. We’ll need something to carry our supplies in. What happens to the clothes that are discarded?”
“Usually, they’re burned ‘cause they’re nothing more than holey rags by the time we’re done with them,” answered the man who’d given me my clothes. “But, the clothes I take from people when they come into servitude—I have boxes of those in the supply house.”
“All right. Everyone needs a blanket, a cape, a bag, and food and water to fill it. Can we start working on that? And while that’s in the works, we can start thinking about our next steps.”
The group dispersed with many smiles, and a few people coming up to thank me.
Clover squeezed my hand. “Everything will work out for the best,” she said. “You’ll see.”
I smiled back, buoyed by the group’s faith. But, the weight of being responsible pulled at my feet.
◆◆◆
 
It didn’t take long for the non-perishable supplies to accumulate for everyone. Every night, we would spend time sewing, and with everyone pitching in, it only took a few weeks. The water would be gathered from the well the night we left. But, the food—that was difficult. We weren’t given enough to survive to begin with, so setting aside enough food to make a meal later wasn’t possible. And even if we did set food aside, it would have quickly gone bad.
The only possible solution was to steal from the food stores right before we left. And though we had allies who would likely help us, we could just as easily run into someone who would give away the plan. It made me nervous to even think about it. But, we couldn’t expect to get forty-one people very far without provisions for a few meals, at least.
Finally, it was time to map our escape. Everyone met in the hut after dinner to discuss potential plans.
“We have two major obstacles,” I said. “First, we have to leave our huts. And to avoid any blame being placed on the guards, we’re going to have to incapacitate them in some way.”
“Are you suggesting that we beat up my brother?” asked Edward.
“Of course, that wouldn’t be ideal,” I said. “But, we don’t want anyone to guess that they just let us get away.” The room fell quiet. “We need to think about it,” I relented. “But, the other major obstacle is food. Until we solve that problem, it doesn’t matter how many friendly guards we have.”
“I say, we leave without it,” said Clover. “We already get by, eating berries and bugs in the fields. We’ll do the same in the woods.”
“But, we don’t know how long we’ll go without access to food,” I said.
“I could go a week without food, if it would get me away from here,” said the old man with the cane.
Hushed arguments broke out around the room. I stood up and shushed, trying to quiet the room before anyone outside heard.
“Now, I know that sounds drastic, but we could consider bringing much less food than we originally intended,” I said.
“Aw, leave it. We don’t need their rotten, old food,” said a man named Michael. He stood up and moved towards the center of the room. “We can get out of here and make a clean start with nothing but the clothes on our backs, as far as I’m concerned. I’d rather die out there of exposure than spend another day trying to wring blood from a stone.”
I watched as he convinced the group we should simply leave. After only a few minutes, it was obvious everyone agreed.
“Is everyone sure? We should just leave with what we have?” I said.
“Why don’t we put it to a vote?” said Clover.
“All right,” I said. “All in favor, raise your hands.” Every hand in the room went up. I swallowed my doubt as best I could. “All opposed?”
The room stilled, as if even breathing could signify a vote.
“Looks like we’re decided,” said Michael. He moved back to his seat, leaving me to pick up the pieces of my plan.
“Okay. I can see you’re all determined. And I admire that. The new moon is tonight. How does everyone feel about leaving tomorrow?”
“But, how will we see in the dark?” a small voice asked.
“In the dark, we’ll have trouble seeing, yes,” I said. “But, they will, too. They’ll have difficulty following us. And I’m certain they will follow us. We’ve got to get as far away as possible before daybreak.”
Clover stood up. “We’re leaving in two nights. I think everyone had better get to bed.”
The servants from the other hut left, dwindling our numbers to half.
Michael approached me. “You haven’t told us how you’re going to keep the guards safe,” he said. “Edward seems a little concerned.”
“I have an idea,” I said. “But, I’m not sure how I’m going to see it through.” I explained to him how Elliot had drugged my wine during the choosing.
“What was it? Where do we get some?” he asked.
“I don’t know. And I can’t ask Barrow.”
“Well, it isn’t a very good plan, if we’ve no idea how to execute it.” He smiled, revealing a missing tooth.
“I know. But, we have to make sure they can’t be blamed.”
“Right. I agree. But, we don’t have a lot of time to get this together.”
I nodded, and he left me to think on my pallet.
Clover curled up on her pallet next to mine. “You’d better get some rest,” she said, yawning.
I tried to close my eyes. But, all I could see was trouble.
◆◆◆
 
Help came from an unexpected source the next day. Elliot arrived home from the mountain. When he heard I’d been pushed back out to the fields, he came to see me.
“You look thinner,” he said, holding my arms out before giving me a quick hug.
“What are you doing here?”
“After you left, Leo made things . . . difficult for me. He thought I’d convinced you to leave, that I wanted you for myself.”
“But, it’s been months since I left. Why didn’t you leave sooner?”
He shrugged and looked away.
“He kept you there. Because of me.”
“That’s one way to put it, yes.”
I exhaled a long breath to steady myself. “I’m sorry, Elliot. I didn’t think about how my actions would impact you. I should have brought you with me.”
“Nah. I wouldn’t have come. You know, I would’ve tried to convince you to stay.” He looked over my shoulder, out into the field. “If I knew then what I know now, I would have come with you. But, I didn’t. Rest easy, knowing you did the right thing.”
I studied him for a moment, not saying anything. I hoped he would say more without my prompting him. But when his attention moved back to me, I almost heard some part of him closing off to me. “So, how’ve you been?” he said. Then, he gave a short bark of a laugh. “Well, obviously, you aren’t doing great, since you’re starving to death in the fields.”
“Actually, it hasn’t been so bad,” I said. “I’ve found a bit of hope. And it keeps me going. Keeps all of us going, really.”
“Mm.” His eyebrows mashed together, and he nodded.
“I could use your help with something. Remember when you gave me that wine?”
Elliot produced the drug for us early the next morning. I was so relieved, I had to struggle not to cry.
“Hey, now. There’s no need for tears. You know, I’m not going to use it on you this time,” he said.
I shook my head, wiping the hot drops from my cheeks. “It isn’t that. I’m just worried what I’m planning, what we’re going to do—what if it’s a mistake?”
“They’re all adults, Fiona. They chose you to do this for them. It’s what they need. It’s what you need. You know, in your heart, you were always looking for this opportunity.”
“Was I?” I sniffled.
He laughed. “You’re the future queen—maybe not of the village, but still, the future queen.”
◆◆◆
 
Waves crashed in my stomach all day long. But finally, dinner came, and we retired for bed. When it was dark, I gave Edward the wine, and he gave it to his brother, who drank it with gusto, and soon, he was lying on the ground. Edward gave him a little thump on the head, just enough to give him a bump. The guard was set.
In near-silence, we went to the tool shed and collected our blankets and packs, and then to the well, to fill our skins.
I led the way to the edge of the village. We walked in pairs, and Clover was my partner. The pair behind us kept a hand on our shoulder so that we could stay together in the dark. We followed a path towards one of the farther fields. In the dark, it was difficult to tell what distance we’d gone, but eventually, I felt the open expanse of the field to my left. We edged around the field to the opposite side, and then it was southward, into the woods. I knew we would be trackable. In the dark, so many people would leave an obvious trail. But there was nothing to be done about it.
After about an hour, we stopped for a break. I drank from my skin. It was old, and I could feel moisture seeping through the seams already. I wondered how many of them had already lost much of their water. But, it was time to push on, and we began moving south again.
We’d walked only a few minutes past the break when I heard a voice in the woods. “I don’t know where you think you’re going, but you’d better stop there,” it said.
I couldn’t tell what direction the voice was coming from, but then, I felt the cool edge of a knife against my throat.
“Don’t move, Fiona. You wouldn’t want to be the first to die, would you?”
I stood still. Clover’s grip tightened on my hand, and my breath quickened.
A torch flared to the side of the person holding the knife to my neck. It illuminated Barrow’s face, only a few inches from mine. He exhaled, and a puff of stale breath hit me in the face.
Beyond him, the man holding the torch sneered. “What have we got here?” he said.
“We’ve got a bunch of runaway servants, just like that dodgy guard told us,” said Barrow. He studied my face, shifting the knife slightly so that I could feel its sharp edge.
“You’re not going to stop us, Barrow,” I said.
His eyes narrowed. “What a coincidence. My name is Barrow. And I am going to stop you.”
The person behind me, gripping my shoulder, tapped me lightly with their thumb, and then I felt something hard against my back. I eased my free hand to my hip and slowly touched the hard object.
“You could kill me, but two of you aren’t going to stop everyone,” I said. My hand closed around the handle of what I hoped was a knife. I brought my hand around in front of me while tipping myself against his knife, just so that it bit into my skin. I felt a trickle of blood.
He smiled at the sight of my blood. “Oh, no? What do you think they’ll do without you? They’ve languished as our servants for. . . how long? And not once have any of them tried to run. It’s only you, keeping this group moving.”
I adjusted my grip on the handle and brought it up sharply, at an angle. It penetrated his belly, and I felt it slide up until it met the resistance of his ribs.
His eyes started, and he took a step back, removing the blade from my neck. I twisted at the knife handle as hard as I could, and then yanked it free.
Barrow gasped. He turned slightly towards the torchlight and pulled up his tunic to touch his wound. Something fell out of his belly onto the ground, and blood was gushing freely.
“You stupid brat!” he said. He raised the knife to stab at me, his other hand clutching at his intestines, trying to shove them back inside. But, I had already raised my own knife. I aimed for the soft spot at the base of his throat. It struck just above, penetrating three or four inches. I didn’t pull it back this time; I left it.
His mouth worked, but he couldn’t speak.
The man holding the torch stared at Barrow. I suppose he was hoping to help, but he grasped the knife and pulled it free. Blood spurted from the gash and made a gurgling sound.
He dropped the knife and looked at me. “What did you do?” he whispered.
I bent and picked up the discarded knife, then wiped the blade on my tunic. “I killed the man who threatened my people. Are you threatening my people?”
Barrow fell to his knees and clawed at the man with the torch. He looked down at Barrow in horror, then back at me. “I’m not threatening nobody! He made me come out here.” He dropped the torch and ran into the woods.
Clover picked up the torch and held it over Barrow. He’d fallen completely onto the ground, onto his back. I kneeled beside him. “I’m not sorry to have killed you, Barrow. You weren’t a good man. Life is precious but there are exceptions.”
He turned his head away from me, and I stood up. I looked back at the group. “Is everyone all right?” I asked.
There was quiet ascent from the few faces I could see in the circle of torchlight. I beckoned everyone close.
I glanced at Clover. She nodded her encouragement.
“From what Barrow says, someone betrayed us. Now is the time to turn back, if anyone would like to do that. You’ll bear no judgment from me, no ill will. If you choose to go back, you’ll live a life of servitude. Or you can risk being caught and punished with me. I’ll give you a few moments to consider. If you decide to join me, I’ll be waiting on the other side of Barrow’s body.”
I stepped carefully around Barrow. He’d stopped moving, but I didn’t trust him. I kept my back to the group so that they could make their choice without me staring at them.
A minute hadn’t even passed when, beside me, Clover cleared her throat. “Are we getting going or what?” she said.
I looked behind me. Everyone was still there. “Are you all sure this is what you want?” I asked. “The punishment. . . if we’re caught, the punishment will almost certainly be execution.”
The group pressed forward slightly. A voice near the back shouted, “We’ll follow you, my queen!”
I started to laugh, but at those words, everyone dropped to a knee and bowed. “What are you doing?” I said. “Stand up. I’m not the queen. I’m just—”
“You’re our rightful leader. And we’ll follow you,” said Clover.
A burning bubble rose up from my stomach and into my chest. These people needed me. And wanted me. I was theirs to command. These were my people. My responsibility. My life. I swallowed the sob of combined joy and terror that threatened the edge of my tongue.
“All right,” I said. “It’s my honor and privilege to serve you. Let’s go.”
The group fell into pairs. Clover took my hand, and from behind me, a hand fell upon my shoulder. And together, we moved forward, towards our new life.
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Prologue

Leo touched his tongue to the largest sore in his cheek. The metallic zing of the open wound left a bad taste in his mouth, he couldn’t help but worry at it. He sighed and made a mental note to be glad that his symptoms weren’t visible.
“How much longer?” he said to the pimply kid driving the rover.
The kid pointed to the tablet mounted on the dashboard. Leo could have read it with his glasses on, but he didn’t want to display such weakness to the insufferable youth.
“I didn’t ask you to point. I asked you, how long?”
“Sorry, Sir. It should only be a few more minutes.”
Leo sat back in his seat. He had mixed feelings about seeing Fiona again. He knew he still loved her, but he couldn’t just forget that she’d left him behind—practically at the altar.
From the back bench, his assistant tapped him on the shoulder and thrust a tablet into his view. “Sir, I took the liberty of putting together a report detailing Fiona’s recent history. Maybe it would be helpful in your negotiations—”
Leo cut him off. “I don’t need any damned leverage here. I don’t care what she’s been doing.”
The assistant cleared his throat. “But, Sir—”
“Get that stupid thing out of my face,” Leo said.
“Yes, Sir.” The assistant retreated to the backseat.
Leo immediately felt a stab of remorse. His assistant was the only one—besides his doctor—that knew of his illness. He didn’t need to alienate him.
“Would you read it to me, please?” he asked in a conciliatory tone. “I get sick trying to read in these things.”
“Of course, Sir.” The assistant cleared his throat. “‘The subject has been the figurative leader for the past 42 years, though she holds no actual power. Rather, she has equal power with everyone else. She organizes and sees through the rules of democracy—’”
“I know that,” said Leo. “Tell me about her. About her life. Her personal life.”
“Yes, Sir.” The assistant paged through the document on his tablet. “Right. She’s the village weaver. She lives with her husband in one of the village homes. He’s a blacksmith.”
Leo interrupted again. “What’s that? A blacksmith?”
“He makes things from metal, Sir. Molten metal.”
“Things? Like swords?”
“No, Sir. Well, maybe. Mostly, I believe he makes utilitarian objects. Building nails. Iron fence posts. Farming tools. Things like that.”
“What’s his name?”
“Davenport, Sir.”
“What kind of a name is that?”
“I really couldn’t say, Sir.” The assistant stopped for a beat, waiting for further comment. Receiving none, he continued. “Fiona is very skilled at her trade. She’s apprenticing two of the village youngsters. She spends a good deal of time with her neighbor—”
“Excuse me, Sir,” said the driver. “We’re here.”
Leo jerked his attention from the assistant’s words to the village in front of him. It was . . . quaint. They were stopped in front of a path, filled with crushed rock that wasn’t wide enough to accommodate the vehicle. He reluctantly opened the door and got out. He didn’t want to walk on the uneven surface of the rocks. He hadn’t brought his cane. He glanced back at his assistant, who was surveying the situation.
“Is this the southwest corner?” said the assistant.
“Yes, Sir. Her house should be the third on the right.” The driver pointed up the path.
“Very good. Please, go and knock. See if she’s home.”
Leo stood, leaning against the vehicle. He needed the support, but he tried to appear casual. Would Fiona come out to see him? Panic raced in his chest as it occurred to him that she might refuse his visit.
He squelched it down. She would do what he wanted.
This time.




Chapter 1

I spotted him when I rounded the corner. I stopped abruptly, and my apprentice, Oliver, ran into me from behind.
“Sorry, Master Fiona,” he said.
I didn’t answer. I was studying the boy at my door. He wasn’t from our village, and he didn’t look familiar enough to be from my mother’s village, either.
“Do you know that boy?” I said, pointing towards my house.
Oliver shrugged. “He’s just a boy. I don’t know him.”
I looked to my other apprentice, Helen. She lagged behind, intimidated by Oliver, as usual—though he was only standing there.
“Helen, do you know him?”
Helen glanced up from the ground outside my house and shook her head.
I handed the basket of thread I’d been carrying to Helen. “Wait here,” I said. I stepped out into the open, but I’d only moved a few feet when I saw the strange machine just past the village path. It could only be someone from the mountain.
My throat constricted. What did they want?
The boy didn’t see me approaching, and he knocked again at the door, harder and longer than before. He stepped back and crossed his arms. Then, he craned his neck to look through the window next to the door.
I came up behind him. “May I help you?” I said.
He jumped. “Oh,” he said. He fumbled his hands into his pockets, his face red as he turned around. “I’m looking for someone named Fiona. Do you know her?”
“Yes,” I said. “That’s me.”
He stared at me.
“What is it you want?” I asked.
“I thought you’d look older,” he said.
“Excuse me?”
“Sorry. I’ve brought someone with me who would like to see you. If you’ll come with me?”
I thought about resisting. Why make it easier for them? I had to think of the safety of the village over my own wishes.
The boy didn’t wait for me to answer. He was already past the next house before I started walking. I followed along. Two people stood by the machine whom I hadn’t seen before. One was greying and leaning against the machine with a weary attitude. The other was younger and studying a tablet.
“Sir? Here she is,” said the boy.
The greying man looked up and saw me. He smiled and pushed away from the machine, but only to stand upright. He didn’t move any closer. “Fiona,” he said. “It’s been a long time.”
“Hello, Leo,” I said.
He held out a hand. I didn’t offer mine. I kept my eyes trained on his. They were watery and faded.
He dropped his hand after a moment. “You look as lovely as you did the last time I saw you.”
“You don’t need to spread your flattery here,” I said. “I’ve aged, as you have.”
“Yes, but time has been kind to you.”
“What do you want, Leo?”
“Would you give us a moment, gentlemen?” he said to the two younger men.
They wandered a short distance away. Leo watched them go, and then looked back at me. He licked his, lips then pushed out his cheek with his tongue. “I’ve given up on my vision. We’ll not rebuild during our lifetimes,” he said.
“I think our village is quite nicely built,” I said.
He nodded. “Yes. Though, these are only houses. We could have done so much more.”
“We’re happy this way. It isn’t complicated.”
“Humans are complicated,” he said. “Our lives should be no less.”
He opened the machine and eased himself carefully into the seat inside. “You’re the leader here. You should want what’s best for them.”
I sighed. “Leo, if you are going to try to convince me . . .”
He held a hand up. “No. That isn’t what I want. I’m done with that. But, I do want something.”
“What?”
“I need your help. Before you say no and send me packing, I beg you to consider what it has cost me to come and ask.”
“I haven’t said no, because you haven’t told me what you want.”
He pursed his lips. “Everything.”
◆◆◆
 
I wandered back to the children after Leo left. Oliver sat on the ground, tossing pebbles at a flower that was growing in the path. Helen clutched the basket I’d given her. For the hundredth time, I willed the girl to relax for just a moment. Her pinched features only tightened as I approached.
“I’ll take the thread. You two can go home for the day. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Oliver didn’t need to be told twice. He was on his feet and moving away before I’d even finished speaking. “See you,” he said over his shoulder.
Helen handed me the basket, a question apparent on her face.
“It’s okay, Helen. I can send you home early now and then.” I tucked the basket under one arm and patted her shoulder. The tension in her small body sang up my arm, like the movement of a fly caught in a spider’s web. “Smile, honey. You have some time to yourself.”
She dipped her head and flashed a quick smile at the ground. “Goodnight, Master Fiona,” she said.
“Goodnight.”
She took a few steps, then looked back. “Who was that boy, Master Fiona?”
“Nobody you need to worry yourself over,” I said.
“He isn’t a weaver, then?”
“No. You’re my apprentice, Helen. You and Oliver. That’s it. Okay?”
She nodded and moved along. I watched her go. She had greatness in her. I knew it. Something just held it down.
I returned home and left the thread basket at the loom for tomorrow. I changed into my meeting robes and left for the smithies. I needed to see Davenport before the village meeting. I couldn’t blindside him with Leo’s request.
As I walked, I thought about Leo. He’d seemed genuine. He’d always had a talent for making others feel like he cared about their opinions. At least, until he turned to listen to the opinions of someone else.
Or danced with someone else.
I tamped down the sting of his treatment and tried to focus on the problem. If people in the mountain were getting sick, would their disease spread to the village? Could Leo have been carrying it? He hadn’t looked sick, though he had seemed to have aged more than he should have. And he had seemed too weak to stand while he’d spoken to me.
He’d said the sickness had driven people out of the mountain before. It rang familiar, and I wondered if I should head to my mother’s village to ask her—or maybe Eliot—about it. So much of my former village’s history had been hidden from view. It was difficult to tell which—if any—of my memories of it were true.
I heard the clank of the smithies before I could see it. Davenport had been working hard to finish up an order for a newly-married couple. The wife had asked Davenport to create a wedding gift for her groom—a selection of brand-new tools for the small farm they were starting.
The smithies was a small building with walls on two sides that folded back to let the air flow through. The third wall was taken up by an immense stone fireplace. The last wall held a variety of tools and gadgets with a wide wooden shelf beneath them. In the middle of the room was the heavy anvil, where Davenport spent most of his day.
Today was slightly cool, and only one of the doors stood open. I could see him working at the anvil as I approached. Using a pair of tongs in his left hand, he held something firm against the anvil. His right hand was shaping with a hammer. The sharp sound rang out in quick succession.
“Do you have time for a break?” I asked when he noticed me in the doorway.
He nodded. He looped the handle of the hammer over a hook on his belt with a practiced motion, and then extracted a rag from his pocket. He wiped at his forehead and came around the anvil to kiss me on top of my head.
“You’re in your meeting robes early,” he said.
“We need to talk before the meeting.”
“All right.” He went to the tool bench and drank from a mug sitting there.
“I had a visit from Leo today. He’s the president of the colony.”
“I know who Leo is,” he said, sliding his gaze across to me.
I paused. “The colony needs our help.”
He laughed. “What help could we possibly offer them? They have everything they need inside that big rock, don’t they?”
“Yes, but—”
“Then, what can we help them with? They’re fine on their own.”
“The colony is dying, Port.”
“Of course, it’s dying. They’re people living underground. They don’t even know what life is.”
“No, not that. The people are developing a disease. Their scientists call it ‘mountain sickness’. They think it’s caused by something inside the mountain, some contaminant. They are literally dying. We have to do something.”
“What can we do? They can come out anytime they want to.”
“But, they don’t have anyplace to go.”
“Not my problem,” he said. He set his mug back down on the bench more violently than necessary. “They chose to stay in there all this time. They could’ve been figuring out how to live out here. They clung to their science and technology. Look how it’s helping them now.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “We’re talking about human beings. Children, even.”
“I know what we’re talking about. We’re talking about a group who would have used us for their own purpose, until we couldn’t serve it anymore. We’re talking about people who regard us as little more than animals.” He unhooked his hammer from his belt and hung it in its place on the wall, then removed the tool belt.
I watched as he tidied up his space.
“Are we done here?” he finally said.
“If we do nothing to help, we’re doing the same thing to them,” I said.
His lip curled up on one side. “Golden rule,” he said. He brushed past me and headed out the door. “I’m going home to change. I’ll see you at the meeting.”
My shoulders drooped, and I slumped against the doorframe. I’d expected him to be resistant but was surprised at the vehemence of his reaction. There would be others who felt the same. And there would be those easily convinced by them.
I sighed and went about closing the doors. A sliver of wood jammed into the tip of my pointer finger and broke off. The wood was unreachable under my skin. It would have to wait until later for an extraction.
◆◆◆
 
The meeting house wasn’t a house. It was a pavilion—just a roof over a flat surface with bench seating. At one end, there was a large brick fireplace. There were no other provisions for comfort. When I arrived, there were already people milling around. I greeted everyone warmly and by name. It was at least one thing I’d learned from Leo—knowing everyone’s names and something about their business made them feel special.
Although, for me, it wasn’t a trick. All of them were special to me. If they weren’t among the people I’d led to freedom from slavery years before, they were direct relatives of those people. I felt a kinship among them that I’d never felt in my mother’s village. I felt at home with them. As if I belonged.
I moved to my seat at the front of the pavilion. Though we ruled democratically, the others still considered me as their leader, and I didn’t disabuse anyone of the notion. Anyway, even democracies needed a figurehead, and why shouldn’t it have been me?
It wasn’t long after I took my seat that everyone else settled down.
“Good evening, everyone,” I said.
Murmurs of greeting rose from the crowd. Davenport was sitting in his customary seat in the front bench. He kept his gaze averted from me.
“Charity, can you provide the list of business this evening?” I asked.
She stood and listed a handful of items—a dispute over some livestock; maintenance on the southern well; congratulations to the newlywed couple.
“All right. Can the livestock-subject parties come forward?” I asked.
The two parties came forward and presented their cases. I sat in my seat and tried to listen, but I just couldn’t sort out what was fair in their case. Perhaps, one was stretching the truth. In the scheme of things, it didn’t matter. The livestock would be butchered and distributed equally amongst all the villagers when the time came. It was only a matter of bragging rights.
“I move that we vote on this matter,” I said when I had lost all patience with listening.
Charity called out the party names and counted the votes. “The cows will be part of the Baldwin herd,” she said.
“All right. Well maintenance—who can speak on this subject?” I plopped back into my seat to wait for the next topic to grind through discussion. Oftentimes, it seemed that hearing everyone’s thoughts about an issue boiled down to petty things. If there were to be a public source of water, it had to be located somewhere. And it had been located where it currently was long before the houses surrounding it had been built. When the walls of the well started to degrade, nobody wanted to be inconvenienced while it was repaired.
I sighed and tried to appear interested. My fingertip pulsed at the site of the splinter. The matter was finally settled.
Charity called the newlyweds to the front. I stood and shook their hands. They were a charming young couple, both born in the village. My chest swelled slightly to think of how they’d lived a life free to make their own choices.
“It’s my pleasure to officially introduce the newest family in the village. May your family know love and grace. Congratulations,” I said.
The crowd applauded. Meena, the bride, blushed prettily, and her husband, Franz, squeezed his arm around her shoulder.
“You can return to your seats,” I said as the clapping died down. “I have one more issue to address, which is not on the agenda. Today, I had a visitor from the mountain colony. From the president. He came to ask me—rather, to plead with me—for help.”
The audience shifted in their seats.
“You all know that I lived in the mountain for a time, and that Leo wanted to join forces with my mother’s village. He proposed to do that by marrying me. He thought if he married the future queen, he’d be able to wield influence. I didn’t agree to his plan, and I left.”
I glanced at Davenport. He was studying his hands.
“Leo had aspirations of resuming life as it had been before the winter. He wanted technology and big cities. Basically, he wanted excess. He thought he could get that by using me—and you—to create what he envisioned. I wouldn’t agree to that.
“He is a proud man, and when I left the mountain, he let his vision leave with me. I don’t know why he didn’t pursue it any further. And now, he’s come to me to tell me that a sickness is spreading inside the mountain. And he wants our help.”
Everyone began talking at once. Charity shouted for order, but nobody could hear her. I waited for the talking to die down.
“I know this is asking a lot. If it were one of you dying, I would do all that I could to help you. And I’d like to believe you would do the same for me. I’m asking you to think about our fellow human beings, and what we can do for them. We aren’t deciding on this tonight, because we don’t yet know all the facts. Next meeting, I’ll open the floor for questions. For now, just keep it in your thoughts.
“All right, everybody; that’s it for tonight. Everyone, have a good evening. Thank you.”
As soon as I stopped talking, I was mobbed. Everyone was asking questions at once. I couldn’t understand even one of them. From the corner of my eye, I saw Davenport hurry from the pavilion, his mouth set in a straight line.
The crush of people threatened to overload my senses. “One at a time!” I shouted over the din; it didn’t stop them from asking more questions and jostling me.
From somewhere near my right, there was a loud, sharp whistle.
“Hey. Hey!” It was Charity. The sound slowly died, but nobody moved away from me. “I’m sure Fiona would be happy to answer your questions in an orderly fashion,” she said. She pushed through the people and grabbed my arm. “Right now, it’s time to go home. Think about what you want to ask, and we’ll have a forum here tomorrow night.” She glanced at me, and I nodded. “Yes, tomorrow. We’ll see you then.”
She moved forward, clutching my arm, and the group separated to let us through. I tried not to look at anybody. I didn’t want to get a sense of their emotions yet. I had enough churning through me.
When we reached the edge of the pavilion, Charity released my arm. “I sure hope you have some answers for those people. If you face them tomorrow with a bunch of nothing, you’re going to be sorry,” she said.
I sighed. “I know. You’re right. I need to get some answers. Tomorrow, I’m going to visit my mother and find out what I can.”
Charity made a scoffing sound. “What does she know about it? You think he asked her first?”
I shook my head. “No. I think this isn’t the first time this has happened.”
“Oh. I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” She started off towards her house.
“Charity?”
She stopped and looked back.
“Do you have any questions?” I asked.
She laughed. “I’ve got nothing but questions.”
“You must have one that feels most pressing.”
“All right. What do they want from us? Saying they want help is like saying the sky is blue. It doesn’t tell me anything.”
“Okay,” I said.
She scrunched up her forehead, and I thought she was going to say something else. But then, she waved and walked away.
Behind me, the people in the pavilion were dispersing, and I headed home, too. Davenport’s anger hung thick in the air when I opened the door. I could see his form hunched in bed in the corner opposite the loom.
I eased in and changed into my sleeping clothes, trying to be quiet. I knew he wasn’t asleep, it just seemed best not to make noise. When I was ready, I pulled back the covers and slid into my side of the bed.
He grunted and rolled over to look at me. “Why do you want to help him?”
“It isn’t about him. It’s about them.”
“He’s going to betray you. Us. All of us. What he wants isn’t what he says he wants.”
“Maybe. I don’t know. But I can’t be the one who turns away people in need.”
“Try,” he said. He rolled back over and burrowed into his pillow.
I settled down on my own pillow and waited for sleep that didn’t come.




Chapter 2

In the morning, I rolled out of bed to find that Davenport was already gone. In the dim morning light, I dressed and left our house for the community kitchen. My stomach growled after missing dinner the night before.
The kitchen hall was buzzing with activity. I was greeted by maybe a dozen people before I even had a cup of tea in my hands. I collected a bowl of oats and sprinkled it with nuts and berries before taking a seat at the closest table.
Charity was sitting at the table already. “Morning, Fiona,” she said.
“Hello.” I dug into my oatmeal and tried not to give her an opening to speak.
“You still going to see your mom today?”
I nodded. The oats were too hot, and I swallowed my bite without chewing.
“I was thinking maybe you should invite Leo to speak to the people,” she continued. “To answer questions.”
“Mm. That’s an idea,” I said.
“Look, Fiona. I can see that you want to help. You have to get the whole story. We can’t leave ourselves open to these people. They could be—”
Davenport sat down at the table, dropping his plate in front of him so that some of his food jolted onto the table’s surface. “Charity,” he said.
“Good morning, Davenport.”
He dug his wooden scoop into his food.
Oblivious to the tension, Charity resumed her plea. “I just think we ought to be careful. We can’t assume they’re telling us the truth.”
Davenport took a sip of his coffee and looked from me to Charity and back, before setting it down. “I think that’s a very good point, Charity,” he said without looking away from me.
“I never said we shouldn’t be careful,” I said.
Charity gathered up her things. “I hope you find what you’re looking for at your mother’s,” she said. She nodded at us both and left.
“You’re going to see your mother?” asked Davenport.
“Yes. I want to ask her about the sickness. I think it’s happened before.”
He shrugged. “What difference does it make if it’s happened before? All the more argument that they aren’t rational.”
I looked at him. He resumed eating his scrambled eggs.
“When we left my mother’s village,” I said, “we thought we could never go back. And we did that without hesitation. Why. Why did we do that?”
“Because we were slaves.”
“Right. And yet, we’ve managed to forge a bond with them. A symbiotic relationship.”
He laughed. “Only because they needed us.”
“Well, they don’t need us anymore. But, we’re still on friendly terms with them. We trade, visit. Intermarry. Even though at one time, we were nothing to them but the labor that kept them fed.”
He stopped chewing and looked down at his plate.
I put my hand over his. “Please, Port. Try to see it. These three groups—they’re all that’s left. We have to stick together.”
He turned his hand over and held mine, then gave me a tired smile. “I just don’t see why it has to be you who keeps us all together.”
“It could be you. You know you don’t want that.”
He laughed. “No, I don’t want that.” He released my hand. “I’m sorry.”
“Never mind. Just try not to derail this before we’ve heard them out. Okay? Please?”
He nodded.
“I’ll be home in time for meeting tonight.” I cleared my breakfast things and left the kitchen hall. Helen was just coming in. “I won’t be at work today, Helen. I want you to thread the loom with the new threads we got yesterday. You remember how?”
“Yes, Master Fiona,” she said.
“And I don’t want you letting Oliver do it all. You go over there right after breakfast and get started. Don’t wait for him.”
Her eyebrows knitted together, but she agreed.
“I’ll see you tomorrow. Take it one step at a time, all right? Don’t forget to thread through the reed,” I said.
“Okay,” she said. She tucked a stray loop of hair behind her ear and smiled at the ground. It seemed like a secret smile. I watched her go into the kitchen hall, then went on my way.
◆◆◆
 
I approached the pavilion. It was already packed, even though the meeting wasn’t set to start for another fifteen minutes. Before I could get under the protection of the roof, Charity was at my side.
“Everyone’s asking questions,” she said. “Did you get any answers?”
“Some. Probably not what they want to know.”
Charity grabbed me by the arm and turned me away from the pavilion. “This isn’t going to go your way. Not today. Not without real answers.”
I smiled, a wave of tiredness shaking my bones. “Charity, I can only do my best.”
Charity blinked. “You seem okay with that.”
“I’m only one woman. I can’t save humanity on my own.” I tipped my head towards the group. “If they can’t see the value in helping the people in the mountain, then life goes on. We’ll continue. Though we won’t be the same.”
“You can’t save it with an attitude like that,” she said as she left me standing outside the pavilion.
I sighed. Other members of the village had noticed me and were staring. Their gazes reeled me in like a fish on a line. I silently cursed Leo for putting me in this position. He should have come himself. He should have given me more details. He shouldn’t have been so stupid.
I went in and smiled and nodded as I headed to my seat. Somehow, everyone kept their questions silent as I passed by them. I shuddered, realizing it was probably the last ounce of respect they would grant me during the meeting.
I took my seat, and the people settled onto the benches. My eyes flicked to Charity. She shook her head just enough for me to see. It wasn’t time yet.
Davenport came over and squatted next to me. “How did it go?” he asked.
“She answered my questions. But, it won’t be enough.”
He winced. “Sorry,” he said.
“I doubt we’ll agree to help them now. Everyone will be set against it.”
“With that attitude, they will,” he said.
I knocked him in the arm. “That’s what Charity said.”
“Great minds,” he said. He stood, his knees popping as he did. “I’ll give you my public support, of course,” he whispered. “I think we can’t agree to help them until we know more.”
“Understood,” I said. I grabbed hold of his hand as he walked away and gave it a squeeze. “Thanks.”
Charity called the meeting to order. “This is a public forum. We’re going to discuss whether we agree to help the mountain colony members or not. Every person will have the opportunity to ask a question or comment; however, in the interest of time, everyone will be limited to one. We’ll start in the back.” She pointed to the person sitting farthest in back, to the left.
It was Franz, the newlywed. He rose and cleared his throat. “I was wondering about the illness. Is it fatal? Can we catch it?” He ducked his head and sat down.
“The colony scientists believe the illness is caused by living in the mountain,” I said. "There is no evidence that it can exist here, or even that it can spread between people. A similar outbreak occurred about 150 years ago. We are descendants of the people who survived the illness by fleeing the mountain.”
Meena took her turn. “And how can we know that they’re telling us the truth?”
I shrugged. “We can’t. We don’t have the technology to dispute their claims. And someone would have to go into the mountain to do that. Are you volunteering?”
The defiance on Meena’s face crumpled. “No, Ma’am,” she said. Her head bobbed back down into the crowd. The person sitting next to her stood.
Dozens of questions about the illness followed. Eventually, I had to stop the flow. I held up a hand to interrupt the next person. “It seems like all your questions are centered around the illness. Is this your primary concern? Raise your hand if that’s true.”
Nearly all the hands in the audience went up.
“And none of you have concerns about the plans or agenda of the colonists? Does anyone have questions about that?”
Only a few hands went up.
“Okay. I’m going to see if we can get some of the colony scientists to come and talk about your concerns. I’m no doctor, and I can only repeat what I’ve been told. We’ll see if we can get some details that’ll ease your minds. Does everyone agree with this plan?”
There was no movement, and I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.
“Good. I’ll see about getting some of the scientists here to speak. Are there any other outstanding issues, Charity?”
Charity shook her head.
“Okay, great. Thank you everyone so much for coming out tonight. The next meeting time will be communicated as soon as I have it.”
Unlike the last meeting, nobody approached me afterwards—except for Davenport and Charity.
“That went better than I expected,” Charity said.
“Ye of little faith,” said Davenport.
She laughed. “I have plenty of faith in Fiona,” she said. She jerked her thumb over her shoulder, indicating the people slowly leaving the pavilion. “It’s the rabble I’m not so sure about.”
“It’s their right to disagree,” I said. “If it isn’t, then I’m in the wrong place.”
“You aren’t hoping for disagreement,” said Davenport. “We don’t want to end up locked in an internal feud.”
“I’m not hoping for disagreement. I just don’t want this to be forced. Everyone needs to decide how they feel and be heard.”
“That’s the trouble with this system,” he countered. “Even the most unprepared among us have a voice.”
I smiled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I said.




Chapter 3

After breakfast, I waited for Oliver and Helen to show up for work. While I waited, I studied the previous day’s handiwork. As usual, their individual styles were easily visible—Helen’s threads were meticulously placed through the loom with the proper tension; Oliver’s threads hit all the right positions, but hung limply, demonstrating his inattention to detail.
Oliver arrived first. “Good morning, Master Fiona,” he said. His gaze skittered to the loom. I was standing behind it, trying to draw up the tension of one of his loosey-goosey threads.
“Oliver,” I said. “Yesterday, you and Helen threaded the loom, as I requested?”
“Helen said you wanted me to wash the last completed fabric length. I didn’t have time to thread but a few. I already delivered the fabric to Sampson. It was meant for him, wasn’t it?”
I nodded. “It was. Thank you. I appreciate you taking the initiative to deliver.”
He smiled and relaxed. He thought I’d missed his poor workmanship.
I pulled out my scissors and snipped the threads I knew to be his. “Now, when Helen arrives, she will oversee you while you rethread these. Pull them out while you wait.”
His smile faded. “Yes, Master Fiona.” He moved forward and began the tedious process of removing the threads I’d cut.
A spark of sympathy flitted through my gut. Oliver meant well, but he wasn’t a weaver at heart. I debated for the hundredth time releasing him from his apprenticeship. “Do you like weaving, Oliver?” I asked.
He shrugged. “I guess it’s okay.”
I pulled up a chair and indicated it. He sat, and I paced the room.
“Oliver, do you really want to do this for the rest of your life? Do you want to be a weaver?”
He frowned. “It’s what my mom thinks I ought to do.”
“I didn’t ask about your mom. I asked about what you want. What do you want to do?”
His shoulders drooped, and he looked at his hands clasped in his lap. He didn’t answer.
“You aren’t in trouble, Oliver. What do you want to do?”
He shrugged. “I dunno.”
The door opened, and Helen came in. Even with his head lowered, Oliver’s face burned a deep red.
“Good morning, Helen,” I greeted her. “Before we begin, can you run over to Sampson’s and ask if he is satisfied with his new fabric?”
Helen nodded and left.
“You needn’t feel ashamed if you want to be released, Oliver,” I said.
“Okay,” he said. He shuffled his feet. “I guess I would rather be working with animals.”
“You want to be released?”
Oliver’s normally confident demeanor sagged even further.
I put a hand on his shoulder. “Would you like me to speak to your mother?”
He looked up. “You would do that?” I was surprised to see his eyes were shining with unshed tears.
“Of course,” I said.
He nodded and sniffled. “Yes, please. I know she wouldn’t understand if I tried to tell her.”
“All right, then. I’ll talk with her. For now, though, I need you to finish the rethreading. When you’re done, I’m going to check it. Work carefully. Okay?”
“Okay,” he said. He wiped his nose on his shirt and took up the spool that I was holding out to him. “I’ll do my best.”
“Good. When that’s done, we have a big day ahead. Are you up for a trip away from the village?”
“Really?” His head snapped up from the loom. “Where to?”
Helen came back in. “Samson says he is happy with the fabric, Master Fiona.”
“Good. Help me with something while Oliver rethreads.” I pulled two packs out from under the bed and indicated a basket of provisions at the foot of the bed. Together, we filled the packs. Then, I took the packs outside to the porch, motioning for Helen to follow. Oliver watched us cross the room from the corner of his eye and said nothing.
Outside, I set the packs beside the front steps. I sat and pointed to the step beside me. Helen obeyed, though her nerves had her pulled taut.
“You’ve probably heard people talking about the mountain colony, right?” I asked.
She nodded.
“Well I need to go there. Today. That isn’t what you’re here for, I know. I’d like for you to come with me. If you want to, that is.”
She stared at my knees with wide eyes.
“If you don’t want to go, that’s okay. It isn’t dangerous, but it isn’t necessarily a safe trip, either. Any number of things could befall us on a trip that wouldn’t happen in the village. If you want to say no, then that’s okay.”
“What about my folks?” she said.
“I’ll leave that up to you,” I said. “If you want to go and ask permission, you can. You’re my apprentice. They agreed that you’re my ward during the day for the time being.”
She shook her head. “No. I’ll go. If you want me to.”
“Okay. Then, once Oliver gets those threads tied off, we’ll go.”
She paused on the step. “Oliver’s coming?”
“Yes.”
I watched as she struggled with her indecision. She didn’t say anything more. I pretended not to notice and went back into the house.
◆◆◆
 
It was half a day’s ride to the mountain on horseback, and we made good time. Neither of my charges complained about the discomfort of sitting astride the animals for such a long period—though my own backside desperately wanted it to be over. I pointed out which mountain we were headed to amongst the other peaks.
“It isn’t quite as big as I’d imagined,” said Oliver.
Helen gaped at it. The mountains weren’t visible from the village, and I knew she’d never been far enough to see them.
After another 20 minutes of riding, we came to the security fence.
A guard came out to greet us. “What’s your business?” he asked.
“We’re here to see the president,” I said.
He raised an eyebrow. “You aren’t from the colony.”
“No.”
“Where are you from?”
I hesitated. The villages didn’t have names to distinguish them. I knew the people in the mountain colony referred to them as “the slave’s village” and “the queen’s village”.
“The slave’s village,” I said.
Oliver’s head swiveled at me, but he stopped short of commenting.
The guard nodded. “And what makes you think the president would see the likes of you?”
“The president came to see me. At my home. Only two days ago,” I said. “He had a job for me. I’m responding to his queries. He’ll want to see me.”
“Wait here.” He retreated behind the gate.
After a few moments, a different guard came out. “I apologize for my colleague. Can I have your name, please?”
“Fiona. And these are my apprentices, Helen and Oliver.”
The guard’s eyes widened enough for me to catch it. He knew of my history in the mountain. He nodded and held up his hand. “May I assist you from your horse?”
I took his hand and allowed him to assist me down. Oliver and Helen dismounted, too.
“Follow me, please. Bring your horses.” The guard opened the gate and held it while we passed through the fence. He led us to a large outbuilding and opened the door. “Your horses can stay here.” A boy came forward. “Get these horses watered and comfortable,” he said. The boy nodded and accepted the leads from each of us.
We left the barn, and he took us to a small building, closer to the base of the mountain. Inside, he motioned to a bench, and we sat. He took a tablet from a hook on the wall and swiped his fingers over it. After a few minutes, he hung the tablet back on its hook. “Someone will be out to collect you momentarily,” he said.
“Okay, thank you,” I said.
“I need to get back to the gate. Just wait here.”
I nodded, and he went to the door.
He hesitated.
“What do you want to know?” I said.
“Why did you leave? You could have been the president’s wife.”
Beside me, Helen gasped. “I’m more than anyone’s wife,” I said.
He studied me for a moment more. Then, he left.
Oliver pounded to his feet. “You could have married the president of the mountain?”
“That isn’t important right now,” I said. “And like I said, I’m more than someone’s wife.”
Oliver paced to the window and back. “To think of the possibilities. You could have had so much more.”
“‘More’ is a relative term, Oliver. I tried living here, and I found that it wasn’t for me. And the relationship I would have had with the president—it wouldn’t have been a true marriage. That’s a sacred thing to us, and it wasn’t the same to him. I couldn’t leave that part of myself behind.”
He didn’t have the chance to say anything more. The door opened, and Leo’s assistant poked his head in. “Ah, Fiona. I was worried that the guard misspoke. Would you like to come with me?”
We followed him out into the fenced area. “I apologize, but I don’t know your name,” I said.
“You can call me Swen,” he said.
I introduced Helen and Oliver.
Swen took us to the door leading into the mountain. “This must bring back some memories for you,” he said.
“Actually, I was an unconscious prisoner when I was brought into the mountain. And I left at night.”
Swen blanched. “I didn’t know that,” he said.
“I’m sure Leo made sure that nobody did.”
We followed him down a long, grey hallway. A large, orange door stood open. When we passed through it, we were inside the mountain walls. The room opened into a huge expanse, and ahead, a smaller mountain seemed to be enclosed within the mountain we’d just entered. We went through another set of doors, and the environment looked much more like what I remembered.
Swen took us through a labyrinth of hallways, up some stairs, and down another few halls, before we came to the door I recognized as Leo’s office.
“This, I recognize,” I said.
He smiled and opened the door. The outer office looked the same—though somewhat older and more worn.
“Does Leo know we’re here?” I asked.
“Yes. He asked me to show you right in, so, no waiting. Although, maybe Helen and Oliver would rather wait out here?”
I nodded and pointed to the chairs against the wall. “Wait here for a minute,” I said.
They sat obediently, and I trailed Swen to the door. He paused and looked back at me. “You should know that he might not seem himself.”
I didn’t have time to consider what he meant. He stepped aside and opened the door, and I nearly fell into the office. It wasn’t really an office anymore. It was more like the room where the village doctor took care of patients.
The dominating desk was gone. In its place was a bed that was curled into an s-shape, rather than being flat. Leo was sitting up and propped against pillows. A number of machines blipped light and sounds beside him, and a bag of liquid hung from a pole at the head of the bed.
The skin on Leo’s face hung slack, even as he smiled. “Fiona,” he said. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
I glanced at Swen. Did Leo not remember that he’d come to the village only two days ago? “I’m here to ask you for something,” I said.
Swen bustled up to him and held a cup of water to his lips. Leo dutifully took a sip, and then pushed Swen’s hand away. “What?”
“I’ve spoken to the village about the help you requested. For the colony.”
Leo nodded.
“They have concerns about the illness,” I explained. “I can’t answer their questions to their satisfaction. I wondered if I could take a few doctors back to the village to let them explain the illness. I think it would go a long way in helping them to decide what to do.”
“Seems reasonable,” said Leo. He waved his arm at Swen. “He’ll see to it. Swen takes care of everything these days.”
“Good. Great. I’m glad you’re agreeable. Because I don’t know if I could convince them to assist otherwise.”
“Of course. And how are you today, Fiona? You looked so beautiful the other day.”
I laughed. “Well, I don’t know how you could say that; I was dressed just the way I am now.”
“No, no. That gown. Remember? The other day, when you were wearing that golden gown. What a beauty you are. When we’re married, it’ll unify the village and the colony perfectly. Power and beauty, what a match.”
My eyes slid over to Swen. His lips were set in a thin line, and he nodded once, looking pointedly at Leo. My heart sunk. He had the sickness. “Well, I won’t keep you,” I said. “You get some rest, and I’m sure I’ll see you soon.”
“What? You can’t leave me without giving me a kiss. Your future husband deserves no less.”
Swen stepped in. “Now, Leo, we don’t want to pass any germs. You remember what the doctor said.” He signaled to me to leave, while Leo whined about not remembering an order to refrain from kissing his future wife.
I escaped out the door and closed it quietly behind me. Then, I went and sat next to the kids.
“Well? Did you get what you came for?” asked Oliver.
“I think so. We’ll have to wait for Swen to come out.”
After a few minutes, Swen emerged. He clutched his tablet to his chest, took a deep breath, and then approached us. “I apologize for that display. Maybe I should have described his state better.”
“What happened to him? Only two days ago, he barely looked sick.”
“Because of his age, the illness advanced quickly. He probably won’t last the week.”
“What will the colony do?” I asked. “Has another leader been chosen?”
“The council is debating. They’ve been observing your village politics for some time. I think they may be tending towards less-structured leadership in the future. In recent years, Leo has lost his grip on the council. Few can be bent to his will anymore, so a president would likely only be a figurehead, as you are in your village.”
His last statement stung a bit. Not because I wanted to be powerful but because I could tell he meant to belittle me.
“I’ll take you to the health ward,” he continued. ‘I’m not sure they can spare anyone because so many are sick. We’ll see what we can do.”
“What about the children?” I asked. “Are we safe to be there with sick people?”
“It’s a little late now to worry about that, isn’t it?” he said. “You’ve already come inside. But no, the doctors say it isn’t airborne or spread through casual contact.”
I glanced again at Oliver and Helen. What had possessed me to bring them? I’d put them both at risk. “Perhaps, they could wait for me in the commissary,” I said.
Swen shrugged. “As you wish. This way.”
We followed him to the commissary. It was as stark and drab as I remembered it.
“If you’d like something to eat, please help yourselves,” Swen told them. “And sit anywhere you like. We’ll be back shortly.”
He and I left the commissary. I tried to think of intelligent questions to ask him about the status of the colony, but my thoughts kept venturing back to Leo and his pending death. Would the colony still want our help? What was their agenda?
Finally, I snapped out of my reverie. “What’s the current population of the colony?” I asked.
“Right now, we’re at 811. About 10% of them are already sick. We expect another 10% or so to become ill in the next month.”
“And the illness is fatal? Nobody recovers?”
“Maybe one in five or six recovers. The older you are, the faster it goes.” He paused, eyeing me. “I’ll leave it to a doctor to tell you about it.” Swen gave a stilted smile. He pushed open a large, swinging door with a circular window in it, and we passed through. It swung shut behind us, swooshing back and forth.
We were in a long, rectangular room with an aisle down the center. On each side of the aisle, two rows of occupied beds—similar to Leo’s—were lined up. They were arranged so that the patients were head-to-foot in every direction. As we passed down the aisle, the patients who could see me openly stared, though many of them were too miserable to even keep their eyes open.
Violent coughing, wheezing, and gagging filled the room. I smiled and nodded at those who made eye contact, but it gave me an overwhelming sense of despair.
Swen approached a woman with a broad chest. She wore a cloth over her head that covered her hair, and when she looked up from her tablet, I saw that she didn’t have eyebrows.
“Hello, Theresa. This is Fiona. Perhaps, you remember her?” said Swen.
Theresa scanned me from head to foot and back again, her expression suspicious. “No. I don’t know her.”
“Well, this is Fiona. She’s here from the village. She wants to ask you some questions about the sickness.”
Theresa turned her full attention to me. It was an overwhelming sensation. “You’re from the village? Which one?”
“The slave’s village,” I said. Saying it made me want to slap her.
“I thought so,” she said. She turned her attention back to her tablet. “What is it you want?”
I wanted to jolt her from her snobbery. “President Leo assured me you would be cooperative,” I said.
“Who isn’t cooperating?” She motioned to a young man. “Clean up that vomit,” she said, pointing to the floor near his feet.
“I have some questions for you. About the sickness. Actually, the whole village does. I’d like a doctor to come to the village to address the concerns we have properly—”
“What? You can’t be serious. No able-bodied doctor can leave this facility. Do you have any doctors who can come here? It would make a whole lot more sense if you’d send help, instead of dragging it away.”
“I understand you are shorthanded, but with all due respect, if you want our help, we need answers.”
“Answers to what? Ask. I’m here right now.” She fluffed a patient’s pillow and placed an instrument on his forehead until it beeped.
“I couldn’t possibly ask all the questions myself,” I said. “I don’t even know what all the questions are. And answers only beget more questions.”
She leveled a glare at me. “I don’t really care about your questions.”
“Well, do you care about our help? Because I can’t offer it without answers.”
She looked at Swen. “What in God’s granite is she talking about?” she said.
Swen cleared his throat. “President Leo has asked their village for assistance with relocating residents who want to leave the mountain.”
“Why would anyone leave the mountain? They’re all just a bunch of heathens out there.” She cast a glance at me. “Pardon me for saying so.”
“Pardon me for being a heathen,” I said.
Swen smirked.
I wanted to smack them both. “If you aren’t willing to talk, then I can’t offer you anything. I apologize for wasting your time.” I made my way back towards the door. Swen trailed along behind me.
As I raised my hand to push through the swinging door, the patient closest to the exit called out. “Wait. Where are you going?”
Unsure if he was talking to me, I paused. “Me?” I said.
“Yes. Are you leaving?” He was covered in blankets so that only his head stuck out above them. His hair was sticking straight up on the back of his head from the pressure of his pillow. It looked strangely like a halo.
“Yes,” I said.
“This is her. Fiona. Isn’t it?” he asked Swen.
“It is,” Swen said.
“I thought you were going to help us,” he said.
“Who is this?” I said to Swen.
“He’s a member of the council. The last member who is loyal to Leo. He knew about Leo’s visit to your village the other day.”
I moved closer to his bed. His hand crawled out from under the blankets—seemingly, unbidden by its owner—and reached for mine. I clasped it. His hand was warm and smooth. “It’s up to you. It’s always been you. I knew it when you were here last,” he said.
“I’m afraid I can’t help your colony, Sir. Your doctors can’t spare anyone to come to the village to ease our fears. My people are afraid that if we bring your people to the village, the illness will overtake us all.”
His hand clenched harder. “You’ll help us, because you have to. It’s who you are.”
“Okay, that’s enough,” said Swen. He pushed me backwards, breaking the contact between me and the man. “There’s no need to intimidate her. Let’s go.”
We pushed through the door. As it was swinging to a rest, I heard him yell, “It isn’t intimidation! It’s the truth!”




Chapter 4

Swen took me back to the commissary. Oliver and Helen rushed forward when they saw me.
“It was horrible,” said Helen.
“You have to take us home,” said Oliver. “It can’t be safe here.”
“Calm down,” I said. “Did something happen?”
Helen began to cry. Oliver put his arm around her. “A man collapsed from the illness. He was fine—just standing in line—and then, he was on the floor, gorging his stomach all over the place,” he said. “You have to take us home. We’re going to catch it.”
“No,” I said. “You can’t catch it. The illness doesn’t work like that.”
“How do you know? Did the doctor tell you that?” said Helen.
“I—” But before I could finish, I deflated. “The doctor didn’t tell me anything. She was too busy to spare herself—or anyone else—to come with us.”
Oliver turned to Swen. “Is that what you want? For us to leave?”
Swen shrugged. “This was Leo’s plan, and he won’t be around to execute it. I don’t know what will happen. Most likely, the ones who can flee will. And the rest will die.”
“That doesn’t seem to bother you,” I said.
“No. It doesn’t. Most of them deserve to die.”
“Did Leo know this about you?” I asked.
“Leo saw only what he wanted to see, did what he wanted to do. I think you know that.”
“Fine. We’d like to leave now,” I said. I gathered Oliver and Helen close to me. “Can you take us to the gates?”
“Whatever,” said Swen. He turned and bumped into another colonist. “Excuse me,” he said.
“Swen,” she said. Then, she looked at me and cocked her head. “Fiona?” She looked vaguely familiar. I opened my mouth to answer, but she interrupted. “It’s me, Willow! Oh, how are you?” She grabbed my hands and spread them wide to look at me. “You look just the same. Except for the wrinkles, of course.” She laughed at her own joke. “Don’t you remember me?”
“Of course, I do, I’m just surprised,” I said. I leaned in as she made an awkward attempt to hug me.
“Oh, are these your children?” she asked.
“No, my apprentices. This is Oliver and Helen. And this is Willow. We were friends when I lived here.”
Oliver and Helen gave polite greetings. They weren’t in any mood to be stopped for chitchat, though.
Willow noticed their reluctance. “Why the long faces? And what are you doing here, anyway? I’m so glad to see you.”
“I came to see the doctors. It didn’t go as we’d hoped. We were just on our way out.”
Swen tapped at his tablet. “Willow, perhaps you could show them back to the gate? I have to get back to check on the president.”
Willow’s expression fell at the mention of Leo. “How is he doing?”
“As you’d expect,” answered Swen. “Good luck to you, Fiona. Thank you for coming.”
Willow watched him as we walked away. “He must poop diamonds; he’s so uptight.”
I laughed. “It’s good to see you, Willow. Would you mind taking us to the gate?”
“Not at all. But can I grab some lunch? I’m starving, and we could catch up for a few minutes.”
I steered Oliver and Helen back to a table while Willow went for her meal. Helen did not object, but Oliver gave me a long, fish-eyed stare. “We need to leave,” he said.
“We will. It’s only for a few minutes.”
Willow returned, slurping coffee from a chipped ceramic mug and carrying a plate of bland-looking food. “So. Fiona. Why did you come to see the doctors? They’re kind of busy.”
“Exactly,” I said. “Leo asked us to take in colonists. The villagers are afraid of the illness. I thought if I could get a doctor to come and explain, they would be more willing to help.”
Willow sighed. “I don’t blame them for being afraid. It’s scary, what the illness does. What kinds of questions do they have? I could probably answer them.”
“Are you a doctor?”
“No. I’m the coroner. And the mortician.”
“The what?” asked Oliver.
“When someone dies, I determine what they died from. And after we have the proper memorials, I dispose of the remains. You don’t have that?”
“We just bury them,” said Oliver.
“Right,” she said, crinkling her forehead. “I’ve been studying the illness victims. I could answer your questions.”
“Would you be willing to come with us? To a village meeting?”
She shrugged. “Sure. Why not? I could use a break from all the dying and whatnot.”
Oliver laughed. “I don’t believe you two were ever friends,” he said.
“Why?” I asked.
“She’s a whole lot more fun than you are,” he said.
Below her hair-curtain, Helen stifled a burst of laughter.
Willow rolled her eyes. “I know it seems like she’s all business,” Willow said. “This girl is just as fun as the next.”
“Are you done?” I asked. “If we leave now, we could have a meeting tonight, and you could be back by lunch tomorrow.”
“Hm. Maybe I’m wrong, Oliver. Maybe the village knocked all the fun out of her,” she said.
I frowned. “Willow . . .”
“I’m kidding. Just kidding. Can I pack a bag? Come to my apartment pod real quick. It won’t take long.”
At her apartment, Willow stuffed a change of clothes and some toiletries into a bag. Oliver and Helen perched on the couch, staring at their surroundings. It reminded me of how overwhelmed I’d been when I’d first come to Willow’s apartment, and she’d done my nails for me.
“All set. Let’s go,” said Willow.
◆◆◆
 
We arrived at the village in time for dinner. I dismissed Oliver and Helen. They ran from the stables as if their feet were on fire. Oliver was likely bursting to boast to his friends about having seen the mountain. Helen’s hurry was probably more escape-driven.
I took Willow to the kitchen hall, and we sat at an empty table to eat. She picked at the food. When I asked her if something was wrong, she laughed.
“No. The food just tastes so much stronger than I’m used to. It kind of fills you up on taste.”
Curious villagers were lingering around the edges of the hall.
“You won’t find any spiro here,” I said. “You’ve got an audience, though, so eat up.”
Charity came and sat with us. I introduced her.
“Willow will be speaking tonight at meeting. Can you circulate the word?” I asked.
“Of course,” said Charity. “People will be glad to see a doctor came to speak.”
“I’m not a doctor,” Willow said.
Charity stilled. “Then, what are you? You can speak about the science behind the illness, right?”
“Yes, I can do that. Though, I’m more of a biologist than a doctor.”
“The doctors were busy caring for the colonists with the illness,” I said. “Luckily, Willow has a working knowledge, and she can stand in.”
Charity didn’t look convinced. “All right. I suppose it’s understandable that they can’t spare doctors right now.”
After dinner, I showed Willow to an empty house, where she could spend the night. Then, we made our way to the pavilion. Already, people were milling around.
“Wow,” said Willow. “I didn’t realize so many people lived here.”
“The village has a population of 412,“ I said.
“Leo asked for people to come and live here, right? The people who aren’t sick?”
“Yes,” I said.
“You understand that would more than double your population?”
“Well, I don’t know exact numbers. I fail to see how the number of people who need help should impact whether we offer it or not.”
“Fiona. How will you house a doubled population? Put that aside and think about how you would even begin to feed them. Surely, you don’t have unlimited resources.”
“The mountain has resources. How do you feed the people you have? That won’t go away.”
“No, it will. When the people who don’t leave die out, there won’t be anyone to grow the spiro. And our external food resources have always been limited.”
I tried to find a reason to refute what she’d said. But, I couldn’t. Was she telling me that I had no choice but to refuse them? If the colonists came, and we ran out of food, the other village would help for a time. I knew my mother would never let us—or the colony—impinge on the success of her own people. They would slaughter us all in our sleep to stay alive.
The pavilion seethed with people, and I fought the urge to turn away. I’d been stupid and naïve. Our village couldn’t help the mountain colony. We would all die. Wouldn’t it be better if we let the mountain die off and kept our own people safe and alive?
I snapped from my imaginings when Charity came to my elbow. “They’re ready for you,” she said into my ear. “I think you’d better start.”
I went to the front and raised my hands. The room quieted. “Thank you for coming tonight. I’d like to introduce Willow. She’s a scientist from the mountain colony. She has spent a lot of time studying the disease, and she is here to answer the questions that you have. We’ll proceed as we did last night. Each person will have the opportunity to ask one question.” I pointed to the back left corner of the room and sat.
This time, Helen’s mother was sitting there. “My question is for Fiona. Why did you take my little girl into that place? She’s terrified that she’s going to die.”
Every head in the pavilion whipped around to stare at me.
“I—” I began.
“I know it must have been scary for her,” said Willow, cutting me off. “I assure you, Ma’am; your daughter is not going to die. The illness is not communicable, except in the sense that contracting it is done within the mountain.”
“She took her there! My baby was in the mountain!”
The mood of the crowd swayed from curious to hostile.
Davenport stood up. “Now, everybody, just calm down. There’s no need to get upset. We’ve been assured by multiple people that the illness isn’t catching.”
“Who? Who are these multiple people? Anybody we can trust?” asked someone in the crowd.
“This isn’t the first time there has been an illness in the mountain,” I said. “And I don’t think I need to remind you that all of us—every last one of us—has descended from the mountain. The queen’s village was established the last time this illness took hold. I confirmed it with her in person the day after President Leo asked me for help.”
“Did you know that?” someone asked Willow.
“Actually, no,” she said. “I was not aware that there had been a previous outbreak. That had to have been over a century ago.”
“How is this woman qualified to tell us anything? She doesn’t even know the history of the disease,” Helen’s mother said.
“A lack of historic knowledge does not discount the science she knows,” I said. “And she’s the most educated person on the subject we’re going to get. So many people are sick in the colony that they can’t spare a doctor to come here and hold our hands. We’ve got to learn what we can from Willow and decide where to go from there.”
“Well, I think this is irresponsible. And she’s only making it worse. Taking our children into the mountain without even asking our permission!”
Davenport scowled. “I understand that you’re upset. But, this isn’t the place. You can take your argument up with Fiona later. Moving on. Next question.”
The conversation buzzed in my head. I wanted to put my hands over my ears and just block it all out. I’d thought it was the right thing to do, bringing the colonists here. Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe bringing them here would doom us all. Even so, wouldn’t ignoring their need be a departure from our own humanity?
Eventually, I pushed down my thoughts and focused on what Willow said enough to learn that she believed that the mountain itself was making people sick. And that was why the illness struck mostly older members of the colony, and not young people. She felt that, if they’d only move outside, the illness would stop spreading.
The questions slowed, and finally stopped. Willow looked weary. Charity must have noticed that I was lost in a fog, because she ended the meeting and sent everyone home.
Davenport, Charity, Willow, and I were leaving the pavilion when Davenport asked the question on my mind. “If you think that you only have to leave the mountain to save yourself, why do you still live there?” he asked Willow.
“It’s all I know,” she said. “Letting go of your home isn’t easy.”
“Surely, your will to live overrides sentimentality,” said Charity.
“I suppose. Our population has dropped sharply. The people who are left are working hard to keep things moving smoothly. I’m afraid that will soon fall apart.” She turned to me. “I wonder how you’d feel if I didn’t return to the mountain,” she said.
“You mean, stay here?”
“I don’t know.” She stuffed her hands in her pockets. “It seems like a nice place.”
“Willow, you were just brutally questioned by the people living here. You’d feel welcome?”
“I feel safer here than I do there. That’s something, isn’t it?”
My stomach flip-flopped. Even though we’d just been questioning her desire to stay in the mountain, I couldn’t let Willow live in the village indefinitely.
Charity and Port waited in silence for my reply.
“Why don’t you sleep on it?” I said. “There’s no rush to decide.”
“Maybe you’re right,” she said.
“It’s a big decision to just leave. You haven’t even said goodbye to anyone. What about your family?”
“My husband died some time ago—not from the mountain illness, from cancer. My mother and her husband just fell ill, each within a day of the other. I really don’t want to be responsible for their final arrangements.”
“I’m so sorry, Willow. I didn’t realize.”
“You don’t have any children?” asked Charity.
“No. We didn’t like the idea of the tanks. Fiona can relate, I’m sure.”
I flinched. “Why don’t you think about it overnight, just the same? It’s a big decision to leave your lifelong home,” I said.
We arrived at Willow’s temporary house, and I walked her to the door.
“If you need anything, I live right across the way,” said Charity. She pointed to her own house, two doors up and across the path. “I think you’ll find everything you need.”
Willow smiled. “A night without electricity, plumbing, and filtered air. This is going to be great.”
I hugged her and said goodnight. We continued homeward, with Charity breaking off at her house.
When we were alone, Davenport let loose. “You can’t let her stay here,” he said. “If you allow her, then you have to let in anyone who comes. And the village hasn’t decided yet.”
“I know. I know! I just didn’t know what to say. She’s faced so much death, and she’s on her own. Plus, she actually disposes of the dead. I can’t imagine how lonely she must be.”
“I understand that she’s your friend, and you don’t want to disappoint her,” he said. “You have to be honest with her. You can’t let her believe that she can just come here because she wants to. Promise me you’ll explain it to her tomorrow.”
“Do you know how ridiculous that sounds? That we won’t take her in? We fled our own home at night and established this place in the name of freedom. Can’t she be free here, too?”
Davenport sighed. “I get it, Fiona. Really, I do. Your stunt today with Helen and Oliver already has you on shaky ground. You’ve got to let the village decide.”
“All right. Okay. I’ll tell her tomorrow. I promise.”




Chapter 5

Willow evaded me until the following afternoon. I finally caught up to her when I went in search of Oliver’s mother. She was standing on a path at the point where it turned from gravel to dirt, as it led out to one of the farming fields. The field was planted with oats, and the stalks were still green. In the breeze, they swayed in random, swirling patterns.
“There you are,” I said coming up alongside her.
“Hi,” she said.
“Look, I have to tell you something.”
“I know. I can’t stay,” she said.
I nodded. “I’m sorry. I want you to stay. I have to let the village decide. It isn’t up to me.”
“I understand. It isn’t your fault.”
“I don’t know what to say,” I said.
“There isn’t anything to say. When the decision is made, hopefully I can come back.” She stepped between two rows and snapped off a stalk of oats. “Remember when I said that I didn’t have any children?”
“Yes,” I said.
“We tried but couldn’t conceive. Our only alternative was the tanks. Leo—when you left, Leo started a new program with the tanks. Instead of delivering babies, they kept them in the tanks until they were toddlers. Then, they discovered some kind of growth serum, and they were able to grow children to ten years of age in just three years.
“He kept pushing and pushing. Now, they can grow a twenty-year-old adult in the tank in just under five years. And he had them develop an educational system, so they come out of the tanks fully-educated. They could extract people from the tanks in three years. And in six months more, they could have them in the colony as fully-functioning members.”
“That’s appalling,” I said.
“I know. Nobody would go against what Leo wanted. They just bowed to his will. I never did understand that. He isn’t irresistible.” She nudged me. “You demonstrated that to be true.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“When the illness started, and people started being afraid . . . that’s when the tide finally turned away from him. That’s when he lost control. So, even though I think it means the end of the colony, I think it was a good thing. Because if those who survive come out here and live, there won’t be any more tanks. The environment out here is too harsh and unpredictable for them.”
“That’s something to be grateful for,” I said.
“It is something,” she said.
◆◆◆
 
Charity called a meeting for the evening. I was dreading it. It would either be a vote, or the whole thing would devolve into yet another debate. My stomach turned over just thinking about it. But, Willow left, and the rest of the afternoon passed quickly. Eventually, I couldn’t procrastinate going to the meeting anymore.
I took my seat. The mood of the crowd was hard to read. Nobody had spoken to me as I entered, and few people would look me in the eyes. Despite that, there were smiles and laughter.
After most everyone had taken their seats, Charity called the meeting to order. “Today’s order of business is simple. We’re going to vote on whether we are ready to decide about the mountain colony. Depending on the result, we’ll determine how to proceed from there. Are there any questions?”
Silence. I crossed my legs and tried not to clench my teeth. I wanted to say that I’d made a mistake. I needed to keep everyone safe. Something held me back, though. My mouth wouldn’t open, and before I knew it, Charity was calling for the first vote. I watched as nearly every hand was raised when she called for agreement to move forward with the vote.
“All right,” she said. “Moving on. We’ve agreed to vote on the issue of whether we’ll assist the mountain colony with food and lodging, until they can better provide for themselves. All those in favor?”
Dread washed over me as hands waved in the air. Charity counted, and then called for nays.
“The vote passes by a margin of 20 votes,” Charity announced. “Fiona will proceed with communications to the mountain.”
A dribble of sweat emerged from my hairline and ran down the side of my cheek. I nodded, as if the vote had turned out well. Charity adjourned the meeting, and a few people came up to congratulate me and shake my hand. I don’t even know who they were; everything was blurring out.
Davenport appeared at my elbow and began steering me towards the night air. “Fiona has a busy day ahead of her tomorrow; I’m sure you understand,” he said to someone as he moved me away from them in mid-sentence.
I started to tune back into the world when a cool breeze chilled the sweat in my hair. I shivered, and Davenport pulled me closer. I could tell by his tense gait that he wasn’t thrilled with the voting result.
He didn’t speak until we were inside our house with the door closed. “What’s the matter, Fiona?”
I sank onto the bed and swept the remnants sweat on my face into my hairline. “I think this might be a mistake,” I said.
He lit the lamp hanging from the ceiling. “Fiona, how could you not say anything?”
“It’s just a gut feeling. It has no basis in fact. How can I direct events with a gut feeling?”
“These people—including me—have been following your gut for decades now.”
“That isn’t enough, Port. I can’t just decide the fate of hundreds of people because something inside me says not to. We have to do the hard stuff. Don’t we?”
He slid his hands into his pockets and looked out the window. The view was distorted by the wavy imperfections of the glass, and the light reflected his own distorted image back to him. “I suppose so,” he finally said.
“In the morning, I’m going back to the mountain, and I’m telling them the decision. We’ll see what happens from there, right?”
“Okay.” He frowned. “I’ll go with you. No kids this time.”
“I’d like that,” I said. I had no intention of stirring up trouble with Helen’s mother again.
He went about his nightly routine, and I fell into mine. Davenport doused the lamp, and we slid into bed at the same time, each on our own side. He quickly fell asleep, his breath huffing in a regular rhythm. I could only lie on my back, staring above me at the darkness. I couldn’t shake the feeling that a mistake had been made. I hoped I’d have the chance to correct it.




Chapter 6

Davenport and I could see the mountain colony gates in the distance, beyond the meadow. He let out a low whistle. “I didn’t think it would seem so big,” he said.
“You haven’t seen anything yet.”
There was a guard standing outside the gate, a weapon hung casually over his shoulder. He watched us as we approached. Every minute or two, he put something in his mouth, chewed in an exaggerated way, then spat something onto the ground.
“I see they have good manners,” Davenport said.
“Don’t,” I said. “He’ll hear you.”
“And what better way to get out of this? If he turns us away, we can wash our hands of the whole mess.”
“It can’t be as easy as that.”
“It could.”
I eyed him. “Don’t make this worse than it already is.”
He fell silent, and we approached the guard.
“Good morning,” I said. “We’re here to see President Leo.”
The guard roved his tongue around his mouth, behind his lips, and from cheek to cheek. “President Leo?” he repeated.
“Yes. I came the other day to see him. I’d like to see him today, as well,” I said.
“Wait here.” He went inside the gate, throwing a curious look over his shoulder, before he disappeared from view.
“Something isn’t right,” said Davenport.
“What makes you say that?”
“I thought Leo would be expecting you.”
I shrugged. “They seemed surprised to see me the other day, too.”
The guard reappeared. “What are your names?”
“I’m Fiona, and this is Davenport. We’re from the village.” I glanced over at Davenport. “The slave’s village.”
The guard’s eyes narrowed. “And President Leo is expecting you?”
“Yes, I believe so,” I said.
He shifted his gaze from Davenport, back to me. “Come with me.” He opened the gate and led us into the same building I’d waited in with Helen and Oliver. “Someone will be right with you,” he said. He didn’t meet my eyes.
I sat to wait. Davenport paced back and forth. “You’re making me nervous,” I said.
“I think we have plenty to be nervous about,” he said.
The door swung open, and a young man came in. “Excuse me,” he said, opening his palm to me. “Are you Fiona? And Dave?”
“Davenport,” I corrected. “Yes, I’m Fiona, and this is my husband, Davenport.” I extended my hand for the traditional colony handshake, but he shook his head slightly.
“We’ve done away with that greeting. Spreads germs.”
“Ah. Okay,” I withdrew my arm awkwardly. “I’m here to see President Leo. I have some news for him.”
“Uh-huh. All right. I can take you to him, if you like,” he said.
“And you are?” asked Davenport.
“Oh. I apologize. I’m Adam.” He spread his fingers across his chest in a self-signifying gesture, and he bowed slightly at the waist.
“A pleasure to meet you,” I said.
His lips curled in an insincere smile. A chill prickled my spine. I did not like Adam.
“This way,” he said. He walked ahead of us, and we followed. His gait was smooth and practiced in a way that seemed unnatural.
We went inside and moved through the more familiar halls. Adam didn’t say anything to us, and he didn’t speak to anyone else, either. The people we encountered did seem to offer him a wide berth.
We arrived at Leo’s outer office, and he placed his hand on the door, then stopped. “I have to warn you that things may have changed since your last visit,” he said.
“I was here only a few days ago.”
“Even so.”
We went into the outer office. The secretary’s desk was occupied by Swen. He looked up from his work as we walked by. His eyes widened, and he blinked rapidly.
“Hello, Swen. How are you?” I asked.
Swen nodded but didn’t answer, because Adam was guiding us past him to the inner office.
“Have we been announced to the president? I don’t think he likes surprises,” I said.
Adam smiled. “Oh, that isn’t necessary.”
The inner-office door swung open, and I gasped at the sight of Leo. He was still in bed. In only a few days, he’d withered. His thin wrists were crossed over his chest, and although his eyes were closed, his mouth had fallen open.
“May I?” I asked, looking to Adam and moving closer to Leo.
“By all means,” he said, sweeping his hands towards Leo. “He won’t mind.”
“Fiona,” said Davenport. His voice was rough with jealousy.
I approached the bed and touched Leo gently on the arm. “Leo? It’s me, Fiona.” Leo didn’t move, and as I looked at him, I felt the ground swaying beneath me. Davenport’s voice; Adam’s flippant comment; the silent and motionless machines at the head of his bed. Worst of all, Leo’s chilled arm.
Adam had brought me to see Leo’s body.
Leo was dead.
I gasped and ripped my hand away, as if I’d been burned. I glared at Adam. “Why didn’t you tell me he was dead?”
Adam feigned an apologetic look. “I’m so sorry. I thought the guards had told you.”
“I told you, I had news for him. What news could I possibly have for a dead man?”
“I thought you must be the religious sort.”
Davenport put his hands on my shoulder and gently moved me back from the bed and Adam. “Maybe you could tell us who stands in for Leo now,” he said. “Surely, he made arrangements?”
Adam grinned. “That’s easy. It’s me.” He took a step around the bed and towards us. “I can see you’re shocked. You think perhaps I’m too young? Too inexperienced?”
“Leo appointed you?” I asked.
“No, that wasn’t necessary. I simply stepped forward. It was easy, really. When nobody wants to take responsibility, people are eager to agree with anyone who raises a hand.”
“And the council,” I said. “They agreed to this?”
“Oh, yes. Most of them are dead, too. Like I said, it’s been quite easy to assume control. People are afraid, Fiona. And you—of all people—must know how easy it is to shepherd fear.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Davenport.
Adam narrowed his eyes. “I think you know exactly what I mean,” he said.
“We’ve seen Leo. We’re ready to go,” I said. “Please, take us to the gate.”
Laughter bubbled out of Adam, slowly at first, until he was holding his stomach, and tears ran down his face. I clutched Davenport’s arm and moved towards the door.
Eventually, Adam collected himself. “Whew, that’s a good one, Fiona. Take you to the gate? Like I could just let you leave? Aren’t you here to tell me something?” He wiped tears from his face and dried his hand on his pants.
“No,” I said. “We were here to talk to Leo. He’s gone, and there’s nothing more to say.”
“I
think there is. I think there’s a lot to say. And I’m saying it,” he extended his pointer finger and tapped the tip of my nose, “to you.”
“We don’t have to stand here and listen to you.” Davenport pushed through the door and into the outer office, and I followed. “We’re leaving,” he said.
Adam didn’t follow us out of the office. Swen watched us cross the room to the other door.
“The guards have instructions to prevent you from leaving. By force, if necessary!” Adam called from the office.
I glanced at Swen. He averted his gaze to the desk, rather than meet my eyes, but he did nod a silent confirmation of Adam’s claim.
The density of the mountain above us threatened to crush me.
We were trapped.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered to Davenport.
He squeezed my hand in response but didn’t answer, because Adam was now striding towards us. “Ah, I see we’ve come to our senses. Perhaps, you’d like some spiro? Sevin, get them some spiro,” he said.
Swen scuttled from his chair to obey.
“His name is Swen,” I said.
“It doesn’t matter,” said Adam. “I can get another, if he doesn’t like the post.”
“He’s a human being,” I said. “He’s not just some expendable tool.”
“Oh, but he is. That’s what we all are now. Didn’t you know?”
“That would make you expendable, too,” said Davenport.
“In some ways. Yes. But not right now. I’ve got my hands on the wheel. I’m piloting this colony. I’m piloting the world.”
Swen returned with three glasses of spiro on a tray. He offered it first to me and Davenport. Adam didn’t wait for his turn; instead, he took it as soon as it was in his reach. “Now, we have some refreshment. Shall we sit and discuss?” He motioned towards the chairs lining the office wall.
My knees were weak, but I found my way to a chair and sat.
“That’s better,” he said. He sipped daintily at his spiro. “You know, I’m going to miss Leo. He was like a father to me. When I was just out of the tanks, he came every day to see after the progress of everyone in my lot. The interest of someone as important as him meant a lot to a parentless tanker.”
“Tanks?” asked Davenport.
“Oh.” He reached out and patted Davenport on the knee. “Fiona hasn’t told you about the tanks, then?”
“He means the birthing tanks,” I said.
“How could he remember coming out of the tank?” pressed Davenport, brushing Adam’s hand away.
“Because I came out as a fully-formed adult,” said Adam, snapping his fingers. “Ta-dah!”
Davenport sucked in a breath.
“This is fun,” said Adam. “I like this bonding time. Leaders should bond, right?”
“That’s crazy,” whispered Davenport.
“Bonding isn’t crazy. Everyone does it,” said Adam.
“Not that. Growing up in a tank. That’s crazy.”
“Maybe. Maybe it’s me. Maybe it’s you.”
“What do you want from us?” I asked. My heart was beating fast. I took a deep breath and tried to flatten the nerves in my voice. “I can’t do anything on behalf of the village. I’m only the messenger.”
“That’s fine,” he said. “All I need is a messenger to start. You’re probably here to tell Leo that your little village will step in and save all the people dying in the mountain, right? You had good news for the old boy. You were going to save his presidency.”
Neither of us answered.
“Leo thought he could get out of the trouble he caused. He couldn’t. He was just as stupid as the rest of them.”
“You’re saying Leo did something to make people sick?” I asked.
He shrugged. “A little of this, a lot of that. What’s the difference?” Adam stood and began walking around the room, his hands folded behind his back. “People believe that the sickness started because of the tanks. That the tankers are introducing some new germ or bacteria to the colony. Well, I don’t buy it. I’m perfectly healthy. None of the other tankers are sick. How are we the cause?”
“What’s the message?” asked Davenport.
“Excuse me?”
“The message,” Davenport pressed. “You said, you needed a messenger.”
“Oh. That. I need to think about what the message will be. It has to set the tone, you know? It has to be perfect. So, you’ll just be my guests for a few days while I decide, hmm?”
“I’m afraid we can’t do that,” Davenport said between clenched teeth. “We need to get back home to the village. We have responsibilities.”
Adam laughed. “I guess I didn’t make it clear that you would be my guests. I need your feedback. Inspiration, even.”
Davenport started to say more, but I put a restraining hand on his knee. “We’ll stay, if you need us to,” I said, though it was obvious we had no choice.
“Terrific. Steven, please take these kindly people off to their lodging, would you?”
Swen opened the outer office door and waited for us.
“I’ll see you later,” said Adam. “At dinner. How’s that? Join me for dinner.”
I nodded as we left the office. When the door closed behind us, it felt like the door was closing on the future. I looked at Swen. “What does he want?”
Swen’s eyes were shining. “I haven’t the faintest idea. But I don’t think he wants anything that you’re going to like giving him.”
◆◆◆
 
At the commissary, we were led to a long table with fancy glass settings for 20 people. Adam appeared and sat in the end seat. He pointed to the seats on either side of him. “Oh, Fiona! Dave! Come, sit here,” he said.
Davenport pulled the chair back roughly and sat where he was told. “My friends call me Port,” he said. “If Davenport isn’t to your liking.”
I sat in my assigned chair, wishing that Davenport could read my mind so that I could tell him to back off. We didn’t know what Adam wanted, and there was no sense in agitating him.
“Port. Interesting. I’ll consider that,” said Adam. Others began sitting at the table. When the seats were all occupied, Adam stood. “Good evening, fellow tankers. I’d like to introduce some special guests from outside. May I present Fiona and Dave?”
Even from across the table, I could see the tiny vein in Port’s forehead standing in sharp relief.
A round of greetings went up around the table. Everyone stated their names, but there were so many, I quickly forgot all but the woman’s sitting next to me. Her name was Eve. She took a haughty attitude with me, and I wondered if I was sitting in her normal position at Adam’s right hand.
To avoid conversation, I fell to studying the plates. They were a delicate white, with a shiny, gold design painted around the edges. In the center of the plate, there was a symbol that seemed to represent the mountain. The image was so faded, it was difficult to discern.
“Prized antiques of the forefathers,” said Adam, leaning over to me. “These were brought in the mountain before the winter. Very few of their original possessions still exist.”
I smiled and nodded, not wanting to comment. I was pretty sure he wanted me to believe it was an honor to be given the opportunity to touch it, let alone eat off it.
“Do you use them every day?” asked Port.
“No. Today is a special occasion. I became president today.”
Someone came around and filled the glasses with a dark-red liquid. Platters of food were produced and passed up and down the table. I took what looked familiar.
Adam picked up his glass. “To the presidency,” he said. He tapped his glass against mine, and then Port’s, and others exchanged a tap with those beside them at the table. Eve did not offer me hers to tap. The drink was bitter, and I set it down after only a sip.
The food didn’t taste much better. It lacked flavor and texture, compared to the food at home. I picked at it and waited for the end of the meal.
Unfortunately, Adam noticed. “You must clean your plate, Fiona,” he said. He tapped the edge of my plate with his fork. “Food is a valuable resource. Surely, you know that.” He smiled as he said it, but I could hear the challenge in his voice.
“Of course,” I said. I stabbed a piece of grayish meat with my fork and lifted it, hesitating before putting it in my mouth.
“Your heart isn’t in eating today; is that it?”
I set my fork down. “No,” I said, relieved that he’d understood. “It’s been a long day, and I really would just like to rest.”
Adam slammed his hand down on the table so hard that my plate jumped from its surface. “I said, food is a precious resource. I’m spending my valuable resources on you, someone who doesn’t belong here. And I’ll thank you to eat the food you’re presented with.”
Anger emanated from Port, but he continued to keep his head down as he ate. With a shaking hand, I picked up my fork. “You’re right. We’re your guests, and I thank you for your hospitality,” I said. I choked down the food, hoping that my displeasure at its taste wasn’t written on my face.
“Fiona and Dave here have agreed to send a message to the slave’s village for us,” Adam said. The conversation at the table hushed, and everyone but Port and I turned to him to listen. “I’ll need your help deciding what to say, Eve. You’re so much better with words than I am.”
“Of course,” Eve said. “Though I think the most eloquent message could be sent without any words at all. Just return the bodies.”
I stopped chewing.
“Ooh, I like that,” Adam said. “Simple and effective. And impactful, too.” He pointed at Eve. “It’s perfect—it takes care of two jobs at once. Lowering their resistance and sending a message. No wonder I love you.”
Eve demurred under his praise. I wanted to stab her with my fork.
“What exactly would sending Leo’s corpse out to the village gain you?” Port asked.
“Oh, Fort. You don’t realize, do you?” Adam wheedled.
“Port.”
“Right. The bodies. I’m sending more than one.” He pointed first to me, and then to Port. “You, and you. See? It’s simple, if you just follow the logic.”
Port narrowed his eyes. “The village won’t stand for your abuse. They’ve shaken off people like you before, and they’ll do it again.”
“Will they? When their illustrious leader isn’t there to help them? But wait.” He began to laugh uncontrollably, just as he had in the office. The other tankers at the table laughed, too, though I’m sure they didn’t know what was so funny, either. “She will be there,” Adam said in short bursts, between laughter. “She’ll just be—”
“Dead!” shouted someone else at the table. The laughter redoubled. I swallowed the unchewed clump of meat still in my mouth. It stuck partway down, and I gulped at my drink to clear my throat.
“Oh, not yet, Fiona.” Adam clapped me on the back. “There’s no killing yourself off. You can’t deny us that pleasure.”
I swallowed the last bit of the bitter liquid and put down my glass. “I’ll do whatever I can to deny you whatever I can, no matter how small,” I said. My grip tightened on the glass, and it collapsed with a plink in my hand.
“Fiona, that was an antique,” Adam said. “Now, what am I going to do?”
Port stood. “I’ve had enough to eat. We’d like to return to our room now.”
The man sitting beside Port punched him in the thigh. Port’s eyes widened in shock, and then closed. Being the village smithy made Port a formidable man, even at his age. He took a deep breath, and his upper lip curled, a sure sign that he was about to retaliate.
“Adam hasn’t said the meal is over,” said the man. “You’ll sit down and wait, or I’ll beat your wife until you do.”
Port released his breath and looked to me. I shook my head once, and he sat down.
“There’s no need for violence,” I said. “We’ve already said we’ll cooperate with you.”
“Don’t lie, Fiona,” said Adam. He leaned forward, and I could smell the drink on his breath. He twirled a piece of my hair around his finger. “A moment ago, you were saying you would deny me. Which is it? Are you going to cooperate or are you going to be difficult?” He gave one firm tug on my hair and let it go.
“We’ll do as you ask,” I said. I didn’t dare look at Port. I could feel the waves of animosity flowing from him. “What do you want? Hurting us isn’t going to accomplish anything.”
“Fiona, what we want is pretty obvious. We want to come out of the mountain. And we want your village.”
“There’s plenty of room for all of us—” I said.
He cut me off. “No. We want things our way. We don’t want to compromise or negotiate. We want your village. The houses. The farmland. The animals.” He ticked his list off on his fingers. “The food, water, furniture, pets. Everything. We want it all. Except for you—the people.”
“But—”
“Shh. This is simple. We take. You give. And then, you disappear. That’s it.”
“Fiona?” someone said behind me.
I glanced over my shoulder and saw Willow. She was standing with a tray, about to sit at one of the many empty tables.
“Hello,” I said.
“Ah, that’s right,” said Adam. “You know our undertaker. When you took her off to the village the other day, she left a lot of unfinished work.” His lips twisted into a partial smile. “Are you all caught up yet, my dear? I’m afraid there have been some fresh deaths today.”
“Yes, I am nearly caught up,” she replied, then said to me, “Enjoy your meal.”
“What we talked about before,” I said to her back. “You might get what you wanted without the villagers in your way.”
“That’s enough!” shouted Adam. He flipped his hand above his shoulder and backhanded me, landing a blow to my cheekbone. The force snapped my head back, and I lost my balance. I fell sideways towards Eve.
“Get off me,” she said, pushing me away.
I put my hands on the table to steady myself. I wanted to cradle my face, where I could feel the smart of his abuse. A faint feeling of something fresh opened a path down the side of my face. Red droplets fell to the table, and I realized he’d cut me. I looked at his hand. He was wearing Leo’s ring—the green one I’d admired so many years ago. Forgetting my pain, I pointed to it. “That isn’t yours,” I said.
“I don’t know what you mean,” Adam said.
“That ring. I know it belonged to Leo. You can’t just take it because he died. His family should have it.”
Adam smirked. “Actually, I can just take it. He’s dead, and he doesn’t care. And nobody cares about him. His family is all dead. He was just a useless old man with stupid ideas that nobody wanted to see through. You know all about that, don’t you? You made sure everyone knew you jilted him so that you didn’t have to help him.”
“That isn’t why I left,” I said.
A cloth came to my cheek, and I looked up to see Willow bending over me. “You’ve hurt her, Adam,” she said.
“Get used to it,” he said. “It won’t be the last time.” He pushed back his chair and strode from the table, leaving his dishes and debris behind for someone else to see to.
“What are you doing here, Fiona?” asked Willow. She handed me the cloth.
“No more talking,” said Eve. “Time for them to get back to their room.” Eve pushed Willow back and took a handful of my shirt, then pulled me out of my chair and into a standing position.
I jerked out of her grip.
“Careful, or I’ll give you a matching cut on the other side,” she said.
Willow stood aside and let Eve and the other tankers direct us back to the room we’d been locked in earlier.
When the lock finally clicked into place, I fell onto the cot and cried.
◆◆◆
 
I woke with a pounding headache. I rolled to my side, and a wave of nausea rolled around my stomach. As I moved, my face peeled away from the pillow, and a quick slice of pain reminded me of the cut. I put my hand to it. It was bleeding again. I was still clutching the cloth Willow had given me in my other hand. I opened it and folded it to a clean spot. Something fell out of it.
It was a piece of paper, folded into a small square. I unfolded it and smoothed it out. One side had a crude drawing of a map. On the other side was a note.
“Port, wake up,” I said.
Port groaned and turned away from me.
I went to him and shook his shoulder. “Willow gave me a note,” I whispered. “You have to wake up.”
“I’m awake. Just read it to me. I can’t open my eyes.”
“Fine.” I flattened the note out again and read:
“Fiona –

Not everyone wants what the Tankers want. At lunch, your food will have a key for your door hidden in it. Use it one hour before dinner and follow the map on the back, no sooner. I’m sorry it has gone this far. Don’t drink the spiro.

Yours,

W.”

 
Port rolled over and rose onto his elbows. “Seems like whatever we drank at dinner is more dangerous than the spiro,” he said.
“I know. My head hurts, too. I wish I hadn’t finished it.”
“Can we trust Willow?”
“Do we have a choice? Our only other offer is certain death.”
He noticed my cut. “Your cut is bleeding again.” He used the tail of his shirt to wipe the blood from my face. “It probably needs a stitch or two,” he said.
I winced. “I’m sure I don’t want Adam—or any of his friends—to do that for me.”
“We should memorize the map and destroy this. We can’t let them discover it.”
I turned the map over and looked at it. I tried to reconcile it with my previous memories of the mountain but couldn’t pinpoint where it would take us. The map showed two floors. We’d go from our room, down the hall to the left, and take the second right. Then, we were to go up a flight of stairs. From the stairs, we would go straight to the end of the hall, turn left, and go to the fourth door on the left.
We quizzed each other to be sure we’d both memorized it. Then, Port tore it in half. He ate half, and I ate the other. It wasn’t the best-tasting breakfast, but it felt good to eat a secret that would improve our situation.
True to her word, a fob was buried in the food on Port’s plate. He slid it into his pocket without a word. I saw his secret smile and knew he’d found it. The tanker waiting for our food trays was too concerned with his tablet to notice what we were doing.
The afternoon slid by, achingly slow. An hour before dinner, we were standing at the door, afraid to unlock it and find someone on the other side, but even more afraid to do nothing.
Port unlocked the door and poked his head into the hall. “There’s nobody around,” he said. “Let’s go.”
We followed the directions and came to the door. There was a brief moment of panic when the door didn’t budge. Port held the fob to it, and it clicked open. The lights flicked on. The room was empty except for cots, just like the room we’d been in before. I sat down on the closest cot, trying to calm my rattled nerves. There was a slight crinkle of paper under my weight. I pulled back the blanket and found another note from Willow:
Fiona—

Wait here. Someone will come for you tomorrow evening. Don’t worry; I’ll make sure you both get home to the village safely.

Yours,

W.

 
“So, what? We just wait here?” asked Port.
“Do you have another idea? We don’t know our way out of here. We’ll need someone to help us.”
Port blew out a long breath. “I’m not comfortable with this,” he finally said.
“We don’t have the luxury of comfort. We have to get home to the village and figure out what to do before Adam comes out to take it.”
“Fine.” He slumped onto the other cot and stared at me.
“I’m sorry this happened,” I said. “I just wanted to deliver the message and leave.”
“I know.”
We sat on our cots with nothing to do but wait. Once, I heard the door jiggle, but it didn’t open. It got my adrenaline going, and I paced back and forth, until Port demanded that I sit.
Eventually, the lights turned off. I heard Port’s movement—possibly towards the door—I couldn’t tell in the sudden darkness. The door eased open a crack.
A man’s voice whispered, “Fiona?”
“Yes?” I responded.
The door swung in further, and Port pounced. He got his arm around the man who’d entered and locked his neck into the crook of his elbow. With his foot Port, shut the door, which eliminated the light from the hallway. “Who are you?” Port said.
“Willow sent me,” he said, between gasps for air. “I’m a friend. I know Fiona.”
I groped my way to the doorframe and turned the lights back on, so I could study the intruder. “Ray?” I said.
Relief crossed his face. “You remember me?” he said.
“How could I forget the person who brought me into the mountain?”
Port tightened his hold, and Ray’s eyes widened. “I helped you escape. Remember that?” asked Ray.
Port released his hold and backed away. “Sorry about that. Just trying to stay safe.”
Ray rubbed his neck and nodded. What was left of his hair was grey, and he had a round, protruding stomach.
“I didn’t forget,” I said.
“I’m here to take you outside. They spent all night searching for you inside, and they think you’ve already escaped. We should be able to get you to the doors undetected.”
“If they’re looking for us outside, then we’ll be outside,” said Port.
“You’re from outside,” said Ray. “You’ll be at an advantage.”
Port closed his eyes, then opened them deliberately. “You have all kinds of weapons and technology for tracking. I know they can find us if they want to.”
“Can we talk to Willow?” I asked. “She must have had some idea.”
“They’re watching Willow. They think you’re friends.”
“We are.”
“Well, there you go.” He hitched up his pants underneath his gut. “Look, I can take you to the doors, or I can leave you here in this room. It’s up to you.”
“Take me to Swen.”
“Swen? That meek little nerd isn’t going to help you. He only cares about Leo and himself.”
“I think he cares about more than that,” I said, and glanced at Port.
He shrugged.
“Take us to him,” I said.
“All right. That isn’t what Willow wanted me to do. I won’t be held responsible for what befalls you when Swen sells you out.”
“He won’t do that. Let’s go.”




Chapter 7

Ray peeked into Adam’s outer office before we followed him inside. Swen was sitting at his desk, reading something from his tablet. He looked up as we entered. “What—what is she doing here? Are you crazy?” he hissed.
“Wasn’t my idea,” said Ray. He jerked his head towards me. “She asked me to bring her here.”
Swen swiveled his head around, checking for the presence of others—though he must have known the room was empty. “If Adam catches them here, all four of us are dead.”
I held up my hands. “Just calm down for a second, Swen. I know Adam is out looking for us. All of the tankers are, aren’t they?”
Swen nodded.
“Then, it’s okay. Nobody knows we’re here but Willow, you, and Ray. And I need your help.”
“Why would I help you?” asked Swen.
“Do you really want to live under Adam’s thumb?” I asked.
He wrinkled his nose. “God, no. I wish that brute would just go away.”
“I’m not saying we can make him go away. But wouldn’t you like to have the secret pleasure of doing something against his wishes?”
Swen sat still for a moment. “Yes, I suppose I would.”
“We need to get back to the village. And we need to do it without Adam knowing.”
“I think I have just the thing,” said Swen with a half-smile.
◆◆◆
 
Swen opened a hatch in the wall that looked more like a laundry chute than a tunnel. “All you have to do is crawl through this. At the end, there’s a door with a handle that cranks it open. You’ll be on the opposite side of the mountain, away from our main entrance. He won’t be looking for you there.”
“How do we get back to the village? They’ll be able to find us with some gizmo, won’t they?”
“They have tools they can use to search for you. They can detect human DNA from up to 1,000 feet away. You’ll need to use this.” Swen handed Port a tablet with a map on the screen. “This shows the heat signatures of anything meeting the specified heat profile. I’ve programmed it to look for a range of 96-102 degrees Fahrenheit. With this, you’ll be able to see them long before they can see you. Up to a mile away.”
“Why wouldn’t they be using this tool?” I asked.
“I checked, and it’s not activated on any of their tablets, which I assume is because Adam considers it to be an inferior tool. He prefers the DNA scanner, which has a short range on a tablet. Regardless, I remotely reprogrammed theirs to look for anything outside the range I set on yours. They won’t be able to see humans with it.”
“With this program, we’ll be able to circle around any human we come across. Is that right?” I asked.
“Right. It’s easy to use.” He pulled at the screen with his fingertips, and the map zoomed in. “This blue dot right here in the center is the tablet. These red dots all indicate a person.” The map was a dense set of red blobs and dots, showing all the people in the mountain on a two-dimensional surface.
“If you press this right here, it will show you the topography. It generates a pretty bright glow. I wouldn’t recommend using it unless you have to.” He passed his finger over a button on the screen. The tablet’s display jumped outwards in a three-dimensional figure, hovering above the tablet.
“Wow,” said Port. “That’s pretty impressive.”
Swen collapsed the view and gave me the tablet. “You’ll also need these inside the tunnel.” He produced two plastic sticks threaded onto a string. The other end of the stick had a button, which he pushed to demonstrate that it was a light source. He hung one around my neck and handed the other to Port. “Good luck,” he said.
Port and I exchanged looks. This was the moment when we would decide whether we could trust Swen or not. I didn’t see any other option, and we had to get moving if we were going to get to the village before they gave up looking for us.
I shook Swen’s hand and thanked him. I stepped on the box Swen had put under the chute and climbed inside it. It wasn’t high enough to sit up in, so we would have to crawl. I moved forward to make room for Port, and he made his way into the chute, as well. I looked back at Swen and called a “thank you” to him. He was already closing the hatch and didn’t respond.
I was glad for the light-stick that hung from my neck. It was bright, though my body blocked it from illuminating anything except the floor of the chute a short distance in front of me.
Behind me, Port’s light came on and produced weird shadows. “Let’s get moving,” Port said.
We began crawling. At some points, the chute got smaller, but it never got any bigger than it was at its mouth. The floor was dusty and gritty, and sometimes, I could feel things that could have once been living things under my hands. The longer we crawled, the more the density of the mountain seemed to increase. Twice, I had to stop and get my panic under control.
After what seemed like hours, we stopped to rest and eat. I pulled the tablet from my bag and checked the topography map. It looked as though we’d barely moved.
“There’s a reason people learned to walk upright,” said Port. “My knees are killing me.”
My palms were scratched. “I think we have a long way to go.”
“That doesn’t surprise me,” he said.
We finished a snack and drank in silence. Then, we moved on. The tunnel was getting stuffy and close. My palms and knees were beginning to feel bruised, and my back ached from crawling. We stopped and rested three times, before finally coming to the escape door.
I almost banged my head against the crank. It was round, and a handle protruded from it, perpendicular to the circular crank. I grasped the handle and tried to turn it—first one way and then the other—it wouldn’t budge. Sweat dripped from my hair, and I swiped it away.
Behind me, Port grew impatient. “Let me try,” he said.
With effort, we traded places. I turned away, feeling like watching him work would force an unpleasant result. I stared into the darkness. I had the feeling that something was farther back in the tunnel.
Port strained at the handle. After several tries, he released a pent-up breath and sat down. “It’s probably been years since anybody turned this,” he said. He mopped at his forehead with the hem of his shirt. “This isn’t going to be easy.” He turned around in the tunnel, put his foot up to the handle, and pushed at it.
“Are you turning it the right way?” I asked.
“I don’t know, Fiona. Swen didn’t tell us which way to turn it.” In the dark, his sharp response felt cutting. He rearranged again and tried to push the handle in the other direction with his foot. He took off his boots and tried again. Without his boots, he could get both feet against the handle. There was a creak of metal. Port’s legs vibrated with the effort, and his legs shot forward against the wall. There was a loud clang, and a pinging as the handle hit the wall and fell to the floor.
“Are you all right?” I leaned over him.
His teeth were clenched, and I knew he must have been in terrible pain. He wouldn’t admit it. “I’m just peachy,” he said.
I turned my attention to the crank. The handle hadn’t just come loose; it had broken off. I closed my eyes and counted to ten. It wasn’t his fault it was broken. He’d only been trying to get it loose.
“What do you have to eat in your bag?” he asked.
“A few strips of jerky are left.” I pawed through the bag. “An apple. Are you thirsty? I still have water.”
“I don’t want to eat it. We need something that could be a lubricant.”
I fell silent. I didn’t have anything like that in my bag.
Port lifted his light behind the wheel and inspected the mechanism. “This whole thing is one big mess of rust,” he said. He traced his fingers over the parts.
The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and I turned my attention to the darkness behind us. Had there been a sound? A soft scraping?
Port cleared his sinuses of mucous and spat it at the point where the wheel connected to the cranking mechanism.
“Ew,” I said.
He laughed. “Do you want to get out of here or not? Can you manage some?” He held his hand out.
“You want me to spit into your hand?”
“Yeah.”
I spit into his hand, and he rubbed it over the metal.
“We’re going to have to turn the wheel without the handle,” he instructed. “You take one side and pull up. I’ll pull down on the other side.”
We struggled to come to a position where each of us could get our hands on the wheel and still have the proper leverage to apply force. In the tight space, we had to interlace our legs.
“Ready?” asked Port. “On the count of three. One, two, three.”
I tried to pull the wheel upwards. It still didn’t move. We paused for a moment. There was a slight shuffle in the dark tunnel, and Port started.
“You heard it, too?” I said.
Port nodded. He pulled his light from around his neck and held it out, illuminating a few more feet of the tunnel. Something glinted in the light. “We’ve got to get this open,” he said. He threw the light-stick down the tunnel, and it bounced as it dispelled the darkness. There was the scramble of feet as whatever it was ran from the light. I had no doubt in my mind that it would soon find the courage to come closer, despite the light.
“Take a deep breath and pull!” said Port.
Again, I pushed upward, then reworked my grasp by moving one hand along the bottom of the wheel and pulling it towards me, while trying to push up with the other.
There was the slightest, almost imperceptible amount of give.
“Stop,” Port said.
I released a breath and panted. I glanced towards the light-stick. Beyond it, I thought I could see the faint glint of something shiny again. What was it?
“Okay, again,” Port instructed.
The wheel moved again; this time, a little farther. Bits of rust fell from the mechanism onto our legs. Then, with a screeching groan, the wheel began to move. We kept turning it, moving hand-over-hand to keep it going. The mechanism was raining down rust, and dust kicked up as the tired metal was forced through its paces.
The door began to lift. I could see a sliver of light. I was out of breath. Sweat was flowing down my forehead and dripping into my eyes, but I continued to turn the wheel with Port.
The door had inched open enough to get my fist under it. Fresh air came in, and I was shocked to realize how stale the air we’d been breathing was. The outside air wasn’t cool. If anything, it was warmer than the air inside the tunnel.
I glanced down the tunnel again but could see no sign of whatever I’d thought was back there, waiting to get us.
Port grunted. “Whatever it was, it doesn’t like the light. It’ll leave us alone now, if you need a break.”
I nodded and dropped my arms from the wheel. They’d started to feel weak. I took a drink of water and offered some to Port. He emptied the container, and I tucked it into my bag. It was the last of our water, and I hoped that once we got outside, we’d find a new source.
Port resumed turning the wheel, and after a few more minutes of rest, I joined him. If the hatch had been designed as an emergency exit, it certainly wasn’t good for the sort of emergency that required speed.
The door had finally lifted enough for Port to fit under it, so we gathered our things—including the light-stick that Port had thrown—and crawled under the door. The sun was directly overhead, and it baked the rock and sand around the exit door. There was a lever next to the door, and I pulled it. There was a click, and then a rapid clanging as the heavy door slammed shut. We wouldn’t be returning that way.
Surveying our position, I found we were maybe one-third up the mountain, between two narrow ridges. The ridges blocked our view of the sides of the mountain, and when I turned and looked up, the earth was humped up over the exit door in such a way that we would have had to walk a good hundred yards or more down the mountain to see above us.
“I’m a little uneasy,” I said.
“We’re too exposed here. We’ve got to get down the mountain,” he said.
We consulted the tablet for human heat signatures and after we were satisfied that all the nearby dots were inside the mountain, we began to descend.
The soil was sandy and rocky in some places, making it difficult to keep my footing. Port didn’t seem to notice and moved along easily. The sun baked the rock, making heat rise from beneath us, even as the sun melted us from above.
After an hour or so of walking, I started to get lightheaded. I stumbled quite a few times, and Port slowed his pace for me. The ridge to our left finally receded, and I could see the cover of trees in the distance.
“Should we head that way?” I asked, pointing to the trees.
Port shook his head. “No. It’ll be faster to descend straight down.”
I grasped at his arm and stopped.
“What is it?” he asked.
“I’m hot and tired, and I’m pretty sure I’m dehydrated. Won’t the cover of the trees protect us from this heat some? And maybe there’s water somewhere in there.”
He seemed to see me through his focus. “Geez, Fi. You look terrible.”
“I assure you, I feel even worse,” I said.
“All right. We’ll go towards the trees. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were in such a state.”
We struck off towards the trees, angling across the mountain instead of taking the direct path. Port took my pack from me, and it gave me some relief. The only thing keeping me going was the promise of shade once we got under the trees.
By the time we reached them, Port was practically carrying me. The canopy dropped the temperature a good 10 degrees, and he helped me sit, propped up against the soft, mossy side of a tree.
He put my bag beside me. “I’m going to look for water. Don’t move, okay?”
I lifted one hand to wave him away. I couldn’t manage to form words, because my tongue felt glued to the roof of my mouth, and my lips were painfully cracked. I closed my eyes and felt him move away. With my eyes closed, there seemed to be nothing to do but sleep while I waited.




Chapter 8

I woke with a start. There was a noise. A loud noise. What was that?
It was night, and I couldn’t see anything. The trees that worked so well to block out the sun also blocked out the feebler light of the stars and the moon. I wanted to call out for Port, but I was afraid to draw attention to myself. Was Adam out there with his tanker gang?
I fumbled for my pack with shaking hands and withdrew the tablet. Even the two-dimensional display seemed impossibly bright. There weren’t any red dots. Only me. I put it back in my pack and waited for the spots in my vision to fade.
Scrambling, I rose to my feet. The rest I’d gotten and the cool of the night had helped, but I still felt weak and dizzy. I needed to find water. And Port. I closed my eyes and listened for any potential sounds of water. I could only hear the wind rustling the leaves.
What was that noise?
I pulled my pack over my shoulder and started to walk down the mountain, along the border of the woods. The moon was in its crescent phase and didn’t offer much light, but near the edge of the woods, I was able to pick my way through the trees if I stepped carefully. I stopped every few minutes to listen for the sounds of water.
I did hear the sound again, though.
Despite my thirst and weakness, I broke into a run. Port had to be making that sound. I ran deeper into the woods, looking for the source. In the dark, it was difficult to know what I should have been looking for.
“Port,” I whispered, as loudly as I dared. “Is that you?”
Nobody answered. The wind blew, and I heard the sound again. It was loud and sharp, like a bang.
I was getting closer. I kept going, and right above me, I heard it again. I jumped and backed myself against a large tree. I couldn’t see the source. A breeze blew again, and the leaves parted just enough for me to find it—a tree trunk. The trunk was split down the seam of two large branches, and when the wind blew, it pulled the pieces apart. Then, when the tension was too much, they snapped back together with a loud crack.
The air whooshed out of me. It was nothing. Harmless. And anyway, what was I thinking? Believing the sound was Port? If it was, he would have shown up on my tablet. I consulted the tablet again and found no red dots. But I did get the idea that if I used the three-dimensional map, I could perhaps find water.
The map leapt from the screen, illuminating where water might be running down the mountain. I just needed to keep moving, down and slightly to my left.
I put away the tablet and started moving. I needed water before daybreak; otherwise, the heat would probably finish me off, even under the protection of the trees. I forced my legs to keep moving, and in only a few more minutes, I heard running water. I stumbled forward, and in my haste, I almost stepped right into it. I dropped to my knees and put my face in it, drawing in as much as I could.
It was cool and felt sharp against the sores that had developed on my tongue. I drank until my stomach sloshed, then got out my water canteen and filled it for later. Out of energy, I crawled to a nearby tree and fell asleep on the bed of dead leaves beneath it.
◆◆◆
 
The birds woke me before the sun did. I wiped the crust from my eyes and sat up. The forest floor was mossy, with a soft covering of leaves. It was the sort of place I might have believed fairies lived in when I was small—if anyone had told me fairy stories, that is.
I winced as I stood. My back and knees were sore from crawling through the tunnel yesterday. I went back to the stream and splashed some water on my face. I needed to check the tablet and find Port. Maybe he was back where he’d left me, looking for me.
I got out the tablet and tried to work out where he’d left me when he’d gone to look for water. It couldn’t have been far, since I’d heard the sound of the split tree from there. Maybe half a mile, at the farthest. The only dot on the map was me. Even the people inside the mountain weren’t close enough anymore. Where could he be?
I decided that it only made sense for him to have gone farther down the mountain, and after chewing on a piece of beef jerky, I set out in that direction. I followed the stream, since I knew it would naturally descend.
About every half-hour, I checked the map. At noon, I reached the bottom of the mountain, and I began the long walk to skirt it. Still, I saw no signs that Port had been there—or anyone at all. I stopped to rest in the middle of the afternoon when I found a berry patch. I sat on a rock, eating berries and sipping from my canteen. I had juice on my fingers, and I tried not to think about how much it looked like blood.
I continued towards the village. I was beginning to wonder if Adam and the others were really looking for me. By noon the next morning, I saw the village in the distance. Everything looked peaceful.
When I finally entered the village, I was glad to find my house still standing, and Oliver and Helen inside, working at the loom.
“Master Fiona,” said Helen. “Where’ve you been? Everyone’s been worried about you.”
I ignored her question. “Have you seen Davenport? Has he been here?”
“No,” said Oliver. “We thought he was with you.”
“He was.” I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled my boots off. “Can one of you run and fetch Charity? And the other of you, I could use something to eat that isn’t jerky or berries.”
The two ran from the house, their enthusiasm to please showing. Helen returned first with a bowl of stew. Hot food had never tasted so good. My concern for Port was wrenching my stomach, and it didn’t sit well.
Helen lurked around the end of the bed. “Are you all right?” she asked when I set the bowl down. She rushed to retrieve it from me.
“I’ll be fine. I’m just worried about Port. He should have been back by now.”
“You’ve been gone for four days. What happened? My mother said you were only going to see the president and come back.”
I turned away. “The president’s dead. And the person in his place is worse than he was.”
Helen’s face paled.
I reached for her hand. “I’m sorry, Helen. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”
“It would be stupid of me not to be frightened.”
There was a knock, and then Charity and Oliver entered. She took one look at me and dismissed the children. “I think you two have done enough work for the day. You can go on home now,” she said.
Oliver nodded his appreciation and ducked quickly out the door.
Helen lingered for a moment more. “Is there anything I can do for you, Master Fiona?” she asked.
“Thank you, Helen, but no. It’s enough that you’re thinking of me.”
Helen smiled at the floor, tucked her long hair behind her ear, and backed out the door.
“Where were you?” asked Charity. “The whole village is talking. We thought you were dead.”
“No,” I said. “I’m not dead.”
“Where’s Port?”
The calm I’d felt entering my own home faded. “I don’t know. I was hoping that you did.”
Charity shook her head. “We haven’t heard from him since you two left. Where have you been, Fiona? What took so long?”
“Leo’s dead.”
She shrugged. “Okay, so who’s next in line?”
“His name is Adam,” I said. I flopped backwards onto the bed and covered my face. “He wants us all dead.”
“What?”
“He wants the village for himself, and all our resources. He doesn’t want us. And he doesn’t just want us to go away. That would be too easy and would allow us to retaliate.”
The bed sank as Charity sat beside me. “That’s bad,” she said.
“Yeah.”
“And they have Port? Did they capture him?”
“I don’t know. A friend helped us out of the mountain, and we were hiking home. I got dehydrated and had to stop and rest. He went to find water and never came back.”
“How long did you wait?”
I shot a glare at her. “You think I didn’t think of that? That he came back for me, and I wasn’t there? No. He was more than a mile away from me, or he was. . .” I trailed off when I thought about the other way he might not have shown up on my tablet. If he wasn’t warm, he was cold.
“Was what?” prompted Charity.
“He was either more than a mile away from me or dead.”
“Oh.”
We sat in silence. She took my hand, and I let her hold it. I needed her to hold it.
Eventually, she broke the silence. “How do you know that, exactly?”
“Swen gave me a tablet. He showed me how to use it to monitor for a human-range body temperature inside a one-mile radius.”
“Why would you need to watch for human bodies?”
The whole story spilled out of me. Being shown to Leo’s dead body, being held captive, eating with the tankers, Willow’s help, and our escape. It felt good to offload it to someone else—to remove it from my person, like a squirrel scratching off a flea.
Only, it was still inside me, and it wouldn’t go away.
“We have to find him,” said Charity.
“I haven’t the first idea where to look,” I said. “He would try to come here. Where else would he go?”
“What about your mom’s? Would he go there?”
“Maybe. We should check there,” I said. I sat up, and I realized I was in no shape to hike over there yet.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “I can tell from your face that you need some rest. I’ll send someone over to look for him. You just curl up and try to get some sleep. Okay?” She knelt in front of me and swung my legs onto the bed, then covered me with a blanket. “You just get some rest. You’ve been through a lot, and you need it. Okay? Promise me that you’ll rest.”
I crawled towards my pillow, dragging the blanket with me. I didn’t even care that my filthy clothes were probably ruining the bedding I was lying on. “I promise,” I said.
I was asleep before she shut the door behind her.




Chapter 9

Later, after I’d washed up, I went to get something to eat. My stomach was tied in knots from not knowing where Port was, but I had to eat something.
The hall had few people in it, since it was mid-afternoon. The few people there stared openly when I entered.
Charity was among them, and she came to sit with me. “I just heard back from the other village. Port’s not there, but Adam is. He’s talking with your mother. Marty went to see her. He was turned away.”
“Adam is there?” A tiny shiver went down my spine. My mother had the welfare of her own people in mind and—unlike me—she had the stomach to do what she had to do to keep them safe.
“Yes. And a few others. The guard didn’t count them, but he said it was fewer than a dozen. He said they planned to be there all afternoon and that your mother shouldn’t be disturbed. What do you make of it?”
“It can’t be good,” I said.
She nodded.
“I should go there,” I realized. “To see what she has planned.”
“We both know that’s a bad idea,” she said.
I frowned. I knew that as the queen, she had responsibilities—that might include turning on her only living relative. I didn’t need to hear that others had noticed where her loyalties lay.
Charity realized her mistake. Or rather, she realized she’d struck a nerve. She covered my hand with hers and squeezed it. “She does love you. It pains her, the gulf between the two of you.”
“She put it there. If she wants it mended, she needs to do something about it. And if she’s talking to Adam, then she doesn’t care to fix it.”
“We’ve got to kill Adam,” she whispered.
“What?”
“You heard me. We can’t let him do this. He can’t just have our hard work and cast us off. He needs to die.”
I slid my hand out from underneath hers. “You sound like my mother.”
“I sound like someone who wants to wake up tomorrow, safe in their own bed,” she said.
I made a pretense of picking at my food. She had a point. But killing him?
“I thought you said he was one of those engineered, tanker people,” she continued. “He’s practically not even human.”
“How do you figure that?” I asked.
“What has he done since he came out of the tank? He’s got no experience, no memories. Only whatever some gob of machinery told him. That’s not human.”
“Being human is more than experience and memories,” I said. “I’m not going to kill him based solely on the fact that he was born from a tank. He certainly had nothing to do with the circumstances that brought about his existence.”
“Fiona, if he manages to bring even a fraction of the people in the mountain here, they’ll slaughter us. If we’re lucky, we might get to live in slavery, but it doesn’t sound like it. He means to wipe us out.”
I massaged my temples. “I know. I know, all right?!”
“Then, we’ve got to get rid of him. Before he stirs up trouble. When he leaves the other village, we’ll wait for him. With enough villagers, we can kill off a dozen of them if we surprise them.”
“What about Port?” I asked.
“What about him? He’d want you to do what you can for the village.” She clasped my hand again. “I hope he’ll be home soon. I’m sure he’s just lost. In the meantime, we can’t wait around.”
We sat in silence. I could feel tears building. Frustration, anger, fear, and who-knew-what-else were bubbling under the surface. “I need to think about it,” I finally said.
She stood and snatched her mug from the table. “Well, don’t wait until it’s too late. We’ve got to get people over there and ready. Don’t miss this opportunity.” She started to leave. I grabbed her arm as she walked away.
“Wait,” I said. I blew out a little puff of air. “You’re right. We have to get rid of Adam. Do we have to kill him, though?”
“What other way is there to get rid of him?” she asked.
I dropped her arm. “I don’t know,” I admitted. I thought back to the night I’d last killed someone. How the knife had sunk in. The shocked expression on his face.
A wave of nausea threatened.
“I know you don’t want to hurt him. I know you think there has to be a way to work it out. And maybe there is. But at what risk?”
“You’re right,” I said. “Let’s get the best hunters together, and we’ll do what needs to be done.”
◆◆◆
 
In only an hour, I found myself marching towards the other village with a group of hunters, a crossbow strapped to my back. I led the way with the tablet, monitoring for the tankers, and anyone from the other village. Or maybe Port. We saw no one.
When we got close to the other village, we left half the hunters stationed in the trees, near the path leading back to our village. The rest of us skirted around to put ourselves on the path to the mountain. No matter which direction Adam chose, we would intercept him. And it would be done.
I climbed up into the trees with the rest of the hunters. I pulled my weapon from my back and loaded it. It was a small bow—small enough to be handheld. It could be fired with only one hand and would self-load up to three more arrows. Its size made it difficult to inflict a lethal shot, and that was the way I wanted it. The others could finish off anyone I wounded.
After an hour, the hunter in the tree next to mine whistled for my attention. “Maybe we missed them,” he whispered when he’d caught my eye.
“Marty said they planned to be there all afternoon,” I said.
“We should send a scout,” he said. “Make sure they’re where we think they are.”
“All right,” I said. “Go ahead.”
He nodded, and after carefully checking around us, he descended to the ground and moved off towards the village.
He didn’t come back for several hours. By then, the sun was setting, and in the dim light, he was difficult to recognize. His whistle gave him away.
“Wait,” I said to the other hunters. “It’s Stu,” I said. The others lowered their weapons. I waited while he climbed his tree and returned to his prior position.
“They seem to be spending the night,” he said. “They’re all in a single hut with the queen. I heard someone say they were arguing inside earlier, but that’s all anyone seems to know. I already let the others know. They haven’t seen any movement, either.”
“All right,” I said. “We’ll start a rotating watch when the sun goes down. Everyone else will try and get some rest.” I shifted uncomfortably in the crook of the branch I was sitting on. I was going to have to strap myself to the tree so that I wouldn’t fall out.
I got only snatches of sleep. When it was my turn to keep watch, I decided to stretch my legs and change my position. I descended from the tree and burrowed into a pile of leaves beside a fallen log. Unfortunately, the warmth of the leaves and the more reclined position made it difficult to stay awake. I shook off the sleepy dregs time and again, starting awake more than once as strange dreams began to unfold.
There was someone there. Not on the path. Not in a tree. Their arm lifted, and something shiny glinted off a stray ray of moonlight in their hand. A burst of something palpable and loud but invisible came from the shiny object. There was a yell, and a strange thud.
I shook my head, trying to come back into the night. The dream wouldn’t stop.
It wasn’t a dream.
Panicked, I lifted my bow free of the leaves and took aim. The person with the strange weapon wasn’t alone. The unpleasant sound repeated. And repeated. I could feel it in my chest, and my ears ached. I struggled to aim at just one of them. Even though I was lying on the ground, I felt unbalanced and dizzy.
Finally, I got off a shot. The bow clicked and whirred in my hand as the mechanism loaded the next arrow. I’d missed, so I tried again. And again. My aim was bad on a good day, and the sound invading my head made it worse.
“Are you happy now, Fiona?” Adam was standing just on the other side of my log, leaning down to look at me. His eyes glinted with moisture. It was all I could see of him, but his voice clearly identified him. “They’re all dead. All these people you brought out here. Those ones over on the other side, too. I got them myself.” He sat down on the log and pulled the bow from my grasp easily. I’d spent all the arrows, so it couldn’t help me anyway.
“There’s more of us,” I said.
“No. I know this is all you brought. I’m not stupid.”
In the darkness, I heard someone moan.
“Finish that one off, would you?” asked Adam. “I wouldn’t want Fiona to think I’m as much of a liar as she is.”
“I’m not lying. There are more, and they’ll come.”
“Let them. Another feeble attempt. It will only make our job easier.”
“You’re despicable,” I said. “How can you count yourself as human?”
“Maybe I don’t,” he said. He reached into the leaves and fished around until he got a hold of my arm. I tried to move away. He was faster. He wrenched my arm, pulling me to my feet as he stood. “All right, everyone. We’ve got her. We can get back to the task at hand.” He pulled me onto the path and shoved me towards one of the others. “Restrain her and keep a hold of her.”
Adam moved ahead on the path. Someone jerked my arms behind me and tied them together with something that bit into my skin. Then, they grabbed me by the upper arm and marched me ahead of them, towards my mother’s village. I stumbled on the uneven path, and my captor jerked me upright, then spun me around.
It was Eve. She pulled me towards her and thrust her face towards mine so that our noses were almost touching. I resisted the urge to pull back from her. “Stop trying to shake me,” she said. She hauled back with her free arm and punched me in the stomach.
My breath flew out of me, making a soft, “Oof.”
She laughed. “If you don’t stop trying to make this difficult, you’ll have bigger problems than that.” She pushed me towards the path, and I moved forward as best I could, while I worked at recovering from her strike.
When the village came into view, everything was quiet. Torches were burning along the hard-packed trails between the huts. There shouldn’t have been anyone moving around so late at night, but in the distance, I could see people milling around the center fire, which was burning much larger and brighter than I’d seen in many years.
“I’m glad you’ll be here for this,” said Eve. “You and your attitude won’t be around for much longer.”
We followed Adam towards the fire. When we came close, I judged by their dress that they were all colonists. There weren’t any villagers around at all.
Eve took me to a bench near the fire and pushed me onto it. Then, she tied my leg to the bench support. “Stay here, okay?” she said, laughing as she moved away. She went over to Adam, and I saw her indicate me. Adam glanced over and nodded. I watched the activity around the fire. It didn’t seem like anything was happening, really. Occasionally, someone would come and toss a few large logs onto the fire. Mostly, people milled around. They seemed to be waiting for something. What?
The adrenaline from the attack started to wear off, and the exhaustion of the night washed over me. I needed to get some rest if I was going to get through whatever was going to happen next. I worked my leg around the side of the bench and reclined onto my back. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was still better than sleeping in a tree. It didn’t take me long to fall asleep.
“Aw, look at that. Our prisoner fell asleep. How darling.” Adam poked at my shoulder. “She needs to wake up now, before I get angry.”
My eyes felt glued shut. I forced them open. “What?” I said.
“‘What?’ ‘What?’ she says. She’s got no idea what’s going on, Evie.”
Eve shook her head. “I told you she was stupid.”
“There’s no need to degrade her. We can’t all be born under superior circumstances,” said Adam. He squatted beside me so that we were eye-level. I was still lying on the bench, and my tied-up leg was burning with pins and needles. “You’re going to witness some things today. Greatness being born, as it were. I don’t think you’ll see it that way. It’s a good thing I don’t really care what you think.”
“Where’s Port?”
“Ah. Your mate. We’ve got him. Back in the mountain. Don’t worry about him. I doubt you’ll ever see him again.”
I gritted my teeth.
“I think you’re upset,” he mocked. “Are you upset? Does it trouble you to be away from him?”
I turned my face away. I didn’t want to admit he’d hurt me, though it couldn’t have been more obvious.
“Okay,” he continued. “You don’t feel like talking. That’s fine. Let me just tell you what’s going to happen today.” There was a snap, and the pressure on my leg released. “You’re going to stand up. I’m going to take you to see your mother. You’re going to witness some events. Then, we’re going back to your village. And you’ll watch, while we exterminate your friends. How’s that sound? It’s a pretty full agenda. I think we can pack it in.”
“You’re insane,” I said.
“Maybe. It’s probably hereditary.” He looked at Eve, and they laughed. Adam laughed so hard, he had tears running down his face. “She doesn’t even get it,” he said between long gales of laughter. Eventually, he calmed down. He stood and brushed off his shirt and pants. “I apologize, Fiona. How rude of me to keep you out of the joke.”
“I don’t care about your stupid joke,” I said.
“You will. Stand up,” he said sharply. I stood and balanced on the leg that was more awake. “We’re going to see your mother now. You’re going to cooperate, right? We’re all going to get along just fine right now.”
I nodded. He shoved me towards Eve, and we started towards my mother’s hut.
The guards weren’t stationed outside, and Adam went in without announcing himself in any way. “Ah, Your Highness. I’ve brought you a visitor,” said Adam. He moved to the side and revealed my mother, sitting at the royal bench.
When she saw me, her eyes widened. “Fiona,” she said. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m trying to save my village,” I said.
“Oops. There, I’m afraid you said it, Fiona. You’ve admitted to treason, and I’ve got no choice but to rid the world of you.” Adam pointed his weapon at me.
I stared at his hand, watching for the movement that would end me. He didn’t pull the trigger.
“You like it?” He held up the gun and twisted it slightly in the torchlight. “I invented it. It’s sonic. Doesn’t need ammunition. A direct hit is lethal. Any other sort of hit is incredibly painful. So much more elegant than bullets.”
“May I see it?” I said.
His hand dropped to his side. “Of course not,” he said. “I can’t give a weapon to a traitor.”
“Now isn’t the time,” my mother said. “You have other things to deal with, don’t you?”
My breath constricted. So, she was working with him. She’d betrayed us—me—to save her own group. I shifted my gaze to the floor, but rage boiled, and I couldn’t keep it in. I started screaming.
Adam and Eve stared at me, neither of them understanding.
“How could you?!” I yelled. “You’re colluding with them?! For what?! To save your own skin?!” I broke from Eve’s grasp and ran at my mother. I couldn’t hit her with my hands tied behind my back, but I was going to do what damage I could. I lifted a foot and kicked at her, knocking her from the bench. She raised her hands to block my blows but didn’t fight back. Her forehead crinkled as her eyebrows rose in surprise.
Someone took a hold of my neck and jerked me backwards. “I don’t think you really know what’s going on here, Fiona,” Adam said. He came around in front of me. “You think your mother is helping us beat you?”
“She’s betrayed me before,” I said. I turned away from him.
My mother gasped from the floor. “I’ve never betrayed you,” she said.
I peered around Adam at her. “You enslaved me, mother. More than once.”
“I granted you an extra choosing. I was nearly driven out of the village for that! And you ran off with that twit who refused to use the sacred oil.”
“You gave me tainted oil. So that I wouldn’t succeed you. You wanted it to be someone else.”
She started to cry. “That isn’t true. I don’t know where these ideas are coming from, but they aren’t true. I wanted nothing more than for you to succeed me. I couldn’t just ignore our traditions. You had to produce an heir—”
I cut her off. “You’re the queen! All you had to do was demand it be so, and that’s what would happen. Everyone would bend to your will.”
“I’m sorry you see it that way, but my power isn’t limitless. Barrow always insisted that traditions be followed to keep those who would rise against me in line.”
“Barrow was against you, Mother. He didn’t want you to be queen.”
“No,” she scoffed. “Barrow was my most trusted advisor. Until you killed him.”
“I killed him to escape a harsh life of servitude. A life you condemned me to!”
Adam stepped between us. “Ladies, ladies. I think we’ve got to agree to disagree, here. It’s clear to me that this Barrow person was playing you both.”
“You killed him?” asked Eve, looking at me.
I didn’t answer her. Instead, I said to my mother, “He’s probably right.” I felt my anger starting to redirect. I wanted to hurt Barrow all over again. I wanted to stab him over and over, then watch him struggle and die.
“I know he is,” my mother said. “I never wanted to believe it. I turned a blind eye to things that I shouldn’t have. And I’m sorry it led to you believing that I would abandon you in such a way.”
I pushed past Adam and fell against my mother. She embraced me, and I slid onto the bench beside her. Tears—held back for so many years—coursed down my face. My mother loved me. She always had. It was I who’d let her down by not believing in her.
“I’m glad to see that your differences are all resolved,” said Adam. “Closure will make your future losses so much easier.” He smiled and pointed his gun at us. “Both of you can stand up now. We’re going to the center fire, and we’re getting this done. No more emotional outbursts, please.”
We followed him out of the hut with Eve trailing behind us.
Mother clutched my hand, which was still tied behind my back. “I did what I could,” she said as we approached the fire.
“No talking,” said Eve.
My mother’s villagers were assembled around one side of the fire, kneeling. The tankers stood outside their perimeter, each of them armed with one or two sonic guns. Except for the crackling of the fire and the gravel crunching under our feet, it was silent.
Adam walked around to stand in front of the villagers, and we followed. “Good morning, villagers,” he said. “I’m glad to see so many of you assembled. Is this everyone?”
One of the tankers nodded.
“Excellent,” Adam proclaimed. “I’ve brought you all here to witness something. Greatness is about to rise, and I’m pleased to say that each of you—thanks to my grace—is going to have a role in it. So, will the queen please step forward?”
“What’s happening?” I said.
My mother squeezed my hand and let it go. “I did what I could,” she repeated. She moved forward.
“Kneel,” he said.
She dropped to one knee, the picture of grace.
“Thank you for volunteering to go first,” said Adam. “I’m sure your village appreciates your sacrifice,” He raised his weapon.
“First?” Her eyebrows clinched together. “You said you would hurt no one else—”
The sound of the weapon being fired cut her off. Motion left her body, and it crumpled to the ground at gravity’s accord.
After a few moments of disbelief, I found my voice. “Liar! He’s nothing but a liar! Don’t listen to him. He’s going to kill us all!”
The villagers began to scatter, some drawing hidden weapons of their own, though they were only primitive slingshots, knives, and bows. The tankers shot into the crowd, their weapons making the harshest, ugliest noises imaginable. If my hands weren’t tied, I would have covered my ears like a child. Adam and Eve were enjoying the scene and didn’t seem to be paying attention to me. I went to my mother. Her eyes were open, but she was already gone. Adam hadn’t been bluffing about a direct hit. I fell to my knees over her and buried my face against her stomach. I breathed in her familiar smell, a combination of honeysuckle and cotton. I cried, the chaos around me insulating me, not allowing anyone to witness my grief.
“Fiona,” Adam was standing on the other side of her. I could see his boots through my hair. “Look at me, Fiona.”
I wiped my face across the robes, trying to compose myself. I lifted my face and opened my eyes.
He was pointing his gun right at me. “Don’t worry. It’s on a non-lethal setting.”
He smiled and squeezed the trigger.
The wave was deafening. It passed through my body. I felt as if my physical form had moved an inch to the side of my soul, and then snapped back into place.
There was a second wave, this one subtler than the first.
And then, nothing.




Chapter 10

I opened my eyes, but the light was bright, so I squinted them shut. My ears were still ringing from the sonic weapon, but I could feel that I was outside. The sun was shining, a breeze was blowing, and I could smell animal dung in the distance.
It was my own village.
I sat upright and looked around. Off in the distance, someone was lighting a huge fire. It was piled with something solid-looking and strange. It wasn’t wood. I stood and noticed that the cord binding my hands was gone. I rubbed at the raw skin where the cord had bitten into my wrists. I took a few stumbling steps towards the fire. Something compelled me to move towards it.
I tripped over something and looked down. It was a person.
A dead person.
A spark of recognition lit my brain. I knew this person. Who was it?
I stepped over him and continued towards the fire, but I’d only taken a few more steps when I understood what was on the fire.
It was bodies. Villager bodies.
I started to run, but I tripped over someone else. I fell. When my attention wasn’t so focused on the fire, I recognized that the ground was littered with bodies.
“No,” I said. I stood and started to move towards the fire again, picking my way around the people I knew. People I’d eaten meals with, woven cloth for, and led to freedom. “No, no, no . . .”
I was finally at the fire. The smoke was black and smelled like burning hair. Near me, a pair of tankers were lifting bodies together, swinging them by their arms and legs, then tossing them into the flames. I rushed at them and snatched a rock from the ground, then threw it at the one closest to me. Primal sounds that must have been screams were coming from me.
The tanker I’d hit with the rock dropped the dead villager’s legs. They belonged to Meena, the newlywed.
“Oh, good,” sighed the tanker. “I thought we’d accidentally burned you.”
Out of nowhere, Eve appeared. “Restrain her. What are you two idiots doing? Letting her run around like this?”
The two tankers rushed to get a binding and do as she’d asked.
I stood, staring at Meena’s body, my chest heaving from the effort of running across the field. “You killed them all,” I said.
“Yep.”
“Human beings. You killed all these people.”
“I don’t see your point.”
“How can you have no remorse for this?”
“Remorse is for the weak. For people like you.”
I launched myself at her, but she was younger, stronger, and more agile. She easily pushed me to the ground and stomped her foot on my chest. “I told you two to restrain her. Where is her binding?” Someone scuttled up to Eve and thrust a length of rope out to her. “I’m holding her down, you idiot. You tie her.”
The tanker complied, roughly pulling my arms towards him and lashing them together.
Eve gave a quick thrust of her boot against my chest and backed away. “Get her into one of the rovers. I’m taking her back to the mountain.”
The two tankers lifted me. They didn’t let me get my feet under me; instead, they simply dragged me to a nearby rover. One opened the box on the back, and they shoved me inside. It banged shut, and I heard a bolt or a lock slide home. I pushed against the lid, but it wouldn’t move.
There was a bang against the lid of the box.
“Comfortable enough in there for you, primitive?” Laughter followed, and it faded as they moved away. Not long after, I felt the soft vibration of the engine, and the shift in my balance as we started to move.
It wouldn’t be a long ride, only a few hours. I curled into a ball in a corner of the box and tried to get some rest.
◆◆◆
 
The rover door slamming woke me sometime later. My neck was stiff, I was incredibly thirsty and hungry, and my body felt as if I were 100 years old. I thought about the strength of the tankers, and realized I might as well have been that old. I’d not defeat them in a physical battle.
Eventually, someone opened the box. “Fiona?” said a familiar voice.
I tipped my head up to look out. The sunlight backlit his face, but I could clearly make out Swen’s bookish profile.
“Swen?”
He sighed. “I was so worried when they brought back Port. They tortured him but . . .” His hands were shaking uncontrollably. “I—I don’t think he broke. He didn’t tell them that I helped you. You can’t tell them, either. If they find out—If they find out—Oh, Lord. You can’t tell them.”
I suppressed the urge to slap him for his cowardice. “Port’s alive?”
He glanced around. “I think so. They took him to the lower-level cells.”
“What are they planning?”
“They’ve already taken both villages. They’re packing up to move everyone who is able-bodied outside. Only younger people are left now. Well, there are a few exceptions. Like Willow.”
“Does Willow know I’m here?”
He nodded. “I’m supposed to bring you inside. Can you act it up? Resist?”
He reached down into the box, and I kicked his hands away. “I can get out myself!” I yelled.
His eyes widened in momentary surprise. Catching on, he backed up. “Then, get on with it. I’ve got better things to worry about,” he said stiffly.
I climbed from the box with some difficulty. My legs almost wouldn’t bear my weight when I jumped to the ground. Swen caught my arm and lifted.
I used his support until I didn’t need it, then shook him off. “I can do it myself.”
He grabbed my shirt and marched me into the mountain. We descended to the lower levels. I craned my neck at each corner and each door, hoping for a glimpse of Port. There was nothing to see.
He deposited me into an empty cell. “I’m sorry about this,” he whispered. “I wanted you to win.”
“I’m not dead yet, Swen.”
He nodded once. “I’ll do what I can.”
“Thanks.”
He shut the door and engaged the lock with a switch on the opposite wall.
“Hey, can you untie this rope before you go?” I pushed my hands through the bars.
He rolled his eyes. “You are one high-maintenance prisoner,” he said. He tried to untie me but couldn’t get the knot free. He drew a knife from his pocket and unfolded the small blade. With some effort, he cut through a loop of the rope with it. He didn’t remove the rope; instead, he folded the blade carefully and made a show of putting it back into his pocket. Then, when he unwound the ropes from my wrist, I felt it against my palm.
He dropped it into my hand and drew the ropes away. “Satisfied?” he said, scowling.
“Can I have something to drink? Or eat?” I asked.
He walked away without answering. Not long after that, a woman brought a tray of food for me. “Hey,” I said to her. “Why is Adam keeping me alive?”
She shrugged. “Adam does his own thing.”
“Are you a tanker?”
“No.” She hesitated for a moment. “I’m from a tank. But not like him.”
“Oh.” I dug into the food, not caring that I might have seemed crude. I was starving.
“I don’t want him to win, either.”
It took a moment for me to register what she’d said. By the time I looked up, she was gone.
Maybe there was hope after all.
◆◆◆
 
Days passed. I tracked the time by the meals that were brought. Even that didn’t seem accurate, because some days, I was starving by the time a meal came, and sometimes, I felt like I’d just eaten.
I asked about Port and Adam’s intentions at every meal. Either nobody knew, or they’d been instructed not to answer. I rarely saw the woman who’d been sympathetic. I wondered if someone had suspected that she wasn’t loyal to Adam. Not Adam himself, of course. He was too confident to believe anyone could have an impact on his desires.
Then, with no explanation, a meal came, and the door stayed open. The man who brought the tray set it on the floor in its usual spot and slid it under the bars. Then, he pushed the lock button on the opposite wall, swung the door open, and stood there, looking at me.
After a minute, he simply walked away.
“Hey!” I called after him. “Am I allowed out?”
He didn’t answer. I abandoned the tray and tried to follow him, but he was too far ahead, and I must have missed a turn. I wandered the halls and saw many cells. I came across the cell I’d been held in, so many years before. The leak had never been fixed, and large chunks of cement were missing from the ceiling, where the dripping had weakened it. Rust stains surrounded the damaged area and spread on the floor.
I found the stairs, and I took them up to the level that I knew held the commissary. I didn’t run into any people, and it was eerily quiet. I made a few false starts before finally finding the commissary. It was empty.
I went to Leo’s office. The outer-office door was propped open, and I poked my head in cautiously.
Swen was sitting at the desk. “Fiona, I was wondering when you’d come up,” he said without looking at me.
I entered the room and approached his desk. “I don’t understand. Am I a prisoner or not?”
“Yes and no. You don’t have to stay in the cell anymore. You can’t go outside right now. Not until Adam comes back. He’s at your village, supervising the building of his home.”
I bristled. “What’s wrong with the homes already there? They aren’t good enough for him?”
Swen shrugged. “You seem surprised.”
“No, I guess I’m not surprised. Where is everyone? And what about Port?”
“All the tankers are outside. Most everyone else is afraid of the sickness, so they’re outside, too.”
“You’re not.”
“Nope.”
“Why?” I asked.
He looked away. “Willow asked me to bring you to her place if you came upstairs. You want to go there now?”
I wanted to press him. I knew I could easily intimidate him into telling me why he wasn’t afraid of the sickness. Why had he ignored my question about Port?
Something told me to let it go. “Yeah, if you don’t mind. I’d like to see her.”
Willow welcomed both of us into her apartment, but Swen demurred. “I have work to do,” he said and retreated down the hallway.
“Suit yourself,” Willow said. She hugged me. “You don’t look too worse for the wear.”
“Physically, I feel terrible. Mentally, I feel pretty numb,” I said.
“I’m sorry about your mother,” she said.
“Me, too. And the villages. I didn’t get there in time.”
“It wasn’t your fault. Adam would have killed everyone, regardless of what you did.”
“Not if I’d killed the bastard first.”
“That isn’t like you.”
“I’ve killed in defense of my people before,” I said. “I failed them. I failed my people, my mother’s people, and the people in here who don’t want Adam in charge. I failed, literally, the entire human race.”
“Adam’s people seem pretty happy with how it’s going,” she said, playfully punching my arm.
“They don’t count as humans.”
“Mm. Scientifically, they do.”
“Well, I don’t buy it. You can’t mix up a human in a bowl.”
She shrugged. “That isn’t why I asked Swen to bring you here.” She motioned to the well-worn couch. “Let’s sit.” She patted my knee once, then gripped it. “I have a confession to make,” she said.
I gasped. “You know where Port is?”
“No. I’m afraid nobody seems to know where he is, and I’m sorry to say that is probably not a good sign, Fiona. What I have to confess is much worse.”
I pushed down her admission about Port. He was dead. Nobody was going to admit it, but everyone believed it.
“I caused the sickness,” she said.
I stared at her. “What?”
“When Leo started the program to advance the tank usage, I objected. I didn’t make a big fuss; I just went to his office and begged him not to do it. I was afraid that we’d create monstrosities, and that we’d be ill-equipped to understand them psychologically. Because you’re right. You can’t just upload the human experience.
“He wouldn’t listen. And I didn’t try to widen my objection, because at the time, everyone still loved Leo. They wanted to do what he asked. The research started, and they went about shortening the childhood and pubescent periods.
“I could tell that the first batch—the ones who were still kids when they came out—I could tell they were different. Not bad-different. But rather, sort of cold and distant. And why shouldn’t they have been? They were denied contact, cuddling, and love of any sort. What does that do to a person?”
She stopped and stared off into space for a moment. “I decided it had to stop. But still, nobody wanted to defy Leo. And I figured, well, I’m a scientist. I can figure a way out of this scientifically. I did some research and discovered a 20th-century outbreak of something called Bovine spongiform encephalopathy. It was a disease introduced into the food chain by cattle that were fed ground-up, tainted meats.”
She started to shake a little. “I’m sorry. It’s just, I . . . I violated the bodies of people who died. I removed their blood and organs and put it into the spiro. In small quantities at first, because it changed the taste slightly. But, people got used to it, and as they did, I put more and more into the supply. I poisoned all those people.”
I studied my hands for a moment. They looked old—older than the last time I’d really looked. “Then, why did only the older people get sick?”
She shook her head. “I’m not sure. My theory is that the older people were more inclined to drink the spiro.”
“Are you still doing it?”
“No. When I went to your village, I realized I couldn’t see it through. I couldn’t end it all.”
“I don’t understand,” I said. “End what?”
Her eyes welled with unshed tears. “Humanity.”
“You wanted to kill everyone? Even the villagers?”
“Yes. But then, when I visited, I realized the people in the village were real human beings, with feelings and souls and faith. But, because of me, they’re all dead.”
“No, not because of you.” I squeezed her hand. “Adam did that. Adam’s responsible for all the deaths out there.”
She made a sound that was probably meant to be a laugh. “I suppose that’s true. But, I sure killed plenty in here.”
“Someone must have helped you. Right?”
“I did it all on my own. Although, I warned a few people not to drink it. People who I knew didn’t agree with the tank experiments—even if they wouldn’t raise their voice against Leo.” She clutched at my hand. “Can you ever forgive me? For what I did?”
I patted her hand. “This isn’t for me to forgive,” I said.
◆◆◆
 
I spent my days wandering the mountain, hoping that I’d find Port. I asked everyone I ran into if they knew about him, or where he was. There were very few left inside—maybe as few as 20 or 30 people—so there weren’t a lot of opportunities to ask.
I spent a lot of time with Swen and Willow. They both still had hopes that I would somehow free them from Adam. But, my numbing grief over my mother, the village, and Port kept me from rising to their thinly-veiled challenges.
Then, Adam came home.
He found me alone in the commissary. “Fiona, what a lovely surprise. I do hope you’re making yourself at home.” He sat across from me and smiled. A spike of emotion caught me by surprise, and I gasped at how sharp it felt. “Ah, glad to see me, then.” He signaled to one of the Tankers at the door to bring him something to eat. “I’ll be happy to join you.”
“You killed my mother,” I said.
He nodded. “You’re right. I did do that. And a whole lot of other people, too. I did promise to do that. I wouldn’t want to break a promise.”
“Where’s Port?”
“Ah, the infamous Port. I’m not exactly sure of his whereabouts. We did catch him, you see. Outside, when you two were making your naughty little getaway. You had some help with that, didn’t you?” He wagged his finger at me, then said, “This is a good story. Let me tell you what happened.” A tanker set a plate of food in front of him. “Dinner and a story. This’ll be great.”
He picked up a chicken leg and tore into it. “You two slipped out through that secret exit that wasn’t really a secret. I knew about it, of course. Leo had it built, and it was mostly a secret, blah, blah, blah.” He waved his chicken leg around as he spoke. “So, you two escaped. And someone gave you a tablet with a program on it to look for a human heat signature. Coincidentally, all my search party’s tablets were programmed to look for a non-human signature. That was really a great touch. I have to give you that. But, it was also your downfall. Because you didn’t count on ending up with heatstroke, did you?”
My stomach felt like it had flipped over and liquefied.
“Well,” he continued. “Our tablets picked up your fever. But, we came into range just as you were cooling down, and before we reached you, we encountered Port. By the time we managed to capture him, your temperature had returned to normal. Or maybe you moved; I’m not sure. We couldn’t find you. But, we’d found him, and we took him back to the mountain and had our way with him.”
“You mean, you tortured him? For what?”
“To find out where you were, of course. You can be proud of him. He never broke. Or maybe, he just didn’t know where you were. It’s hard to say.”
“I can’t believe there are people like you. What’s wrong with you?”
“Now, that is a pretty egocentric view of the world. Maybe I’m normal, and you’re the one with a problem. It’s all a matter of perspective.”
I leaned across the table. “If it is the last thing I do, I’m going to kill you. And I am going to enjoy it.”
“I don’t think so. I have insurance, you see.”
I crossed my arms and leaned back in my chair. I didn’t care what his insurance was.
“You think it doesn’t matter,” he continued. “That no matter what, you’ll kill me. But, I know something you don’t know,” he said, sing-song.
“I’m going back to my cell now,” I said.
I stood, but he snatched my upper arm from across the table. “You’re not going anywhere,” he whispered. “Sit. Down.”
I tried to shake his hand off. The tankers near the door took notice and started moving towards us. Adam’s grip strained harder. I grabbed his hand and tried to pry his fingers away, but they were clenched tight. Someone cuffed me in the back of the head, and a second blow fell against my upper thigh. Pain radiated back and forth between the injuries, and I eased back into the seat, feeling defeated.
“Now, I know you’re going to take interest in this, Fiona,” Adam said. “Don’t try to pretend like you aren’t even curious. This is a big deal, see?”
I fixed my gaze on the doorway and concentrated on not crying.
“All right, there’s no need to beg,” he said. “I’ll tell you. Ready? This is big. So, here goes. My insurance is that I’m your son. Happy Mother’s Day!”
I snapped my eyes to him. “No,” I said. “That isn’t true.”
“It most certainly is. Didn’t you ever wonder why Leo didn’t follow you out of the mountain? Well, duh, it’s because he had what he wanted from you. A little old sample of your deoxyribonucleic acid was all he needed to grow the heir to the villages.”
“That’s ridiculous. Even Leo wouldn’t have stooped that low.”
“And yet, he did. Through the magic of science, he had a lovechild with you. Isn’t that romantic?”
“I don’t believe it,” I said. “Even if you are spawned from my genetic material, you’ll never count as my son. You’re the furthest possible thing from being my son.”
“You’ll come around. I know you wanted children. Badly, if what Leo said was true. Now, why didn’t you and your good little husband ever have kids? I can’t imagine why. Could it be because your inferior body couldn’t produce something sturdy enough to survive in the world?”
I turned away. In truth, I’d had a number of miscarriages. Whatever it was that Barrow had used all those years ago to taint my choosing oil had likely done permanent damage. It was also true that Leo would have thought I desperately wanted children. I had, if only to save me from a life of servitude. But, I’d delivered myself from that all on my own. It wasn’t until Port and I had married that I’d begun to think having a family would be nice.
But, this abomination was not family.
“I’ve got news for you,” Adam continued. “The tanks are here to stay. I have a plan. Would you like to hear it?”
I didn’t respond. I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want to acknowledge it at all.
But, he continued anyway. “I’m turning the mountain into a breeding hospital. One big tank facility, if you will. Once the tankers are habituated into life outside their tanks, we’ll transition them outside. We’ll build up a nice little city, a true civilization. Wouldn’t you like to be a part of that?”
“No,” I said.
He tapped his fingertips on the table. “That’s okay. Whether you like it or not, you’ll live on through me. You’ll be a part of it by virtue of that.”
I stood to go. This time, he didn’t stop me. The tankers around the doorway parted as I moved towards them.
“Oh, and won’t you thank your little friend for me?” Adam called out. “What’s her name? The tree girl. Oak? Maple? No. Willow. Thank Willow for her help. She really did me a favor.”
I stopped at the door. “I seriously doubt that she helped you.”
“Oh, but she did. It was her tampering with the spiro that made it so easy for me to take over. If she hadn’t done that, Leo would still be here. And the rise of the tankers would have taken so much longer.”
I sucked in a breath. Willow’s secret wasn’t a secret.
Adam’s eyes gleamed. “Her meddling really gave me a leg-up. Thank her for me.”
“Thank her yourself,” I said over my shoulder as I left the room. I couldn’t stay there with him anymore. The thought that I’d somehow assisted in his creation made me sick to my stomach. If he really was my son—genetically—then he’d knowingly murdered his own grandmother. He was nothing short of a monster.
◆◆◆
 
It didn’t take Adam long to set his plan in motion. The tankers began to construct tank labs in every room that was large enough to contain the necessary infrastructure. They even made Willow relocate her morgue.
I went to great pains to avoid seeing Adam, and rarely left the room I’d adopted as my own. He didn’t do anything to keep me in the mountain, but I had little motivation to escape. Willow was the only person left who I cared about, and I wanted to stay near her. I thought about telling her that Adam knew about her spiro plot. But, it didn’t seem like it would help her grief over having done it, so I stayed silent.
Eventually, I did run into Adam. Not on purpose, of course. I was leaving Willow’s apartment and heading back to my own, only a few doors away. He didn’t see me at first; his back was to me. But, I stopped to listen because he was gesturing to the apartment doors around him.
“Make sure you go through their crap. We’re not wasteful. Anything that can be recycled or reused needs to be set aside. Move out all the furniture and take it to storage. Anything else can be taken to the village for burning.”
The other tankers were listening intently and nodding. None of them seemed to notice me.
Without warning, Adam turned and continued down the hall towards me. I didn’t have time to move away. “Oh, good morning, Mother,” he said when he saw me. “What are you doing in this corridor?”
I didn’t want him to know which apartment I lived in, so I fell back on Willow. “I was visiting Willow,” I said. “And don’t call me that.”
“There are still tenants in this hallway? Tsk. Well, she’s going to have to move. This hall is going to be converted for tanks soon. I know she’ll appreciate the irony in that.” He laughed, and the other tankers laughed, too—though I’m pretty sure they didn’t know why they were laughing.
I narrowed my eyes. “Why aren’t you outside with the others? I thought you were supervising the building of your new house.”
“The house is already done. What others?”
“The people you took out of the mountain.”
“Ah. You don’t realize, I suppose.” He leaned in close to me. I tried not to curl my lip in disgust when I felt a puff of his breath move the hair near my ear. “Only the tankers survived our external building mission,” he whispered, then pulled back and wiggled his eyebrows. “If you know what I mean.”
“No, I don’t. Why don’t you try speaking in plain terms for once?”
“All right. They’re dead. We killed them. It’s only tankers from here on out.”
“I’m not a tanker,” I said.
He narrowed his eyes. “Mother, I thought you were smarter than that. Why would you go and remind me of a reason to get rid of you?”
I clamped my mouth shut. Why had I said that? He obviously had no real feelings for me, so it wasn’t like our shared genetic status made a difference.
“You’re puzzling out why I’ve let you live for so long,” he said. He stepped around me to go, motioning for the tankers to follow. But, this time, it was I who stopped him.
I grabbed him by the arm but let go when he turned. I didn’t want to touch him. “Why haven’t you killed me?” I asked.
He cocked his head slightly. “You know, I’m not really sure. I’ll have to think about that.”
Then, they moved on. When they’d disappeared out of sight, I retreated to my room. I gathered up the few possessions I still had—Swen’s knife, a blanket, a pillow, and a change of clothes—and I moved them to an apartment two levels down. Then, I went to Willow’s and helped her move her things into the same apartment. There had to be some strength in being together, as two of the last remaining humans.




Chapter 11

When Adam’s tanks were all assembled, he had the tankers round up all the remaining non-tankers. There were only about a dozen of us left. I realized Adam had probably been quietly exterminating the people around us, and since we were spread around the mountain in singles and pairs, we hadn’t noticed.
He assembled us in the commissary, which now held several tanks. “All right, everyone,” he began. “We’ve all been waiting for the day when we’ll go out to our new homes in the village. I’m pleased to tell you that today is the day.”
I swallowed, and the muscles in my throat spasmed. I felt like I’d swallowed a sharp-edged rock. I glanced at Willow. Her face was smooth and placid. She didn’t yet realize what was going to happen. He was going to take us all to the village and get rid of us, just like he’d done to the others.
Adam continued. “We’re making a clean break, so no possessions will go with you. Only what you’re carrying right now. I assure you that both villages are stocked with plenty of food, water, clothing, and furnishings. Everything you could possibly want is already waiting for you there.”
Willow caught hold of my hand and tugged. I met her eyes, and she shook her head ever so slightly, so only I could see. And I tipped my head in an acknowledging nod.
“Excuse me, Adam?” she asked, raising her hand.
“What?” he said.
“I know you said everything we’d need is outside. But, they don’t have an undertaker out there. They won’t have the tools I need to perform my job. I’m going to have to go to my lab and get some things. And I’ll need someone else. It’ll be too much for me to carry by myself.”
Adam weighed her request, chewing on his lip as he did. “All right. You can take one other person to get what you need.”
She pulled me closer and started to leave the room.
“Not her,” Adam said. “She stays with me. Pick someone else.”
She squeezed my hand and dropped it. Swen was standing nearby, and she caught his eye. The two of them left. A pair of tankers followed them, and my heart sank. If the tankers were going, they could have just carried her things, rather than Swen.
They weren’t coming back.
“Everyone else, follow me to your new home. This is so exciting! Aren’t you excited?”
A smattering of claps peppered the room—mostly from the tankers.
“I asked if you were excited,” he said, as he jammed his face close to another person. “You are, right?”
The tankers began to hoot and whistle, along with their clapping. The rest of us joined in.
Only Adam would force us to applaud our own death march.
Adam drifted through the crowd, shaking everyone’s hands. He had learned some things from Leo, then; he felt the need to smooth things over—make them like him—so that they would be malleable to his desires later.
A great whoop went up from the tankers as we left the commissary. They were surrounding the rest of us like a bubble. I noticed that most of them had one or two sonic guns holstered to their hips or thighs.
There was no escape.
I felt, rather than heard, guns being fired in the distance, perhaps on another level. The level that contained Willow’s new mortuary, I was sure. I sighed. My last remaining allies and friends were gone. I was linked to the nine around me only by virtue of not being a tanker.
I pushed it from my mind and touched the outline of Swen’s knife, folded in my pocket. I would have to use it to escape. But, the moment would need to be perfect.
◆◆◆
 
Outside, Adam and Eve rode ahead to the village in a rover. A number of the other tankers did, too. That left our small group to be policed by only a dozen tankers. It wasn’t an even fight, but our odds were better now. I glanced around at the others. They seemed complacent—eager, even—to get to the village.
We trudged slowly through the woods. There was no trail, but I knew we weren’t taking a direct path to either of the villages. I supposed that if they took us to some spot far from the village, they wouldn’t have to dispose of our corpses properly when they were finished.
Someone asked to stop and rest, and the tankers agreed. They stood around in a circle, passing a canteen, which they did not offer to any of us. I noticed that one of them was missing. There were only 11 of them now.
I turned in a circle, pretending to stretch my legs and my back. But, there was no sign of the 12th tanker. Was he lying in wait to ambush us? My mouth went dry, and I wished I had my own canteen.
“Time to go,” one of the tankers said. They broke into two groups—six leading us, and the rest following us.
As we started moving forward, I spotted something in the undergrowth off to our left. A slight flash of color, not natural in the wooded scenery. Something blue. I kept my head directed forward but watched from the corner of my eye. If I was about to be cut down by a tanker, I didn’t want to be taken by surprise.
Minutes went by, and I saw nothing else. Maybe it had been my imagination. My pulse started to return to normal.
“Hi,” I said to the woman walking next to me. “I’m Fiona.” I held out my hand to her.
She eyeballed it for a moment, and then shook my hand in the old-fashioned mountain grasp. Her grip was efficient and minimal. “I know who you are,” she said.
“You make that sound like a bad thing,” I said with a laugh.
She didn’t appear to be amused and didn’t answer.
“Have you ever been outside before?” I asked.
“Not this far out,” she said. “I can’t say that I see what all the fuss was about. It’s dirty, and the air smells strange.”
“You’ll get used to it.”
“I don’t particularly want to.”
You won’t have to, if Adam has his way, I thought. I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing for a time. Behind me, I heard a slight scuffle—only audible because I’d been listening for it. I pretended to stop and tie my boot. The woman continued walking and was probably glad that I’d broken contact. I glanced behind me. The tankers were walking in a line through the foliage on the path we’d already broken through, but again, there seemed to be one fewer than before.
I straightened and jogged, moving forward in the group. There was a sense that something was following me—something that wanted to hurt me—and it urged me faster. When I reached the others, I slowed down, rather than pass any of them. I chanced another quick look—and that’s when I spotted Swen.
He was squatting at the bottom of a tree, his blue parka calling my attention. It was him that I’d seen in the woods. He didn’t make eye contact with me. Before I could signal him, he ducked behind the tree, out of sight.
I kept walking, but my mind was racing. I needed to help him, to make it easier. What could I do? I looked ahead to the other tankers. They weren’t bothering to look back at us. They were occupied in conversation and picking their way through the foliage.
I decided to enlist some help. I touched the arm of the woman I’d been talking to.
“Hey, you didn’t tell me your name,” I said.
She grunted. “Vacha.”
“Pleased to meet you, Vacha.”
She nodded.
“Look,” I said in a hushed voice. “This might be hard to believe, but I’m pretty sure we’re being led to our deaths.”
She looked at me like I had a squirrel on my head. “Oh, yeah?”
“You don’t believe me?”
“No.”
“You don’t think it’s odd that the tankers all came back to the mountain, and nobody else? You don’t think it’s weird that Adam told us it was time to go and that we couldn’t go to our rooms to get any personal items, not even a cherished memento?”
Her face scrunched up in thought. “That was a little odd.”
“And what explanation do you have for that? I can tell you right now, we aren’t being led to one of the villages. In only a mile or two, we’ll be trapped in a canyon if we continue in this direction.”
In front of us, a few of the others were looking back at us with curious glances. Except for the tankers ahead, nobody else was speaking, and though our voices were low, they might have overheard. I waved at them, hoping to ease their curiosity.
Vacha didn’t respond.
“I know it sounds silly,” I continued. “But Adam only wants tankers around. He thinks the rest of us are inferior.”
“I came from a tank,” she scoffed.
“But, you had a childhood outside the tank. Didn’t you?”
“Yes, of course. The extended tank program came after I was born.”
“Hey!” shouted one of the tankers behind us. I turned and saw the one directly behind us, drawing his sonic gun.  He pointed it towards our group, and behind him, I saw Willow pop up. My eyes widened. She wasn’t dead.
“Watch out!” I pushed Vacha away from me. She tripped over a root and stumbled backwards, falling to the ground.
“Hey,” she complained. She turned her head and took in the tanker’s raised weapon. Her eyes widened.
There was a rumble, and a loud report, but it wasn’t from the tanker’s gun. He fell forward, revealing Willow, ducking behind a nearby tree. I rushed to grab the downed tanker’s weapon. Ahead of us, the line erupted in turmoil as the front tankers pushed through towards us.
“What’s going on?” the first one demanded.
I shot her in the chest.
She stumbled backwards, impeding the response of the tankers behind her. I spun behind a tree, peeked around the other side, and shot another tanker. He howled in pain; it hadn’t been a direct hit.
Someone started screaming, and the group of people began to scatter into the woods. The tankers mixed with the others, and I couldn’t tell who was whom. Sonic reports boomed through the trees, but thankfully, none were directed at me. I crouched at the base of my tree.
Vacha clawed her way up from the ground. “You killed that tanker,” she said, her chest heaving. “I saw you. You killed her.”
“I know,” I said. “And if you don’t want one of them to kill you, I’d suggest hiding—or at least shutting up.”
“Fiona?” Willow whispered from across the path we’d forged. “How many more?”
“Five more from the front, if you’ve taken care of the back.”
“They’re out. What about Adam? He isn’t with you.”
“He and Eve went ahead in a rover. There’s more with them. Six more.”
Vacha was calming down, and she leaned down to inspect the tanker I’d shot. “She’s dead.”
“I know,” Willow and I answered at the same time.
She squatted next to the body, her back blocking my view of the tanker. But, she turned around, revealing the tanker’s gun in her hand. “You can’t do that. You can’t go around killing people.” She pointed the gun at me, and a sob escaped her.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Willow said, training her own gun at Vacha.
“She’s a murderer,” Vacha said. “And you probably are, too. You killed all those people behind us, didn’t you?”
“Those people were taking you to a secluded place to kill you,” said Willow.
Vacha squinted her eyes. “That’s what she said, too,” she waved the gun at me. “And I don’t believe it for one second—”
Willow shot her. Vacha blinked once, and her grip loosened on the gun, lowering it. But, she must have found a bit of resolve as she faded, because she tightened her hand purposefully and pointed it at me. Willow shot again, and Vacha was overtaken. She crumpled to the ground.
“Why did you shoot her?” I said, pocketing Vacha’s gun. “She wasn’t a tanker.”
“If she’s not with us, then she’s against us,” Willow said. She scanned the woods around us. Nobody was visible, and it was quiet now. She pointed further up, where the front tankers had been heading. “Swen circled around that way. Let’s move that way and try to meet up with him.”
I nodded, and we started moving forward. I kept low and darted from tree to tree, scanning the area around us as I stopped at each trunk. At the base of one trunk, I found one of my group. She was holding her leg, her eyes averted and her teeth clenched as she tried to quietly suck in breath.
“Are you hurt?” I whispered.
She nodded and pointed to her leg, still not looking at it. I touched her leg to extend it and inspect her injury, but withdrew my hand when I felt the heat emanating from it.
“Shot me,” she said. “I can’t feel it, but I know it’s bad. Is it bad? Am I bleeding?”
“You aren’t bleeding,” I said. I scanned the trees around us again and could see only Willow. Across the path, she was crouched at the bottom of her own tree, giving me a perplexed look. I steeled myself and touched her leg again, pulling it to extend it. But, something wasn’t right. It drooped, like a thread without tension between the warp and woof. I massaged my fingers deep into her flesh and looked back up at the woman with a start. It was like her knee and the surrounding bones . . . they were missing. That was the heat. She’d been shot in the leg.
Willow crept over to us. “What’s the problem?” she asked.
“She’s been shot. In the leg. I think—I think the shot liquefied her bones.”
“What?” said the woman. She batted my hands away and tried to lift her leg towards her reach. “That isn’t possible; I’m fine. I’m going to be fine. I can’t feel anything.”
“That’s probably for the better,” Willow said.
I bent over her leg, trying to decide what to do to help her. But, Willow didn’t give me the chance. She shot her in the head at point-blank range.  The woman fell limply against the tree trunk.
“Even you can’t argue that we couldn’t have helped her,” Willow said. “If she didn’t die from exposure, she was going to be mauled by wild animals. We did her a favor.”
She was right; I couldn’t argue with that. But, it didn’t mean that I agreed. I swallowed once and nodded. I was beginning to think that Willow had a lot more of Barrow in her than she’d let on.
“Come on,” she said. And I followed—not because I wanted to, but because I was at a loss for any other course of action.
We found two other people dead in the undergrowth. The tankers had managed to reduce our numbers to only Willow, Swen, myself, and five others. We were evenly matched—if we could find them, and if there weren’t others dead in the shrubs. But, I suspected the tankers would regroup and head to the village—to Adam.
Swen was waiting at the mouth of the canyon for us. I shivered when I saw it. There was no way out, other than the small, dried-up creek bed that flowed out of its mouth in the rainy season. The canyon walls were sandy and not conducive to climbing, and the creek bubbled up from an underground source. It would have been the perfect place for them to corral us and easily kill us.
“I think they’ve circled back to the village,” said Swen.
“That’s what I figured,” I said. “But, which one?”
Swen shrugged. “I would guess yours. It’s much less primitive than the queen’s village.”
“What about the others?” I asked.
“From my vantage point . . . I’m pretty sure they’re all dead. Except maybe one woman; it seemed like she might’ve suffered a minor shot.”
“In the leg,” I said.
“Yeah, I saw her sit down, could hear her crying. Maybe she’ll make it.”
I shook my head and tried not to meet Willow’s eyes. “No, she isn’t with us.”
“Oh. Either way, I guess they would still outnumber us. We’ll just have to use the element of surprise to our advantage. And who knows the village better than you, Fiona?”
“I suppose that’s true,” I said.
Willow grunted. “It has to be true. None of them can survive. Not one.”
My stomach flip-flopped. It was clear that Willow hadn’t done all this just to rescue me because I was her friend. She hadn’t given up her idea that none of us should survive; she wanted humanity to implode in on itself. She believed it was nothing less than what we deserved. I wondered if Swen was aware of her conviction; if he knew that she intended to do away with the three of us, as well.
Not that we mattered. Willow and I were well past childbearing years.
“What about the tanks?” I said. “Even if all of us are dead, the tanks have already been seeded for the next generation.”
“We disabled the power. Nothing will grow in the tanks without food or oxygen.”
Swen cocked his head but didn’t comment. I willed him to ask why we would be dead—to question what Willow was really planning. But, the moment swept by, and he didn’t seem to fit the pieces together in his mind.
“We’ll wait until dark,” Willow said. “We’ll pick them off, one-by-one.”
“That won’t work,” I said. “They’ll be watching for us with their tablets. We won’t get anywhere near the village without them knowing. We have to get them to let their guard down. We’re going to have to wait.”
Willow took that in. I could tell that she didn’t like it—that she wanted this to be done right now. But, I needed time. And I was right; they would see us coming and easily overpower us. She had to agree with that, at least.
“Where are we going to wait?” she finally asked.
“I’m sure they’ll think we’ll hide in the other village. We have to go somewhere else. Somewhere they aren’t familiar with.”
“They don’t realize Swen and I are alive,” Willow said. “It’s only you they think is out here.” Her hand moved casually to her hip, right near her pocket—where I knew her gun was stowed.
“Some of the tankers might have seen you,” I said, trying to buy myself time. “I saw you. After the first one went missing, I saw Swen in the brush. And I saw you quite clearly after you attacked.”
“That doesn’t mean that they did.”
“It doesn’t mean that they didn’t,” said Swen. “They’re not stupid. And they have huge egos. They won’t, for a minute, believe that someone in that escorted group fought back hard enough to take out half of them. And the two we killed inside—they’ll know for sure when those two don’t show up.”
Willow’s arm relaxed slightly.
“I know a place where we could hide for a few days,” I said. “They aren’t likely to know about it, and it should have a small stock of supplies.”
“Sounds good,” said Swen.
“All right. Lead the way.”
◆◆◆
 
We spent nearly three weeks in one of the village’s hunting outposts. It was a small cabin, located high up on a ridge that was probably several miles from the village, but its high vantage point gave us a view of the village on clear days.
The cabin was dirty and unkempt but had a pantry of pickled vegetables, lots of ale, and enough hunting tools and implements to supply a dozen hunters. I taught the two of them how to use a bow, and that was how we managed to occupy our minds while we waited. I needed a lot of distraction; otherwise, my thoughts would turn back to Willow’s plan. On the one hand, I believed she was right—that the tankers were an abomination, and we had to rid the world of them. But, on the other hand, I wasn’t so sure that the three of us dying needed to be included in that plan. What would be the harm, after all? We wouldn’t be able to procreate. Our species would simply die off when the last of us died.
I needed Swen’s help.
But, Willow didn’t make it easy. Though she never stopped acting as if we were the best of friends, she clearly didn’t trust me or Swen. She never left the two of us alone together. She didn’t seem to sleep and only went to relieve herself when I agreed to go with her.
I began to hope that she would simply let her guard down—or that Swen would question the situation. But, he either didn’t realize there was a situation, or he already knew. That left me with a countdown of our final days.
On the 20th day, Willow announced that she thought it was time to go and finish the tankers. I went along with everything she said. From her memories of the village layout, she’d crafted a plan, and when she mapped it out in the dusty ash of the cabin fireplace, I had to admit that she probably was going about it the right way. Willow insisted that we review the plan over and over—so much so that by the time she was satisfied, it was too late in the day to carry it out.
“We’ll leave at daybreak tomorrow,” she said, when I pointed out that the afternoon shadows were lengthening. “That’s good. Because we’ll need a good night’s rest. We’ll need to be at the top of our game tomorrow.”
I nodded, and searched Swen’s expression for even the slightest indication of dread. He appeared to be oblivious.
At dinner, I managed to water down some of the ale, and I served the rest to Willow.
“Port would be quite upset if we let this ale go to waste,” I said, passing a watered-down mug to Swen, and a regular mug to Willow. They both accepted it, and I toasted to Port’s memory, then to the memory of as many other people as I could think of. I kept the mugs full, making it difficult for them to gauge how much they’d actually had.
Willow stood and lifted her mug, and she swayed slightly. “I toast the spiro. If not for it, there’d be so many more to take care of now.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Swen.
“It means that all good things come to an end,” I said.
“No, that isn’t what it means, silly,” said Willow. “It means that the spiro caused the sickness.”
“How do you know that?” asked Swen.
“Because,” she said, laughing, “I’m the one who put the sickness in the spiro.”
Finally, Swen was clueing in. “Why would you do that?” he asked, hiccoughing.
“I wanted the extended tank program to end,” she explained. “I thought it would change Leo’s mind.”
Swen stared at her, his face slack. Then, he began to laugh. At first, it was just a giggle, but it escalated to all-out belly laughter in only a few moments. Tears ran down his face, and he clutched at his stomach.
Willow laughed, too, but I think it was only because she was drunk.
I waited for them to stop. “What’s so funny?” I asked, when Swen finally calmed down.
“It’s just that nothing ever changed Leo’s mind. When the sickness started, he actually doubled the work going on for the tank program.” He wiped tears from his face.
I exhaled the breath I’d been holding. Swen was too drunk to get it. If he hadn’t known about the spiro, then he didn’t know about Willow’s death-to-all plan. And he wasn’t going to get it. Not without someone explaining it to him.
I poured more ale into Willow’s mug. “To Leo!” I shouted, lifting my mug.
Swen and Willow bumped their mugs against mine, sloshing ale over our hands. Willow raised her glass to drink, and I lifted it higher for her, forcing her to drink the whole mug at once.
“Whew!” She held out her mug. “Fill me up again. I can’t believe I had all that guilt about the spiro, and it didn’t make a bit of difference.”
“Actually, Adam told me that it helped him out a lot,” I said, pouring more into her mug. Oh, no. I wish I hadn’t said that. But, she didn’t seem to notice that I’d mentioned Adam.
She drank some more of the ale. “You ever wonder what happens to you when you die?” she asked.
“I suppose that’s a matter of faith,” I said. “I’ve always thought whatever happens, it would be a great relief from what life is like. When you don’t occupy your body, you aren’t limited by its borders anymore.”
Swen studied me for a moment. “How very primitive,” he said. “You believe in a soul?”
“I believe there’s something inside me that isn’t part of my physical nature. It’s the part of me that thinks and feels and dreams. Some people might call it a soul,” I said.
There was a slosh and a thump. Willow had passed out and spilled her ale.
“Now, that’s a waste of ale,” said Swen.
Seeing my chance, the effect of the drink waned. I grabbed Swen’s hand and dragged him outside. “You’ve got to listen to me,” I said.
“Okay.”
“Willow doesn’t just want to kill the tankers. Did you know that?”
“Who else is there to kill?” he asked.
“Us. The three of us.”
“Us?” He pointed at his chest and belched. “Us?” he repeated.
“Yes. She wants to end the human race. She thinks the tanker program will ruin civilization—that we’ll never recover from it.”
“I suppose she has a point,” he said. He sat on a log to steady himself. “But, I’m not ready to die.”
“Me neither. We have to do something.”
He shrugged. “What can we do? We need her to execute the plan.”
“Do we? Do we need to execute the plan?”
“Yeah. We do. Those tankers took everything from us, and they have to pay. They should pay. I’m going to make them pay.” Tears welled up in his eyes. “I haven’t always been a brave man, Fiona. I’m ashamed of how I was before. But now . . . now that I know what I’m capable of . . . I can’t go on leaving things the way they are. They have to pay.”
“Is dying the only way to pay?” I asked.
“It’s the only way they’ll understand.”
I nodded.
“We have to go along with her plan. It’s the only way,” he repeated.
“All right. When they’re all dead, what do we do? Do we kill Willow?”
Swen worried his hand over his knee. I’d not noticed how he had tanned somewhat and built up a bit of muscle during our weeks outside. He looked more like a villager than a mountain native. “I suppose that’s what we’ll have to do if we mean to survive,” he said.
“We’ll still be the end. There’ll be no more after us.”
He sighed. “It’ll be lonely, I suppose. But, I don’t want to die.”
“Agreed.”




Chapter 12

It turned out that the hangover was too much for Willow. The three of us—some of us more than others—nursed headaches all day long. We stayed in the cabin and rested. But, I knew we wouldn’t be able to postpone it another day.
As expected, Willow woke up refreshed and ready for some killing the next day. We reviewed the plan one more time over breakfast, then gathered up our already-packed supplies for the hike to the village. I led the way, until we came to a field right outside the village. We split up—Willow went around to the south, Swen to the North, and I went straight into the village.
I didn’t get very far into the village proper before a tanker spotted me. I let him give chase—though I was supposed to be caught, so I didn’t try very hard. If he noticed that it was easy to catch me, he must have thought it was just because he was so much better than I was.
“Where you think you’re going, you filthy primitive?” he asked as he pushed me to the ground. He removed his belt and leaned over me, then pulled my hands together.
“I don’t know where I’m going,” I said. “But, I suspect you’ll be going straight to hell.”
He straightened and looked down at me. I heard the zing of the bow as first one, then another arrow whipped by him. It startled him, and he flapped his hands around his head. “Dang bugs, just leave me alone, already.”
I suppressed a smile, because the next zing connected, right through his temple.
He staggered a step to the left and keeled over. I waited a few moments, and then checked for a pulse. He was definitely dead. I glanced around to make sure that nobody else was coming, then I grabbed him by the legs and dragged him to the closest house. He was too heavy to get up the steps, so I pushed him into a shaded corner next to the porch. I took the blanket slung over the rocking chair and covered him as best I could.
I continued into the village, going towards the new house at the center of the village. It was built on the site of the old meeting pavilion. It was likely that I’d find more tankers there—and hopefully, Adam, as well.
I wasn’t disappointed. As I approached the enormous house, I heard a voice calling, “Hey! Hey, you!”
I turned to see a tanker running towards me. The moment she recognized me, her face changed from curiosity to anger. She let out a long, shrill whistle between her teeth. Behind, me I heard the door open.
“Fiona. I didn’t think we’d seen the last of you,” Adam said. He came out on the porch and waved the approaching woman away. The clomping sound of her running slowed, and then ebbed.
“Won’t you come in?” he said. He stepped aside and held the door open.
I entered the house. I felt hyper-aware of his presence. His eyes seemed to know that I was there as part of a plan to kill him and all his friends. But, at the same time, he couldn’t help but let me in. What was it that he wanted from me?
“Your house is quite large,” I said. “Do you all live here?”
“No. Only Eve and I live in this one. Everyone comes here for meals, though. What’s left of us, that is.” He sneered as he said the last part.
“Ah. I’m sure you understand about that,” I said, nodding. “I couldn’t just roll over and let them kill me. I’m not one to give up.”
“Persistence. I have it, too. Probably something I inherited from you, right?”
“Maybe,” I said.
“So, you accept that I’m your son now? Your flesh and blood?”
“I accept that we are genetically linked,” I said. “The children I had all died before they could even be born into the world.”
“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said.
His sympathy took me by surprise. But, he was Leo’s son, too. And he’d clearly inherited Leo’s ability to manipulate.
“Thank you,” I said, as neutrally as I could.
“I’ve upset you,” he said.
“No, I was just thinking that you have some of Leo’s genetic traits, as well.”
“Oh, I’m not related to Leo,” he said. “Barrow was my father.”
A darkness spread over my vision, like a cloud blotting out the sunlight. “Barrow? The queen’s advisor?”
“Yes. The man you killed to escape slavery. Do you need to sit down? You look a little pale.” He guided me to a chair, and I sat. He sat across from me, his expression mildly mischievous.
A surge of anger against Barrow rose in me. I felt rage, and the desire to kill him again spread through me.
“I don’t blame you for killing him,” Adam said. “By all accounts, he was a bad man. Just ask my sister. He was her father, too, wasn’t he?”
“I don’t know who Eve’s parents are,” I said. “Nobody ever told me.”
He tipped his head forward and looked up at me knowingly. “I’m not talking about Eve. We aren’t genetically related. I mean, we’re a couple. It would just be weird if we were related.”
“Then, who are you talking about?”
“Willow. Barrow was her father, too. We’re related, she and I. Just like you and I. We’re an interwoven family,” he said, locking his fingers together in demonstration.
“I’d forgotten about that,” I said.
“That’s part of why she hated the tanker program so much. Barrow liked nothing more than to spread his seed around. But, everyone says he was a terrible father.”
“That’s something we can all agree on,” I mumbled.
“Excuse me?”
“Nothing,” I said.
“In the interest of honesty, I’d like to point out that I know Willow is still alive,” he said.
“I gathered that.”
“I know she wants me dead. I know she wants to extinguish the tank program. Her little stunt the other day didn’t go unnoticed. I had someone back at the mountain within an hour to get the power restored. All but two were saved.” He looked at me expectantly. After a long pause, he continued. “Aren’t you going to extend your sympathies?”
“Loss of life is a shame,” I said. “But, you know I don’t agree with breeding people in a tank.”
“You know what surprised me? Swen. I thought I had his loyalty. But, he turned on me. I know he helped you and Port escape. I know he gave you that tablet, and he and Willow killed two of my friends to sabotage the tanks. What I don’t know is what he’ll do when he’s caught.”
“What’s there to do? If he’s caught, you’ll kill him. We all knew that risk.”
“I haven’t killed you,” he said.
“Did you ever think of a reason for that?”
He went to the window and looked outside. He pushed the drapery aside with a jerky movement. “I guess we’re about to find out what Swen will do,” he finally said, turning away from the window.
A few moments later, the door opened, and a tanker dragged Swen inside.
“I caught this primitive in the house next door,” the tanker said. He pushed Swen towards Adam, then hit him in the back of the head with the butt of Swen’s bow. “I took this from him.” He tossed the bow on the floor, near Adam’s feet. The bow string was snapped.
Adam poked at it with his toe. “Did you really think these old-fashioned weapons were going to get you anywhere?” he asked.
“You might check how far I got with it before you criticize,” said Swen, curling his lip.
Adam slapped Swen across the face. Not satisfied, he grabbed a handful of Swen’s hair and forced him to his knees. He kicked at Swen’s stomach, but it was not a well-planned blow, and there was a loud crack as Adam’s foot connected with Swen’s hipbone.
“Aaah, that hurt!” yelled Adam. He clenched his fists and walked in a tight circle, the toes of his injured foot raised off the ground as he hobbled on his good foot and the heel of his bad one.
He tried again, this time connecting with Swen’s soft belly. The air rushed from Swen, and he fell to his side, clutching his gut.
“Adam, I think that’s enough,” I said. “There’s no need for violence.”
“There is never a need for it. Violence doesn’t happen because I require it. It happens because people are in my way.” He leaned over Swen and spat on him. “I gave you a job, you miserable little jerk! And this is how you repay me? By killing my friends?”
“You tried to kill me first,” Swen said. He whipped his leg around, and it swept Adam’s legs from underneath him. Adam fell, and the whole house shook.
I found myself separating from the situation somewhat. Instead of worrying for Swen and what they would do to him—or whether they’d already managed to kill Willow—I wondered whether the tankers who had built this structure had known what they were doing or not.
Scrambling, Adam stood. “Tie him up,” he said to the tanker. “Tie him up and throw him into the pit.”
“There’s no pit here,” I said, waking from my wanderings.
“There is now,” Adam replied. “Do it.”
The tanker grabbed Swen by the elbow and hauled him off the floor. Swen struggled to get his feet under himself. He looked back at me as the tanker pushed him from the room and deeper into the house. “We’re sticking to our plan, right?” Swen called.
“Right,” I said.
“I’d like to know the plan,” said Adam. He sat again and propped his injured foot on the low table between us. He removed his boot and peeled the sock away. The top of his foot was already black-and-blue, and his toes were swelling up until they looked like strange sausages.
“I’m sure you would,” I said.
“Let me guess the plan.” He assumed a thinking position, with one arm bent and the other propped on it, a finger to the side of his nose while he thought. “You’re going to kill us all and live happily ever after?”
“No,” I said. “That isn’t the plan.” I leaned towards him. “But, you’re close,” I whispered.
“Ooh, I’m close. Let me think on it some more.”
There was a crash from the other room. Adam started but didn’t get up.
“Aren’t you going to check on that?” I asked.
“No. I believe in my fellow tankers,” he said.
“I believe in Swen.”
He sat perfectly still for a few moments.
A crash and a tinkle of broken glass came from the other room.
“Maybe I will just go check and see what’s broken,” he said. “You stay here.”
He left the room. There were no more noises. I sat and waited for maybe ten minutes before I went through the door. It led into a kitchen, and the back door was wide open. Glass from the window next to the door crunched under my feet. I approached the door cautiously. There was a knife on the counter, and I took it as I went by. The door swung slightly on the hinges, and as I came to it, I saw a pair of boots propped toes-down at the top of the steps.
I came into the doorway, but the angle of the stairs prevented me from seeing who owned the boots. I scanned the area. Nobody was visible. I whistled once and waited for a response. I prodded one of the boots with my toe. No reaction. Trying to keep my eye on the area around us, I went down the steps and saw that the body belonged to the tanker who had brought Swen in. A large shard of glass was protruding from his neck. I noticed that the steps and porch were covered in blood. I hoped that none of it was Swen’s.
I crept to the corner of the building and whistled again. The silence made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. There was a shout around the other side of the house, and I moved forward to try and see what was going on.
Adam and another tanker were running up the path between the houses. The tanker’s body jerked, stumbled forward a few more steps, and then slid face-first into the stones. An arrow was sticking up from the base of his skull. Adam either didn’t see or didn’t care and continued running.
I whistled. This time, Willow whistled back. I tracked the sound to the window of a nearby house. She waved at me once, and then ducked below the sill.
I glanced around again. Adam was out of sight now, having turned a corner. I ducked down and made my way to the house as quickly as I could. I eased open the door and went inside.
When the door closed, Willow was waiting behind it. I jumped backwards. “Willow,” I said. “You startled me.”
“They’re all dead. Except Adam. We got them all.” She was breathing strangely, in great heaves.
“All right,” I said. “Let’s finish it, then.” I reached for the doorknob, but she shook her head.
“No. You won’t finish him. I know you. You think you can detach yourself from him, that he isn’t your son. But, he is. And you won’t destroy that.” She raised her bow. “I’m sorry it has to be this way, Fiona. The world will be a better place if humans just let it be.”
“Wait,” I said. “What makes you think that you’ll be able to kill him any better than I could? He’s your brother, after all.”
She lowered the bow somewhat as her face crumpled with disgust. “Barrow. He was little better than an animal, spreading his children around like he was better than all the rest of us.” Her resolve returned, and she raised the bow. “I hate him even more than I did before. Rest assured that I’ll have no trouble killing him.” Her finger slid over the trigger. “It’ll be fast; don’t worry.”
I watched with fascination as her knuckle tightened over the trigger. The nut began rolling forward, and the string was about to be released. I closed my eyes.
The door burst open.
I opened my eyes as Adam shouldered into the room and rounded on Willow. She’d been crushed behind the door and must have fallen. He dragged her to the center of the room.
“You call her your friend?” he said to me. Willow was kicking and twisting to get away, but he had a handful of her hair in one hand, and the back of her shirt with the other. The crossbow clattered to the floor. Blood was coming from somewhere.
“Easy,” I said, approaching her. “She’s bleeding.”
“I don’t care if her heart just came through her traitorous nose,” he said. “She was going to kill you just now. And you want to help her?”
“We’ve all got to die,” said Willow. “We don’t deserve the blessings we’ve been given. All we do is waste them and demand more!”
Adam released her shirt and shook her by the hair. She tried to get her feet under herself to lessen the strain. I saw where the blood was coming from—her cheek. The string of the bow must have hit her in the face when it released. It had sliced clean through, leaving an almost-perfect circle of exposed flesh.
I gasped. “You’re hurting her,” I said. “Either kill her or leave her be. There’s no need to draw it out.”
Adam released his hold on her and kicked at her. “That’s my mother, you stupid zealot.” He punctuated each word with a kick, then abruptly caught himself midway through his next blow. He took a step back. “Swen’s dead,” he said, turning to me. “She’s already killed him, too.” His eyes welled up with tears. “Everyone’s dead, but the three of us,” he whispered.
“Good,” said Willow.
He took a few steps away from her and sat on the floor. His breath turned shallow, and he began to pant.
“Are you all right?” I said. My feet were still rooted to the spot. I took a hesitant step towards him, and a burst of pain went through my leg. I looked down. Willow’s arrow had somehow struck me in the leg. The arrow hung from my thigh. I turned away from the two of them, wanting a moment alone with the pain of pulling it out. I grabbed the shaft with both hands, counted to three, and yanked it out. A blinding pain seared through me as the notched arrowhead ripped free of my flesh.
I fell to my knees and wretched, though nothing came up. The pain felt more than physical, like it would consume me. I collected myself enough to look at the wound. It didn’t look too bad, and although there was blood, the arrow had apparently missed any major blood vessels. I was nearly against the window, and a curtain blew in the breeze from the open door. It caught my attention, and I pulled it from its hooks. It was good, sturdy cotton; I’d woven it myself. I even remembered weaving it. It had been for Charity. A pretty blend of rust-and-yellow threads. I tore a strip out of it and wrapped it around my leg. I grunted with the effort of tying it off.
When I turned around, Adam was sitting astride Willow’s chest, his hands wrapped around her neck. How had I not noticed such a struggle? Willow’s legs were kicking about in a useless attempt to gain leverage.
I held up a hand to stop him—though I don’t know what I thought that was going to do. He wasn’t going to stop just because I said so. But when I did, I saw my own blood on my hands. And something in me just let go. She’d already tried to kill me. If he killed her, that would save me from having to defend myself.
Adam let out a roar. He locked his elbows and used his body weight to crush his wrists against Willow’s windpipe. He pumped his whole body down against her several times. Her head made a sickening thump against the floor, and something inside of her made a muted crunch.
I closed my eyes. When I opened them, her legs were relaxed, but he was still holding her. Only now, his shoulders were shaking with silent sobs.
“Hey,” I said, approaching him. I touched him on the shoulder. “Hey, Adam? It’s okay. Everything is going to be okay.”
He released his hold on her neck. It was oddly distorted from his aggressive attack. Her eyes were open and blank. A fresh wave of nausea washed over me, but I pushed it down. I pulled my attention from her empty gaze and looked at him.
Tears were running down his face. “It didn’t have to be this way,” he said.
“Remember how you told me that only the tankers deserved to live?” I said.
He nodded and dragged his forearm under his nose, smearing away snot and tears.
“Willow believed you,” I continued. “She did what you wanted. She just . . . she took it a step further.”
He nodded again. I held out my hand to move him away from Willow’s body. He clasped onto it. His grip felt strangely cold and clammy. When I met his eyes again, he frowned, then lifted his shirt.
The reason he’d been breathing in shallow gulps was the knife wound just below his ribs. He took in a breath, and the blood around it bubbled.
“Swen,” he said. “He put up a lot more of a fight than I would have given him credit for.” He turned his face away. “Maybe he wasn’t so bad, after all.” He let the shirt drop.
I wasn’t sure what to do. I’d wanted Adam to die. I still wanted him to die.
Didn’t I?
“Can you walk?” I asked.
He squeezed my hand and rose to his full height. “I think so. I don’t think I have long, though.” He panted for a moment. “I want to go home. To the tanks. Will you take me there? Please?”
I nodded. I had no idea how to treat his wound, other than direct pressure. He was surely going to die. I might as well give him something to make his end easier.
I released his hand, grabbed what was left of the curtain, and tore it into two strips. “Lift your shirt,” I said.
He obeyed, closing his eyes. I crumpled one strip into a ball and pressed it against the wound. Air hissed between his teeth.
“Sorry,” I said. “I’m going to tie this around you to hold it in place. It’s going to hurt. But, I think we need to keep pressure on it.”
He nodded, and I saw his muscles tense in anticipation. I got the curtain around him and tied it in front, holding the first bandage in place. He dropped his arms and wrapped them around me. At first, I thought he was trying to hurt me, like he’d hurt Willow. But then, I realized it was an embrace.
A hug from my only son.
My eyes misted over, and I relaxed. His arms tightened slightly, and I could feel him sobbing. Tears of my own washed down my face. I’d only ever wanted a child. And here, I’d been given one. I’d been blessed with one, and all this time, I’d turned away from him. If I’d only been there for him, maybe things would have turned out differently.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered into his shoulder.
We cried together for a few minutes. But, I knew he was right; he didn’t have long. I gently moved out of from his embrace. “Let’s get you home, where you belong,” I said.
He nodded, and we left the house. He pointed to a rover parked in the distance.
“Wait here,” I said. I hobbled off towards it, my leg aching with each step. As I approached, a deepening sense of the challenges it presented came over me. I had no idea how to operate the rover. I’d never even ridden in one—except for when Eve had boxed me.
I opened the door and looked inside. There were four seats, arranged two-by-two. A tablet was mounted in front of one of the seats. There didn’t seem to be any other controls. I sat in the seat with the tablet and touched it. A message scrolled onto the screen: Start engine now. Below it, there was a button, and I pushed it. The rover rumbled slightly as the engine turned over. I could feel the vehicle vibrating ever so slightly beneath me. I closed the door. A map appeared on the screen, and I touched a point that I hoped was near Adam. The vehicle turned and went to the position I’d chosen. It wasn’t as close to Adam as I thought it would be, so I touched it a series of times, trying to get it near enough so he wouldn’t have far to walk. When I was satisfied, I left the engine running and helped him walk to the car.
“Whatever you did, I feel a little better,” he said. “I can breathe easier now.”
“Good,” I said. I wasn’t sure whether I believed him or not.
He folded himself into the seat, grunting as I lifted each of his legs into the vehicle. I pushed the door closed and went around to my side.
“Here,” he said. He held out a hand, but he was too far from the tablet to reach. I lifted it from its mount and held it for him. He tapped around a few times, and the rover started moving. “We should be there in about an hour,” he said, leaning back and closing his eyes. “Tell me about my father. I know he wasn’t a good man. But, he must have had some good qualities.”
“I didn’t know him well,” I said. “At my last choosing, his son . . . one of his sons, Elliot, chose me. Elliot was a good man. And he came from your father. And though Willow got a little lost, she was also a good friend. Good can be born from a dark place. It only needs the light to grow.”
“Leo wanted him to be my father because he knew it would make you angry,” he said. “I know that Leo was very good at manipulating people. And he might have made you think he didn’t care. But, I could tell from the way he spoke about you that he was hurt when you left.” He paused to take a few breaths. “I think he loved you.”
“He had a funny way of showing it.”
“Don’t we all?” he said, turning to look out the window. He was silent for a while. When the mountain came into view in the distance, he reached over and took my hand in his. It still felt oddly cold.
“Are you okay?” I said.
He shook his head. “No. It’s getting hard to breathe again.”
“What can I do? Let me check your bandage,” I said.
But, he held up a hand to stop me. “You’ve already helped me more than anyone else ever has,” he said. He smiled, and when he did, I noticed that he was having difficulty holding his head up.
“Here,” I said. “Lay down and rest your head in my lap. Would that be more comfortable?”
He didn’t answer, but he rolled onto his side, resting his head and shoulder against my good leg. His breaths were shallow and fast. “Can I call you ‘Mother’?” he said. His voice sounded far away.
“If you like,” I said. I had one hand on his shoulder, and the other was stroking his hair.
“This is nice,” he said.
I laughed. “What a thing to say right now.”
“That isn’t what I meant.”
“I know,” I said.
“I know now, why I never killed you. It should have been obvious to me all along. Maybe it was, and I just didn’t want to admit it to myself.”
“Why?”
He sighed, and it seemed like a much longer exhale than the others. For a moment, I thought it might have been his dying breath. “It’s because I wanted you to be proud of me. Maybe even love me.”
“Oh.” I continued to stroke his hair. “I can’t exactly say I’m proud of everything you’ve done, I’m not proud of most of what you’ve done. But, when you came to protect me from Willow, I was proud of you in that moment. And I’m proud of you now, because you’re being very brave.”
He reached a hand up to me, and I clasped it. “I’m dying, right?” he said.
“I hope not,” I said. “But, I can see you are in a lot of discomfort, and you’re bearing it very well.”
“That’s a yes if I’ve ever heard one.”
“If you’re dying, you haven’t lost your sense of humor,” I said.
He laughed, but it made him cough, and he couldn’t stop. I waited for it to end, and I could feel something wet and warm on my pants, beneath his head. He finally settled down, and his breath became even more labored. He wiped his other hand across his mouth.
The wetness I was feeling was the blood he was coughing up.
“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to make you laugh.”
“No. It was good,” he said.
The rover pulled up outside the gate to the mountain. I used the tablet to guide it through the open gate. “Do you want to go inside?” I asked.
“No,” he whispered. “I never liked being under the mountain. It felt oppressive. I just wanted to be able to see it.” He tipped his head back so that he could look out the window.
“I always felt that way about the mountain, too,” I said.
“We share something.”
I nodded. “Can I ask you a question?”
He blinked and nodded slightly. I took it as consent.
“If I’d been here to be your mother and give you affection and discipline and love, do you think things would have turned out this way?”
“I know they wouldn’t have,” he said.
“I’m sorry that I denied you that.”
He sighed, and I could feel the crackling of his lungs against me. “It wasn’t your fault. I thought when you met me, you’d just know. When you didn’t seem to have that spark of curiosity—that mother’s intuition, or whatever they call it—I was a jerk. I shouldn’t have treated you like that. I held all the cards, and I set the tone. It’s all on me.”
“It takes a strong man to admit he’s wrong,” I said.
“Thanks.”
I tried to adjust his bandage a bit, but he pushed my hand away.
“Don’t fuss at it,” he said. “No point in prolonging the inevitable.”
“Does it hurt?”
“Yeah.”
“There must be a med kit somewhere in these outbuildings. Maybe in the guard shack? Maybe some painkillers would help.”
“No. Don’t leave me.”
“But—”
“I want you here. Please.”
“All right.”
We fell silent. I hummed a little song that we used to sing around the fire when I was a child. I’d not thought of it in years, but I needed something to cover the sound coming from his chest.
I don’t know how long we sat there. The sun started to go down, and the sky streaked purple and pink.
“Beautiful,” he whispered. He could barely get the word out.
Tears collected in my eyes. I tried not to let them fall. I tried to keep them from him. I’m not sure why. I suppose I didn’t want to make it more difficult for him. But, one or two dripped onto his face. He touched them with his free hand, then touched his finger to his tongue. He shifted his head enough to see my face. His mouth worked, but he couldn’t say anything.
“I’ll miss you,” I finally said.
He smiled and closed his eyes. His last breath expelled quieter than the others.
And then, he was still.




Chapter 13

I slept in the backseat of the rover. I didn’t want to leave Adam, but I wasn’t interested in going into the mountain for shelter, either. In the morning, I went through the various outbuildings, until I found something for breakfast—a pouch of dried fruit, and a canteen of water. It was early, and the sun hadn’t yet risen over the trees. Birds were singing, and insects were buzzing. Life would go on—even without humanity.
There were gardening tools in the greenhouse, and among them, I found a shovel. I took it outside the walls, to the meadow between the wall and the forest, maybe a hundred yards off. The shovel’s edge bit into the grass, and I worked first at peeling the sod back in a rectangle large enough to contain Adam’s body. It was important to me that the grave could be covered over with grass, and not just stay a pile of dirt.
Dirt didn’t seem special enough to mark the resting place of the world’s last son.
Once the sod was peeled and neatly rolled to the side, I brought the rover over and dragged Adam to the newly-exposed dirt. It was plenty long enough to contain him, so I started digging. I didn’t know how far to dig; it seemed like the length of the shovel handle was deep enough. But even after I came to that depth, I climbed down into the hole and dug more. The whole day went by, and I did nothing but dig. I didn’t eat or drink. I only dug. When the sun was starting to set again, I climbed out of the hole and studied it.
It wasn’t perfect, the way I’d seen so many graves dug before, with relatively straight walls and a rectangular opening. It was more of an oval, with angled sides. The bottom was angled into an uneven v-shape. It wasn’t right. I remembered that the rover had a large light on the front of it. I turned the rover around and pointed it at the gravesite. I drained the rest of the canteen, then went back into the grave to flatten out the bottom as best I could.
Lowering Adam into the grave wasn’t easy. I was afraid I would drop him. Not that he would mind, but it crushed me to think of his body being abused. I thought about all the others, scattered around the forest, and the village that would never be buried. Maybe the animals had already cleared many of them away. It felt like a respectful ending for Adam would count for them all.
There was a tarp in the guard shed, and I rolled him gently onto it. I got down into the hole and pulled his mass to the edge. Then, since it was at shoulder-height, I was able to cradle under the tarp and lift him into the hole. I set him down as gently as I could and arranged the tarp so that it opened with him in the middle. I fixed his hair, rubbed some dirt from his cheek, and kissed him once on the forehead. Then, I folded the tarp over him and climbed out.
I sang the fireside song again as I filled in the hole. It’s funny, how it took so long to dig a hole, but hardly any time at all to fill it. By the time the moon had risen, I’d produced a mound of dirt at the opening of the hole. I crawled inside the rover, turned the light off, and went to sleep.
In the morning, I unrolled the sod and covered the mound. My leg ached, and I realized I’d never really tended to my arrow wound. It seemed there was nothing for me to do but go inside the mountain.
I went up to the medical levels, where I’d seen so many people dying from the mountain sickness not that long ago. I put a hand on the door and stopped. There was a sound coming from inside, a sort of rumbling. I hesitated, but it seemed silly to be afraid. What more could happen to me, really? The door swung open. Instead of the beds and curtains that had packed the room before, the room contained four tanks and their associated equipment, one in each corner.
The rumbling was the bubbles of oxygen, filtering through the tanks.
I gasped and stepped back out into the hallway, afraid the tankers inside might have seen me. But, they were just babies, really. What would happen if they saw me?
I went in and found some bandages and ointment at a nurse’s station. I pretended the tanks weren’t there and went about my business. I removed my filthy pants and sprayed the wound with alcohol. The pain burned straight to my gut, causing me to double over. But, the wound itself wasn’t as deep as I’d thought. The edges were jagged, and after I inserted an anti-infection chip, I sealed the hole shut with medical glue as best I could. I covered it with a bandage. 
I poked around the edges of the room. Towards the back, there was a locker room, and I pulled off the rest of my clothes and took the first hot shower I’d had in probably a month. I felt like a pound of grime washed off me and swirled down the drain. When I emerged, slightly scalded, I found some doctor’s scrubs and put them on. My stomach rumbled, and I headed for the commissary.
The tanks in the commissary weren’t set up yet. I felt much less self-conscious as I dug through the supply shelves for something edible. I found a lot of spiro, but I wasn’t sure if any of it was safe. Eventually, I found some dry cereal, which I ate right out of the container. It was bland and stuck to my teeth, but I had to take what I could get. I found a bottle of wine, and I took it with me.
I went to my apartment and curled up on the cot with the bottle. I kept the light on, just so I wouldn’t feel so alone. I drained the bottle quickly. Instead of giving me the freedom to forget my troubles, it only redoubled them, and I cried myself to sleep.
◆◆◆
 
When I woke, I had a splitting headache. I went back up to the medical level to look for something to relieve the pain. This time, the bubbling tanks didn’t give me pause. I picked through the remedies at the nurse’s station but didn’t find any of the familiar herbal remedies we’d used in the village. Intimidated by the technological devices for pain relief, I slumped into a chair and closed my eyes.
The bubbling sound changed.
I opened my eyes and studied the closest tank. The water was somewhat murky, and I couldn’t see anything specific inside. There was a dark mass floating in it, but it had no real shape. I approached the tank and activated the tablet mounted on the side. The records showed that the tank had been occupied for three months now, and that the boy baby inside was approximately 16 months old.
I pressed my face to the glass. Could the baby see me? I jerked back when a hand came from the murk and settled where my face had been. It retreated from view, but then the whole baby pressed up to look at me. His eyes were wide, and he had a delighted grin on his face. His pudgy hand swatted at the glass. Even though I couldn’t hear him, it was unmistakable that the baby was laughing.
I took several steps back. The baby’s features fell, and it slowly drifted backwards into the murk.
Adam’s face came into my mind. “I know they wouldn’t have.” His words played over and over in my mind, what he’d said when I’d asked if things would have turned out the same if I’d only been there for him. I went to the next tank, and again, a baby made her way towards me, smiling.
They were just babies. Babies who craved interaction, who wanted to be cuddled and loved. I took down at the tablet on the tank. I went through pages and pages of documentation, but could find nothing about the tankers being touched while they grew.
I put the tablet back, stripped to my undergarments, and dragged a chair to the first tank. The baby immediately came back to the side. I stood on the chair, and it was just enough for me to wedge my armpits against the edge of the tank. I dipped one hand in. His chubby baby fingers instantly latched onto mine. I reached in with my other hand and cradled the baby’s body in my arms. I didn’t dare to lift him up out of the water; I knew he breathed through it, and I wasn’t yet sure how someone was born out of the tank.
I was going to find out. I was going to love every single one of those children as if they were my own. And they would rebuild humanity to value life and compassion.
I wondered if this is what Adam had wanted, what he’d been trying to say when he died. Maybe. I smoothed the wet hair of the baby in my arms. I wondered whom in the colony he’d been related to. It didn’t matter, really. They were all Adam’s children. And I would be their grandmother.
And collectively, they would be humanity’s last, best chance.
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Chapter 1

I stretched my leg to its limit, my toes spreading out and touching the lower corner of the tank. The tank was hastily built, and space for the growth of the occupant hadn’t been a priority. I longed to raise my hands above my head and stand up, and today was going to be the day to do it.
The lights were still off, so I had time to contemplate my tank with some sentimentality before leaving it—though really, I didn’t think I would miss it at all. I wanted to stand and walk, to sit in a chair, to be anything but buoyant. I wanted to be like Fiona. I envied her free movement through the world, and I couldn’t wait to get out there, too.
I felt the footsteps of someone approaching the room. It felt like Fiona’s steps, though I couldn’t be sure. Some of my siblings were already out of the tanks and moving around, so it could have been one of them.
There was a plinking sound, and the lights came on, turning the cloudy liquid in my tank opaque. I couldn’t see who approached the tank until I pressed my face to the glass.
“Good morning, Silver,” said Fiona. I’m glad to see you’re already awake.”
I smiled and pushed my fingertips to the glass. She touched each one—a ritual meant to give me comfort. It worked; the bubbles in my stomach settled, if only for a moment.
“I know you’re excited. Today’s a big day,” she said. “But, I’ve got to get the preparations done first. You just hang out and relax, okay?”
I nodded and retreated from the glass, trying to increase my patience by blocking out view of her. I felt a variety of vibrations as she moved through the room. I knew she’d be getting a wheelchair ready to wheel me to my new quarters, and setting up an aqualung so that I could learn to be outside the tank in two steps, rather than one giant leap. The lack of buoyancy would be a huge adjustment—let alone breathing air as if it wouldn’t kill me.
There was a clatter above me as Fiona removed the lid of my tank. Her hand settled through the murk of the fluid, searching for mine. I reached for it and squeezed it.
“I’m going to start removing fluid,” she said. “Drop on down to the bottom.” A grey blob of fabric plopped into the tank, and I caught it as it floated down. It was a weighted vest, meant to help me move to the bottom of the tank without having to hold onto the handles in the corners. I put the vest on and felt the pleasant pull of it until my buttocks were flattened against the bottom.
A mechanical whirring began, and I knew fluid was pumping from the tank. I couldn’t see the fluid dropping, but I could feel a slight decrease in the pressure against my skin as it was removed. For a moment, I had the sensation that I would fly apart, that nothing would hold me together without the fluid. I struggled against the bottom, reaching for the handle and pulling my upper body down towards it.
Fiona tapped on the tank wall. “Remember your programming,” she said. “Coming out of the tank won’t hurt.”
I forced myself to relax my hands and release the handle. I didn’t float up, but with my lower half already on the floor, I didn’t descend, either. I gulped in the liquid around me, fighting to calm myself. Fiona was pushing her fingertips against the glass near me. I couldn’t see her hand, so much as the shadow that it cast through the murk of the liquid. She was waiting for me to tap back, to repeat the comforting ritual. Just seeing the shadow cast a moment of peace over me. This was what I wanted: To get out of the tank. All I had to do was follow her instructions.
There was a sloshing as she lowered the aqualung. It filled with fluid and sank to rest on the bottom, next to me. 
“Put it on,” Fiona said.
It had a series of straps that would hold the mask to my face. I put the mask over my mouth—careful to keeps my lips closed—and maneuvered the straps around the back of my head.  They crossed over each other to hold it on.
There was a bulb-shaped protrusion on the mask, and when I took in a breath, it began to slowly turn. I’d practiced putting the aqualung on, and I didn’t like it. I clenched my teeth, resisting the probe.
“Silver, you can do this.” She tapped the glass twice, sharply.
I took in a deep breath through my nose and opened my lips. The mouthpiece pushed against my teeth, and I relented, opening my jaw.  The mouthpiece separated into two pieces, one on each side of my mouth.  Each piece nestled into my cheeks, holding the mask firmly to my face, as the probe was deployed through the center, over my tongue and down my throat.
My gag reflex was difficult to control against the motion of the device. I knew it wasn’t going to choke me, and I needed only to relax so that it could move into the proper position. But, I was sure I was about to contaminate the tank with my stomach acids.
“Breathe through your nose,” commanded Fiona. “The reflex will stop if you breathe through your nose.”
I grabbed the corner handle again and strained to get my body to do what I wanted. I imagined that I had food in my mouth, and that I was chewing it. I needed to breathe in through my nose so that I could politely chew my food.
This would have been a whole lot easier to imagine if I’d ever had a mouthful of food to chew.
“Great job, Silver. You’ve almost got it in position. Just a few more breaths through your nose, and you should have it.”
I managed a few more quick sniffs through my nose, and the probe settled where it was meant to be. Except for where it rubbed against my tongue, I would soon not notice it at all.
I moved my hand to the side of the tank and gave her a thumbs-up, even though I knew that Fiona could already tell from her instrument readings that everything was good.
“Second phase is about to start,” she said.
In the second phase, the grated part of the tank floor would rise up, lifting me up and out of the fluid. I was not afraid of this phase, but Fiona said it had been difficult for some of my siblings. As the floor jolted into action, a wave of nerves clenched my stomach.
I looked up. The bottom side of the surface was shimmering and shiny. It was my fascination with this shimmer that had earned me my name. I touched my finger to it, spoiling the effect, as the motion of the floor pushed my hand up and through the surface.
I’d lifted a hand out of the water before. No big deal. I knew it would feel cool, and what Fiona called “wet”. But, I was unprepared for the sensation to cover my whole body. The floor stopped its motion, locking into place at the top of the tank. I was totally out of the fluid, and my whole body was covered in tiny bumps.
Fiona was standing on a platform next to the tank. She’d explained how she would help me move over to the other platform and down to the ground so that she could dry me off and get me into a wheelchair. But, I started rolling back and forth. The bumps felt like agony, and I couldn’t stand it. The room was filling with a terrible sound, and I didn’t like that, either.
“Shh, shh. It’s okay, Silver. You’re going to be just fine.” Fiona was beside me, patting me with a cloth. Fluid was dripping loudly into the tank, and that sound was just overwhelming. “Silver. Silver.” She shook me a bit, squeezing my upper arms.
The aqualung bulb bounced around, causing weird pressure on my tongue. That’s when I realized that the sound was coming from me. I sucked in a deep breath. The aqualung was feeding tank-liquid into my lungs, but the air was starting to chill it. I’d always breathed liquid at the perfect temperature; I’d never been hot or cold, because I’d never been outside the tank.
“I know,” Fiona said. “It’s a lot to take in. If we can just get down to the floor, I’ll help you dry off and get something warm on you.  You’ll feel a lot better then. Trust me.”
Fiona was not born from the tanks, and so didn’t really understand what I was feeling. She’d been in the tanks, sure. But, she never had to live in them. I had no choice but to trust her, though. So, I nodded and tried to cooperate, as she rolled me on my side, towards the platform.
“There we go. Just a bit more,” she said.
The grate was hard, and it was tearing at my flesh. The wrinkles that were always present on my skin felt unpleasant going over a hard surface. It must have shown on my face that I didn’t like it.
“When your skin dries out, it won’t be like this,” she said. “It will be smooth, like mine.”
She gave one final shove, and I flopped onto my back on the platform. I’d never seen her through the air, only through the blurring effect of the liquid. I reached out to touch her face, but she didn’t understand my gesture.
“All right, all right. I know my face is wrinkled. I’m old. But, yours will be smooth soon. The way mine used to be, when I was young like you.”
I shook my head and tried to smile, to convey my appreciation for her care with my eyes. But, the aqualung was distorting my mouth.
“Just hold still.” She turned and pressed a button, and the platform slowly lowered to a few feet above the floor. She sat down on the platform and carefully found her footing before standing up. The wheelchair was ready, and she moved it next to the platform, with the seat facing me, and the arm of the chair against the platform. She wiped the liquid off me with a rough towel. “I need you to sit up. You’re going to put your legs over the side, like I did. Then, you’re just going to twist a bit, and we’ll slide you right into the chair. Got it?”
I nodded and moved into the position she’d taken. My legs lowered to the floor, and I felt the sensation of the floor beneath my feet. I wasn’t sure that I liked it.
“Easy. On the count of three: One, two, three.”
I slid towards the chair, like she’d said. My body was repelled by the seat’s surface, though, as it felt like cold knives, jabbing me in the buttocks. But, she still managed to get me seated.
“Sorry. I should have put a blanket on the seat.” Satisfied that I was in the chair, she turned and produced a heavy blanket. She tucked it around me, up over my shoulders and around my legs and feet. It felt wonderful. I burrowed into it. “There, now. That’s better; I can tell.  Let’s get you to your room so that you can start your recovery.”
As she was wheeling me from the room, I looked around at the other tanks. There were four still occupied in this room alone, and I knew from my programming that there were multiple rooms throughout the colony containing tanks. They could feel us moving around, even if they weren’t near the glass. But, as I rolled by each tank, a hand emerged from the murky liquid and pressed against the side. I imagined it was encouragement, but it could also have been longing.
Fiona wheeled me down a long hallway, and she began naming things as we passed them. It was kind of her to show me around, but at the moment, I was not well-equipped to learn anything from her diatribe.
It didn’t take long to reach our destination—the therapy room. When she wheeled me in, the heads of four others immediately turned to the door to look at me.
Fiona cleared her throat. “Everyone, I’d like to introduce you to Silver. Silver, these are your brothers and sisters, who have recently come out of the tanks. Here’s Leif, Opal, Paisley, and Wren.”
She wheeled me to each of them—except for Leif, who was able to walk with a walker. He shuffled over to Wren and waited patiently, as I grasped hands with each of the others in turn.  They were each in bed—though Opal was sitting up, with her legs hanging over the side. Leif pushed my hand away when I reached for him. Instead, he leaned down and put his arms around me in an embrace.
“Welcome home, brother,” he said. His voice was soft and whispery.
My eyes widened, and Fiona laughed. “Leif has been out of the tanks longer than these other three,” she said. “He is starting to use his voice, and he can get around with the help of his walker. In fact, today is his last day in the therapy room. You’ll be taking his spot.”
“Soon, you’ll be doing this, too,” he said, tapping his walker.
I nodded and glanced around the room. There were four narrow beds down one side of the room—all occupied, except one. The empty bed had blankets folded over it neatly. On the other side of the room were various instruments, which I guessed were part of the therapy routine. 
“Who do we have here?” said a voice from the doorway. I craned my neck to turn and see who it was—though everyone but Fiona was a stranger to me.
“Ah, Tennie. I’ve taken Silver here from the tank this morning,” said Fiona.
Tennie was the first one taken from the tanks, about three months ago. She strode over to me, confident and strong. She eyed me up and down, then stuck out her hand. “Welcome to the colony,” she said.
I shook her hand and nodded. Because of the rapid aging in the tank, I knew that she was probably five or so years my junior. But, she looked vital and healthy—the way people looked in the programming all the tankers were subjected to. I wondered about my own appearance.
Fiona snapped me out of my reverie. “I’m going to get Silver settled here in his bed. Tennie, can you help me?”
“That’s why I’m here,” she said.
Fiona pushed the wheelchair next to the empty bed. Tennie moved the blankets, then moved the guardrail on the bed down. “Here’s what we’re going to do,” Tennie said. “You’re going to put your arms around my neck, and I’ll put my arms under your arms. We’ll stand you up on your feet, but don’t worry.  I’ll support most of your weight. Fiona will move the chair away; the two of us will pivot so that I am facing the bed, and your backside is against the bed. Then, we’ll lean you backwards onto the bed and lift your legs up and in. Got it?”
I nodded, though my head spun. It sounded complicated, and I didn’t want to fall on the floor.
She pulled the blanket from me, then removed the weighted vest. “We don’t need extra weight now, believe me,” she said. She tossed it aside, then put her hands in my armpits. “Ready?”
She didn’t wait for me to respond. She lifted, and I immediately put my arms around her neck. Her hair brushed against my forearms, and it was insanely soft. The sensation flooded me with emotion. I leaned against her, allowing her to take my weight, as I tried to keep the aqualung bulb from jabbing her in the face. I settled my chin on her shoulder, and just as she’d explained, she pivoted and deposited my buttocks onto the bed’s surface.
Reluctantly, I removed my arms. I wanted to run my hands through her hair; it felt so wonderful. But, she didn’t give me the chance. All business, she tipped my upper body to the side and back so that I fell against the upper part of the bed. Then, she lifted my legs and plopped them onto the lower part of the bed.
Fiona immediately swooped over me, pulling a blanket up over my naked form and tucking it gently around me. The blanket was soft but felt different from Tennie’s hair. Without knowing I was doing it, I began stroking the surface of the blanket.
“It feels good, right?” said Tennie. “Just wait until you touch something that’s rough, or metal. The tank masked so much from our senses.”
“Let’s let Silver get some sleep. He needs to rest so that we can get him dressed and ready to remove the aqualung,” said Fiona.
Tennie backed away from the bed, though she looked like she could talk all day.
Fiona moved the guardrail back up. “With these in place, there is no danger you’ll fall out. So, relax and get some sleep. This afternoon, I’ll be by with some clothes, and we’ll get your hair all cleaned up. Sound good?”
It didn’t sound good. I wanted to jump headlong into cleaning up and getting the uncomfortable aqualung off my face. I wanted to know what it would feel like to wear dry clothes that covered me completely. But, I could also feel the rush of energy that had propelled me through the birth process coming to a close. She was right; I needed to rest. I nodded, and she retreated from the bed. She pulled some curtains away from the wall and drew them around my bed like a cocoon, then turned off the light on the small table beside my bed.
“I’ll be back this afternoon, and we’ll get started. I’m proud of you, Silver. Coming out of the tank isn’t easy. You did great.”
I smiled behind the aqualung, but she probably couldn’t see. She went outside the curtain, and I heard her speaking to the others, but I couldn’t focus long enough to hear what she said. I was already drifting off to my first sleep on dry land.
I woke up with a start. I jerked, feeling as though I had fallen from a great height and come to a sudden stop.
“Hey, how are you feeling?” whispered someone next to the bed.
I turned to see Leif, sitting in my wheelchair with a pile of clothes folded neatly on his lap. “Fiona thought you might be more comfortable if I helped you dress instead of her. I’ve tried explaining that we have no sense of modesty or body shame or whatever it is that makes her think she shouldn’t see us naked. But, it doesn’t matter. She still thinks you’ll be more comfortable this way.”
He moved the pile of clothes to the bed, then struggled into a standing position, his face briefly contorting as he found his balance. “Sorry. I’m still a little new at this standing thing. It’s getting easier, though.” He pulled the blanket off my chest, and I felt the bumps spring to my skin again. I winced and touched a finger to the bumps on my forearm.
“We call those ‘goosebumps’. It’s a reflex. You can’t control them. Feels weird, right?”
I nodded, but he wasn’t waiting for me to answer. He unfolded a smock and began tucking it around my neck. “Just put your arms in these holes, here.” He guided one arm, and then the other, through the smock. “This will help keep you warmer when you aren’t in bed. There are ties in the back to hold it shut, but we don’t need to worry about that right now.” He pushed the loose sides of the garment under my sides, then drew the blanket over my stomach.
“Now, we need to do something about this hair. It’s all tangled-up and matted. We’ll get you a bath later, when you can stand on your own. But, today, I’m just going to brush out the snarls.” He produced a prickly-looking device, which I knew to be a hairbrush. I wanted to touch it. He could see my curiosity right away and handed it to me. The handle felt smooth and hard. I rubbed my thumb over the bristles and shivered. I didn’t like how they felt against my skin.
“Once your skin tightens up, it won’t feel so bad,” he said, taking it from my hand and running it over my head. There were too many tangles, though, and he stopped after only one pass. “I’m going to need to comb it first. Weren’t you combing it in the tank?”
I shrugged. It was a chore I didn’t care too much to keep up with. My hair had grown long; according to Fiona, it was longer by far than anyone else’s in the tanks. I periodically wove it into a braid, but it had come out a week or so before my removal. I was too excited about the possibilities ahead to bother with something as mundane as combing my hair, so it had fallen aside.
He produced a comb and began the task of removing the tangles. I wished I could talk or communicate with him in some way so that I could tell him I wanted to hear about him: His birth; what he’d been doing since then. I grabbed his forearm and raised my eyebrows, hoping to prompt him.
“What?” he said, pausing. “Am I hurting you? I’ll try to be more gentle.”
I shook my head.
“I’m not hurting you? But, you want something. Okay. We can do that. When I get to something that is right, you touch your nose. Okay?”
I touched my nose.
“Is what you want an animal, vegetable, or mineral?”
I wrinkled my nose. What I wanted wasn’t a thing at all. I pointed across the room, to the therapy implements.
“You want to get started?”
I shook my head. I pointed first to him, and then to the therapy implements, and finally, to my ear.
“Ah. You want to hear about what it was like. What you’re going to have to do.”
I touched my nose.
He resumed his combing process. “Therapy is different for everyone. But, we all have the same basic need—to strengthen our muscles. In the tanks, we don’t have the opportunity to bear weight, and of course, we don’t really perform any physical activity, either. So, strength-building is a big deal.”
The comb was flicking bits of liquid around from my still-wet hair. He paused to work out a particularly stubborn knot. “I’m not supposed to tell you much about what it’s like. Fiona thinks that if you know too much, you’ll assume things will be hard and give up.”
I shook my head. There was no way I was giving up. I was going to be mobile, and I could not wait to have that freedom.
“There,” he said. “I think that’s much better. You want to see?” He handed me a mirror, and I looked into it. I’d seen my reflection against the tank glass many times, but somehow, today, I looked different. For one thing, my hair was stationary, without having to be restrained.
My eyes flicked up to his.
“You look great. Yeah?”
I nodded.
“All right. I’m headed off to dinner. I’ll let Fiona know that you’re awake. See you later.” He turned and moved away, his walker scraping across the floor in an unpleasant way. As he left my curtained area, he pushed the curtains back so that I could see the other beds in the room.
The other three looked at me. They couldn’t talk, either, so they just smiled and waved. I waved back, then sat up in the bed, and through a combination of pushing and pulling, got my legs to swing over the side.
The one closest to me—Opal—grunted. It was a guttural, primal sound. I looked up at her, shocked to hear that she’d vocalized. She was waving her arms and shaking her head emphatically.
So, I wasn’t supposed to get out of bed.
I tipped back against the bed on my side and left my legs hanging. It was obvious, then, that I didn’t have the strength to lift them back onto the bed. Probably, that also meant that I wouldn’t have had the strength to stand, either. I gritted my teeth together and willed just one leg to move—to stretch straight out and swing over to the bed’s surface. It twitched slightly, but getting it up was much harder than letting them fall down. Resigned, I waited for Fiona to come. My toes were starting to feel funny, and when I peered over the edge of the bed, I could see they seemed darker, maybe even blue.
When she arrived, she stood in the doorway with a knowing smile. “You thought you could get up, huh?” she asked.
My face heated. I didn’t like being caught in my failure. But, she just laughed. “Here, let me help you.” She lifted my legs up and plopped them onto the bed, as if they weighed nothing. Immediately, my feet began to prickle. They felt cold, too. My forehead crinkled with concern.
“They’re asleep,” she said. “Your circulatory system isn’t strong enough yet to hang them over the edge of the bed like that.” She held a foot in each hand and began massaging them. It was agony at first, but after a minute or so, it felt nice. “All right. I’ve brought you a tablet, so you can write what you want to say. Just draw it with your finger, like you did in your programming. Okay?”
I nodded and accepted the tablet. It took a huge amount of effort, but I scrawled out with my pointer finger: Thank you.
“No problem.” She bustled around at the table next to the bed and produced a bag of liquid. “This is your dinner. I’m going to connect it to your port. The only problem is, this isn’t the tank. The detox ability of your port won’t work with a bag like this.  So, you’re going to have to go to the bathroom in the conventional way.”
I blinked at her. How did she expect me to use a toilet, when I couldn’t even get off the bed?
“Right. I know you can’t use the toilet,” she said. Her ability to anticipate what I was thinking was a little unsettling. “So, we’re going to do something for a week or so that is going to be unpleasant. I’m sorry. But, you aren’t even going to be able to manage a bedpan for about a week.” She withdrew a fuzzy, white piece of fabric from the table drawer. “This is what you’ll do instead. You sit on it, and afterwards—I mean, after you go—then I fold it up and take it away. Then, I put a new one down for you to sit on.”
On the tablet, I scrawled: Okay. It seemed as though I didn’t have a choice, I was going to have to relieve myself this way, whether I wanted to or not.
“I don’t want you to think I’m being demeaning, but just so everything is clear, you’ve never urinated or had a bowel movement in the way nature intended. So, it’s going to feel a little strange. You probably won’t even know that you had to go the first few times it happens. But, don’t be embarrassed.” She patted me on the arm. “Everyone has been caught by surprise with it. So, just remember: You aren’t alone.”
My face flushed again—not because I was embarrassed about going to the bathroom on a cloth, but because I did feel somewhat alone. The other tankers were in varying stages of development, but only I was fresh out of the tank and too new yet to have even taken a piss. Being the newbie didn’t feel good.
She hooked up the bag to the port sticking out of my side. Then, she rolled me back and forth, as she centered the cloth under my buttocks. “You’ll feel a lot stronger after you’ve had some liquids. It takes a few days for your hydration levels to even out.”
Even as she said it, I felt the refreshing fluid entering my bloodstream. The tube leading to the bag lay against my side, and it was cool on my skin. Only for a moment, I ached to be back in the tank—to feel the liquid envelop me. I quickly swept it aside.
“So, as soon as you pass some waste, I’m going to bring all your siblings in for a quick meet-and-greet. Are you okay with that?”
I nodded.
“Good. It won’t take long; there’s only thirteen, including the three girls already in here with you.”
I shrugged, unsure how to respond.
“I’ll leave you to your devices. When you’re ready for a change . . . ” She gestured towards the cloth. “ . . . just call me with your tablet. I’m going to make my rounds to check on the others now.”
She leaned over and kissed my forehead. She was always quite affectionate with me and had hugged me many times—and, of course, held my hand. But, she’d never kissed me. For some reason, tears sprang to my eyes at her gesture. Her hand brushed over my free hand, and she squeezed it.
“I’m glad you’re home, Silver. I’ve been waiting a long time for you to come out.” She pulled back and swiped a hand across her cheek, wiping away a tear. “Look at me, blubbering all over the place. You just can’t imagine how happy I am to have you here—all of you. It’s been hard, being alone.”
I put an arm around her waist in an awkward hug, and she laughed. “You’ve always been the comforting one,” she said. She blew her nose loudly into a hankie, then closed my curtain and left the room.
I settled back against the pillows. The bag was almost empty, and I was feeling the urge to try out my legs again. But, the prospect of losing my waste when I wasn’t sitting squarely on the cloth kept me in place. I was going to have to be patient.
It didn’t take long for the urine to come. It felt strange, but I was careful to note it. I wanted to be able to control it as soon as possible. After all, I’d never get to try a toilet if I never learned how to hold it until I got there.
I called Fiona with my tablet, and then tried to shift away from the wet spot. It was already cooling, and it smelled bad. Thankfully, she came quickly and didn’t fuss too much about it. She removed the used one and put down a new one. She threw the used one in a container with a lid on it.
“All right. I think it’s time you met all your siblings. They’ll be in shortly. Okay?”
I nodded. Hopefully, I wouldn’t let any more waste out before they came. I didn’t like the idea of them noticing that bad smell coming from me.
Just then, I heard the sound of Leif’s walker in the hall.
“Ah, sounds like your first visitors have arrived,” said Fiona. She pulled both curtains back, revealing the rest of the room.
Leif appeared in the doorway. He lifted an arm to wave. “Hey, bro—” he started to say, but his right foot came out from under him, and he lurched forward, banging his chest on the walker. He brought his lifted arm down to try to grab the side of the walker to stop his descent, but his hand just missed it and went outside the bounds of the bar. He tried to correct the course of his hand too late and pulled it inward. That only succeeded in getting his arm caught between the next row of bars on the walker. His upper body continued falling, his one arm not strong enough to stop it. Then, there was a loud and quite surprising crack.
Fiona gasped. “Leif! Oh, my goodness, Leif. Are you all right?” She rushed to him, and sort of danced around him; it wasn’t obvious how to help him at first.
Leif let out a wail. Tennie came through the door behind him.  Seeing him hanging from the bar of the walker by his now-quite-broken arm, she lifted him up by the waist, trying to get his feet underneath him to support his weight. They struggled together for a moment. Tennie had been out of the tank the longest, and likely had much more physical strength than Leif. But, even so, he was a fully-grown man and not an easy weight to carry.
Finally, his feet were below him, and they’d managed to extricate his flopping arm from the bar. Fiona wheeled over the wheelchair, and together with Tennie, they maneuvered him into it.
His face was pale and pinched. He whimpered with each movement. I looked down and was surprised to see that, in the commotion, I’d sat up and swung my legs off the bed again. But, Fiona and Tennie didn’t notice. They rushed a groaning Leif out of the room, leaving me with Opal, Paisley, and Wren. They looked back and forth to each other, and Paisley picked up her tablet. She drew something on it, and my tablet received the message. It was to everyone, and it said: Silver meeting cancelled. Leif injured. See him in infirmary.
My heart sank. Nobody would come, and here I was, with my legs hanging off the bed and no way to get them back up. Opal and Wren were still scrawling on their tablets, apparently speaking to each other. Feeling left out, I looked away. Opal grunted, and I looked back. She gestured towards her tablet, then mine.
I glanced at my tablet. It said: How did you get up so fast?
I shrugged. I had no idea; at the time, I hadn’t even realized I was moving. Need help getting back in bed, I wrote back.
Opal nodded and scrawled away. In only a few minutes, someone new appeared at the door. “You needed help?” he said. He came to my bed and gestured at my legs. “You can’t move them up?”
I shook my head.
He crossed his arms over his chest. “Try.”
I closed my eyes and concentrated on my left leg, swinging away from the bed and straight out. It moved, more than it had the last time.
“Again.”
This time, I tried my right leg. It swung out further, but still not enough to get back in the bed.
“Now, both at once.”
I put my tablet down and clutched the side of the bed, my knuckles turning white. I drew in a big breath of liquid, then concentrated on swinging my legs out. Together, they moved a little higher. Shocked, I looked to him for confirmation of what I’d done.
“Great. That’s good symmetry. You’ll be up and around in no time.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, which caused me to tip precariously on the bed. He righted me and laughed. “Sorry, I’ve already forgotten how delicate your balance can be when you get out of the tank.” He held his hand out to me. “I’m Maestro. Glad to finally see you outside the tank.”
I nodded and tried not to wince. His grip was crushing my hand.
“Let me help you back into bed. But, I’m telling you right now: You only get one more push back into bed. You need to develop your own muscles.”
I signaled to him that I understood with a thumbs-up. This was someone I could work with. He had expectations, and I wanted to meet them. Will you be helping me train? I wrote on my tablet.
“Yeah. Me and everyone else. It helps to keep up our strength, so we can assist with your development. Tomorrow, I’ll be helping Opal. But, the day after that, you’re all mine. Think you can handle it?”
I nodded. Tell me about your training, I wrote.
He dropped to the floor onto his stomach, his legs stiff as a board and straight out, his hands splayed beneath his shoulders on the floor. He extended his arms so that his upper body came away from the floor, then he lowered it back down. He repeated the motion half a dozen times, puffing air in and out as he did it. When he was done, he jumped up and brushed dirt that I couldn’t see from the front of his shirt. “That’s a push-up. It’s a difficult demonstration of upper-body strength. You’ll need to learn to do them, and I’m going to teach you. Sound good?”
What else? I wrote.
He laughed. “You are an eager one. I like it. We need some go-getters around here. But, I can’t tell you anything more. You’re just going to have to wait and see, like everyone else.”
I scowled. It seemed to me that not knowing what to expect was causing me more anxiety about my level of success than it would have if I knew what was coming.
He laughed again. “Relax. All in good time. I can tell you’re going to do great. It’ll be no problem for someone like you. Opal says you practically jumped out of bed when Leif fell. Probably a good thing you didn’t get very far. Sounds like Fiona and Tennie had their hands full with the first person who hit the floor.” He sat on the edge of the bed and indicated Opal. “She’s doing really well. She only got out last week, and she’s already vocalizing. Right, Opal?”
Opal obliged with a grunt, and he clapped.
I glanced at Paisley and Wren. Maestro noticed. “Neither of them can talk yet. Your voice is a difficult thing to master when you’re as old as we are, and you haven’t ever used the chords. They get sort of mucky in the tank liquid. Takes them a while to dry out.”
I nodded. Paisley turned away, but I could see that her cheeks were pink. He’d embarrassed her. Wren simply stared at him, her eyes sharp.
“So, you’ll fall into a routine soon enough. The ladies here can tell you about it. But, basically, every morning, until you can walk on your own, someone will come in and help you with your biological needs. Get you cleaned up and dressed. Then, breakfast, followed by some flexibility work—stretching and the like, for a warm-up. You’ll spend an hour or so doing a round of exercises. Then, you’ll get a break. I can tell a guy like you is going to want to push through breaks; you’ll want to keep on going. But, don’t. Trust me; you can overwork yourself in no time, and that leaves you open to injury. I don’t think I have to tell you that an injury is a major setback to progress.”
I nodded. It made me think of Leif. Will Leif recover? I wrote on the tablet.
“I don’t know the extent of his injury.”
Broke his arm, I wrote.
“Oh. That could make it hard for him to use the walker. So, yeah, probably he’s going to regress some. But, don’t worry. We’re young, and the hormones we had in the tank will increase his healing ability. He’ll probably be back to normal in a few weeks.” He cuffed me on the arm, in what I think was an affectionate gesture. “I have to get back to my chores. It was good to meet you, Silver. Welcome to the world.”
Thanks for your help, I wrote.
“No problem. See you.” He waved at the others and left.
Paisley was still looking upset. I sent her a message that asked, Are you okay?
She looked at her tablet but didn’t answer right away. Eventually, she wrote back, I’ll be fine. He just knows how to make me angry.
I’m sure he didn’t mean it, I responded.
He meant it. Thinks there’s something wrong with me, because W and O are further along.
So, Opal and Wren had both been out of the tank for a shorter time than Paisley. No wonder she was feeling inadequate.
Fiona came in, looking haggard. “Silver, I know I owe you a group introduction. But, I’m just beat. I need to do my rounds of the tanks before I go to bed, so can I ask if you’d mind waiting until tomorrow?”
I shook my head and wrote on my tablet, It’s fine. Get some sleep.
She tucked my blanket around me. “Is your cloth still clean?” she whispered.
I nodded.
“Good. I’ll see you tomorrow. Goodnight.” She kissed me on the forehead again. “I love you.”
Love you, I wrote.
She smiled, her eyes crinkling up. It was the first time I’d seen her smile so big, and I was shocked at how old and worn she looked when the liquid wasn’t softening my view.
If my expression revealed my shock, she didn’t comment. She closed the curtain around my bed, then I listened as she went to each bed and said goodnight to the others. I knew she’d go to each tank and repeat a similar ritual—only, without a kiss.  At the door, she said goodnight one last time and shut off the light.
I settled in for my first night of lying horizontally.




Chapter 2

When I woke in the morning, I felt like all of my being was compacted together in a firm ball at the small of my back. I worked my legs around as best I could, trying to relieve the strange ache. I rolled onto my side, and that helped some, but the angle of the bed made it awkward. I used my tablet to message Opal, Paisley, and Wren, but I received no response. They must have still been asleep.
Eventually Fiona came. “Good morning, Silver. I’m so glad to see you awake. We’ve got to get you ready for the meeting.”
She hummed to herself as she bustled about. First, she hooked a new bag of nutrients to my port. Then, she checked my cloth, and after finding it dry, she set a basin of water on the bed. “I’m just going to wipe your skin down some with a wet sponge. Your skin is so used to a wet environment; it helps to ease the transition.”
As she worked, I felt the dense sensation in my lower back intensify. Alarmed, I indicated with my hand to stop, then I scrawled on the tablet: Back hurts. Is this normal?
“Where?”
I rolled slightly onto my side and indicated the small of my back.
“What’s it feel like? An ache? Sharp? Dull?”
Dense, I wrote.
“Oh. I think you just need a few minutes alone, then. I’ll go see to the ladies, and then I’ll be back.”
Perplexed, I didn’t try to stop her as she disappeared through the curtain. What did I need to be alone for, exactly? But, my body soon made it clear: A bowel movement. It was not the experience I thought it would be. It was a strangely semisolid substance that was not pleasant at all to sit in.
“I’ll be back in a moment, Silver!” sang Fiona from behind the curtain.
How did she know? Then, urine began to pour out of me, as well. What a mess.
By the time she came over, the cloth was ice-cold. I wanted it off me as soon as possible. She rolled me onto my side, and she wiped my buttocks with something wet. I hoped it wasn’t the sponge she was planning to wipe the rest of my body with.
She neatly pulled away the cloth and set out a new one in the same way she’d done the day before. Then, she removed my smock, wiped down my arms and legs, and put a fresh smock on. Lastly, she removed the now-empty nutrient bag from my port.
“You’re all set now. Oh! Wait. Let me just give your hair a tidying.” She combed my hair until it was to her satisfaction. “Terrific. Everyone will be here shortly. You just wait right here.”
She patted my arm and took the dirty waste-cloth and smock, then threw them into the closed container. Then, she opened the bed curtains for each bed in the room so that I could see the other three, and we could all see the therapy area.
The siblings entered in a single-file line, in order of their births from the tanks. Tennie came first. She wiggled her fingers at me. Then, Maestro. “Hey, Silver,” he said.
After them were siblings I hadn’t met yet. They each smiled and nodded, then all of them sat on a bench in the therapy area, facing me. Opal, Paisley, and Wren remained in their beds, and Leif wasn’t present at all.
“So, you’ve met Tennessee and Maestro, and this is Bridget, Maxwell, Ernst, Augusta, Roy, Otto, and Stella. Of course, you also already know Leif, Paisley, Wren, and Opal. Everyone, this is Silver. I hope you’ll do what you can to help him transition into the air, and into our lives as your sibling.”
Each of them acknowledged me with a bob of their head or a wave as she said their names.  They were all brown-haired and brown-eyed, like me. Oddly though, they all seemed to look kind of the same. Tennie had a large, brown mark on her cheek, and Roy was completely bald. But, otherwise, they all could have easily passed for one another.
We all look the same, I scrawled on my tablet.
Fiona squinted at my words, then nodded. “Right, of course. You’re all genetic copies of one another. You aren’t just siblings; you have identical DNA.”
I blinked at her.
“You know. You’re clones. I’ve told you this before, haven’t I?”
The others murmured ascent, but it was news to me. We were all genetically the same? I shook my head. Thought we were created from a diverse database of genetic material, I wrote.
She laughed. “Nope. Where would you get an idea like that?”
“Like what?” asked Tennie.
“He says he thought you were all created from a . . . ” She took the tablet from me to read it verbatim.  “‘From a diverse database of genetic material,’ he says.”
“Oh, that,” said Otto. “I remember that in our programming. It’s the way things used to be done. But, our dad—Fiona’s son—he changed the method. He used his own genetic material alone.”
I worked that around my brain for a second. The others began discussing it, and I could only gather snippets of conversation over the noise they created. The room felt stifling, and I suddenly felt lost in the group, as if I would never be an individual.
“You’re lucky to have all these siblings that are like you,” Fiona said, bending over me. “You’ll never be alone. You’ll always have someone. Always.” She took my hand and squeezed it hard. I felt her loneliness like a wave. When her son had died, she’d been with him, and except for those of us growing in the tanks, he was the only other human left alive. She’d told me many times how she’d come inside after he died and resolved to make a family out of the last pieces of him. I hadn’t realized how literal that was.
I looked around her and saw that the siblings were milling around and leaving now. I knew they had chores, and their own therapies to attend to, but I felt their unacknowledged departures were somehow a reflection of how they felt about me. Just another sibling, just like them.
“Now that you’ve met everyone, it’s time for your therapy to start. You’re starting off with a gentle touch. Today, Auggie is going to be training with you. She’s been out a little over six weeks, so she isn’t going to be too tough on you.  I’ll see you later.” She kissed my forehead, tousled my hair a bit, and left.
Augusta was waiting at the foot of the bed. “Hi, Silver. You can call me Auggie, if you like.”
I nodded.
“We’re just going to do some stretching, and range-of-motion stuff to warm you up.”
She didn’t say anything more; she just started moving my arms and legs around. It was oddly relaxing, and I soon found that I wasn’t even really paying attention to what she was doing. Instead, I was thinking about my siblings, and how we were all the same.
I distinctly remembered the chapter in our programming that discussed the tanks, and their role in our society. Fiona had told me that she was born outside the mountain, in a village, and she’d been born in the traditional human method. So, it was a curiosity to me that I was born differently from the only other person I knew.
The program had talked about the database collected before the winter, and how it contained healthy DNA from every major ethnicity. It was important to the long-term life of the colony, because they needed to make sure that they could lower or even weed out the likelihood of certain diseases and qualities. Also, when the DNA was originally collected, there was fear that the time spent in the mountain would mutate humans to such an extent that they would never be able to reemerge from the colony and thrive.
So, the idea that all 14 of us—plus those still left in the tanks—would be identical to each other flew in the face of the database’s purpose. Also, there would be a high risk of malformed children if we attempted natural human reproduction. If we wanted to perpetuate mankind beyond ourselves, we would have no choice but to use the tanks.
Why would my father have done that?
“Silver?” Augusta was rotating my right arm around in my shoulder socket. “Are you all right?”
I smiled through the aqualung, and then remembered that she couldn’t see my expression. I nodded. I pulled my arm away, then motioned for my tablet. She handed it to me. Why did he make us all the same? I wrote.
Augusta sighed. “I can’t be sure. But, I have the idea from things that Fiona has said that he might not have been right in the head.”
Crazy? I scribbled.
“Maybe,” she said. She ducked her head and moved around to the other side of the bed, then began rotating my other arm. “I like to think that things happen for the best. Don’t you?” she asked.
I shrugged. It wasn’t something I’d ever thought about.
“Well, I do. I’ve asked Fiona to tell me about him, and she doesn’t seem to know much. I don’t think that she knew him very well, you know? I think maybe she feels bad about it.”
She grew silent again, and I left the subject alone. I’d also gotten the feeling that Fiona felt bad about some part of her relationship with our father. But, I didn’t know what was between them—other than her being upset that he’d died.
“All right, you’re all done with this for today. I’m going to hook up a nutrient bag, and then we’ll get along with some strength-training.”
I couldn’t wait.
◆◆◆
 
It wasn’t long before Fiona declared that it would soon be time to remove my aqualung. On one hand, I couldn’t wait to get it out of my face. I was tired of the inquisitive looks as people tried to make sense of my expressions solely through my eyes and brows. But, on the other hand, it was my last connection to the tank, and breathing air was unfamiliar territory.
Fiona tried to explain that the aqualung would make the transition almost seamless. But, she couldn’t convince me that it wasn’t going to seem like I was cut off from lifegiving oxygen. Panic is the most common response to removal of the aqualung, and I could definitely see why. But, she gently reassured me, telling me that about half my siblings had felt no trouble at all. I wondered which siblings had no difficulty, because I was pretty sure that their personalities accounted for the reaction.
On my fourth morning out of the tank, she arrived at my bedside, as usual, to get me ready for the day. But, she didn’t hook up the nutrient bag. “Remember: This isn’t going to hurt. It might feel strange for a few minutes. But, you’ll acclimate quickly, so don’t worry. Take a few deep breaths, and then I’m going to irrigate the bulb. Ready? On the count of three: One, two, three.”
She tapped out a sequence on her tablet, and the bulb slowly started to expand. I could feel the probe retracting up my throat, as well. I fought the urge to gag. Fiona leaned over the bed so that her face was nearly touching the bulb. “Look at me, Silver. Look into my eyes. You will be fine. In just a moment, it will be done.”
A wave of panic overtook me as she said it. She was so confident, but the aqualung was shuddering with the effort of drawing the liquid out of my lungs. My chest felt squeezed from within. I wanted to draw in a breath. I tried to, but it only made the aqualung pump harder.
“All right, you’re about halfway done,” said Fiona. She had a hand on either side of my face now, and she gave me a slight shake, as if to get my attention.
The bulb was fully expanded, and it stood out from my face like a balloon. The probe had fully retracted. Fiona loosened the straps around my head, and the mouthpiece halves moved from inside my cheeks to connect back in to one piece. As soon as the mouthpiece was back together, it puffed a spray of air into my mouth, and Fiona yanked the aqualung from my face.
It made a sort of popping sensation inside my head. The mask was vacuum-sealed, and it took some force to get it to release. But, that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst part was the crushing sensation in my chest. I knew I had to draw in a breath of actual air to make the feeling go away. But, knowing it and doing it were two different things. The puff of air was meant to prime the pump, but it didn’t seem to be working.
I writhed on the bed, trying to force air into my lungs. I was drowning. I was going to drown, on dry land, in my bed. I lost control of my bladder in my panic.
“Tennie! Maestro! Is anyone in the hallway?!” yelled Fiona.
Leif came in, awkwardly using a cane since, he couldn’t use his arm with a walker. When he saw me flopping on the bed, he almost ran to my side. “What can I do?” he asked.
“Just hold him down. I’m going to compress his abdomen; it should help him draw in a breath.”
Fiona climbed onto the bed and straddled me. In my terror, I wanted to fling her from the bed, but I didn’t yet have the strength to do that. She wove her hands together, then pushed her palm on my stomach and angled upwards under my ribs. She pushed hard and even bounced a little to gain extra leverage. Then, she released her arms. It seemed like the world skipped a beat or two, and then the natural motion of my diaphragm kicked in. 
I gasped in a single, huge breath, then coughed. Fiona slipped off the bed, and Leif heaved me forward into a sitting position. He thumped me on the back. “That’s it; get it out. Just a few more, and you’ll be feeling much better,” he said.
At last, my breath felt as if it was sustaining me. Exhausted, I fell back onto the pillows with my eyes closed.
“Are you all right?” Leif asked.
I gave him the thumbs-up, but Leif pushed it aside. “Not you. Fiona, are you okay? Should I call Tennie?”
I looked to the side of my bed. Fiona was on her hands and knees, her head hanging between her arms. “No, I’m fine,” she said. She leaned back on her heels and wiped a hand across her nose before standing up again. “You sure gave me a scare there, Silver. You’re the first to react so violently.”
You were scared? I wrote on my tablet. I thought I was drowning!
She laughed and kissed my forehead. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to leave your morning routine to Leif. I’m feeling a little beat-up just now.”
I nodded. Without waiting for a response from Leif, she turned and left.
“Wow,” he said, when she was gone. “I’ve never seen her so shook up. She’s normally the calmest among us.”
She didn’t seem so calm when you broke your arm, I wrote.
“True. I think she’s just afraid something will happen to us. I don’t think she ever really got over Adam, you know. Then, when she lost half the tanks, that had to be a huge blow, too.”
She lost tanks? I wrote.
“Oh. You didn’t know? Maybe I should let that be between you and her, then.”
No. You know. Why shouldn’t I?
He pursed his lips. “Fine. But, only if we start your stretching exercises while I tell you the story.”
I nodded, and he went through the morning routine. Finally, he got to the stretching, and he started to talk. “You know she came into the colony, and she didn’t know much about the tanks, right? She knew the tanks existed, and they were supposed to be self-sufficient, and all that. But, she wasn’t from the mountain and didn’t know a lot about our technology. So, after she decided to stay and care for all of us, there was an issue with one of the power sources. They’re nuclear and supposed to last practically forever, right? But, they still have mechanical parts that can break down. A shaft came loose from its housing, or some such thing. She doesn’t really know what happened.”
I interrupted. I thought the power grid had all kinds of redundancies to compensate for one of the units going down? I wrote.
Leif nodded. “Yeah, yeah, of course. But, when Adam left the mountain, I guess he pushed for all these extra tanks to be built, and they were taxing a single unit. That unit went down, and because of all the cobbling together they’d done to get the new tanks online, they weren’t all on the redundant grid. So, when Fiona came into the mountain, there were XXX tanks. But, more than half of them were new—something like 70% of them. Without power, the tanks didn’t oxygenate, and they all died.”
Why didn’t they surface? I wrote.
“They were still just kids, not even old enough for the standard programming. They didn’t know how to surface.”
I didn’t write anything more. If I had known Fiona’s fear, I would have tried harder to keep my emotions in check. I felt shame for putting her through that, and it must have shown on my face.
“Hey, man. You couldn’t have known that it would upset her the way it did.”
I nodded, though I didn’t really accept his comfort.
◆◆◆
 
The days fell into a routine, and while I tried to strive for improvement every day, each day was pretty much just like the last. There were some things to break up the time—like when Opal, and then Paisley, moved out of the therapy room, and a new sibling arrived. Strangely, I didn’t feel any attachment to the new siblings. I didn’t even bother to learn their names; in my head, I called them Alpha and Beta.
I was making progress, so new activities did come up. I had speech therapy added to my routine, and I got strong enough to start using a walker for very short distances.
One day, while Leif was helping me onto the treadmill, he called me out. “So, what is it?” he asked.
I looked at him quizzically. I didn’t have my tablet in hand and still couldn’t quite talk. I could grunt, laugh, and squeal, but I hadn’t yet mastered any real vocalization.
“Your attitude, man. Fiona is worried. I’m worried. She thinks you’re depressed.”
I shrugged and continued my plodding walk. He turned the speed up a bit, forcing me to work harder.
“That isn’t going to cut it, Silver. We’re your family, and we want to help.”
I made a writing motion, and he stopped the treadmill to retrieve my tablet and give it to me. In a rut, I wrote.
“A rut? You’ve barely emerged from the tank.”
Yes, but I’m just another cog.
He laughed. “You’ve just described everyone here.”
I frowned. Exactly, I wrote.
“You want to be different,” he said.  “Special.”
I nodded and touched my nose. Then, I wrote on my tablet, Stupid, I know.
“Naw, man. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be above the crowd. Every group needs that special someone—the leader. Right?”
I shook my head. Don’t want to be the leader. Just want to be apart from the pack.
“We’re not wolves,” he said, snorting. “But, if that’s what you need to do, then do it. There’s no shame in doing something great. We should all be so bold.”
Bold? I asked.
“Yeah. In some ways, I think being in the tank makes us kind of passive. It’s great that you don’t want to just let life happen to you. Grab it by the balls, if you can.” He winked at me, then took away the tablet, before he turned the treadmill back on—at a notch higher than the highest speed I’d tried.
By the end of the workout, I was sweating profusely. Thankfully, I was now strong enough to take a shower and go to the bathroom on the toilet—though I still had to urinate sitting down, until I could go without my knees starting to shake from my stationary weight. Somehow, walking was a little easier than standing still.
Later, when Fiona dropped by to say goodnight, she confronted me. “Leif tells me that you are feeling glum,” she said.
I nodded. Want to stand out. Be great, I scrawled on the tablet.
“Hm, yes. I can see that in you. You’ve always been a little different from your siblings. I couldn’t put my finger on it. But, now that you put it that way, I see what it is. You have ambition—something most of your siblings don’t seem to have. Some of them are competitive, yes. Definitely, there is sibling rivalry around the colony. But, nobody else seems to have true ambition.”
I thought for a moment, then scrawled out, Not sure how to be great.
She laughed. “I suppose that’s up to you. There are an infinite number of things that could put you in the arena of greatness. Just look at the history of humans in your tablet. There are thousands upon thousands of examples of great men and women in those files.”
I nodded. She was right. I could define greatness for myself. But, some historical reading would be good inspiration.
“So, you’re feeling better, then? Hopeful?” she prompted. She grabbed hold of my hand, and my heart swelled in my throat for a moment. This woman had cared for me in every way possible, and still cared for me—despite there being more than a dozen carbon copies of me running around.
I wrote on my tablet, Yes, thanks. Better.
“Good,” she said, gripping my hand to her chest for a moment. “Good. I couldn’t stand to think that I’d brought you out of the tank, and you weren’t happy here.”
I smiled and stood up to hug her.
“Oh,” she said, laughing a little helplessly. “I’d forgotten that you can get up and hug me now.” She kissed me once on the cheek. “Goodnight, Silver. Remember that I already think you’re pretty great.”
She closed my curtains as she retreated, though I could have closed them myself. Then, she went on to the other beds. But, I wasn’t paying attention at all, because I was cracking open the history files on my tablet.




Chapter 3

I spent all my free time for the next two months doing nothing but reading history. Leif accused me countless times of being boring, though he gamely allowed me to impart any newly-discovered knowledge to him. It wasn’t until I came to pre-winter history that I really became entrenched.
Before the winter, the world had been so much more interesting, with so many more people in so many more places. At night, I dreamed of being alive before the winter, and during the day, I got myself through tough activities by imagining it. I spouted off facts, names, events, and more at every opportunity.
Most of my siblings were bored by my obsession and couldn’t understand what was so interesting about people who were long dead. But Leif, especially—and sometimes, Tennie—at least found it somewhat interesting.
One day, the three of us were cleaning a newly-emptied tank together, when I mentioned how fascinating it was to me that ancient Egyptians had built pyramids that lasted for thousands of years past the decline of their civilization. We were discussing the purpose of the pyramids when Maestro came in.
“Got the ear of a captive audience, eh, Silver?” he said.
I gave him a half-smile. Maestro generally didn’t think about anything that wasn’t exercise, and he found my interest in history especially grating.
“This is interesting stuff, if you’d just give it a chance,” said Leif.
“What? History before the winter? Ha. We all know that stuff is just made up.”
I laughed. “Why in the world would anyone go to such lengths to make all this up? The knowledge we have stored from pre-winter takes up almost five Exabytes. We haven’t even created one Exabyte of data since the winter. How could someone just make up five times that amount?”
Maestro sneered. “Don’t be stupid, Silver. You really believe all that crap? There’s no way half of that so-called ‘history’ is true.”
Tennie, who was inside the empty tank, scrubbing the walls, poked her head out the top. “Maestro, go back to the gym. We’re not interested in your conspiracy theories.”
“It isn’t a theory. It’s fact.”
“A fact that you can’t substantiate,” said Leif.
He curled his upper lip even further. “You three were made for each other. No wonder everyone else is avoiding you.” He turned and stomped out of the room.
His statement was like a punch to the gut. Were Leif and Tennie being isolated because they listened to me?
Tennie sunk back inside the tank. “Don’t listen to him, Silver. He’s jealous, is all.”
“Jealous of what?” I mumbled. Though I’d learned a lot from the history files, I hadn’t come upon the nugget that would inspire me to greatness. Actually, if nothing else, much of the history was kind of depressing. As a race, human beings weren’t exactly brimming with kindness.
“Hey, you know,” said Leif, “he has something there. You could prove him wrong, Silver. You could prove that pre-winter humanity existed. That the history files are real. That would be pretty great.”
“Oh, yeah,” said Tennie. “I love that idea.”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll have to think about it.”
“If nothing else, it would be a good first step towards greatness,” said Leif, “and I think you could do it.”
“Thanks,” I said. But, it didn’t feel great. It felt like Maestro was probably right; I’d been wasting my time, while making my two favorite siblings outcasts.
I sighed and went back to cleaning out the gunked-up tank filter. I threw myself into it and didn’t say another word about history that day.
◆◆◆
 
Over the next few days, my sadness about Maestro’s accusations turned to anger. Where did he get off, judging my passion, and how dare any of my siblings take out their discomfort on Tennie and Leif?
The next time I saw Leif, I tried to bring it up as casually as possible. “So, the other day. When Maestro said that pre-winter history is made up. You remember that?”
Leif rolled his eyes. “Of course, I remember it. Who could forget him acting like such an idiot?”
“Is he right? Are the others avoiding you?”
“What? Of course not. Only him, and who cares if he stops talking to us? There are only so many times you can discuss the correct form for a squat.”
“Are you sure?” I grabbed him by the arm and spun him to face me. “You aren’t feeling cast-out by the others at all?”
“Nah, and anyway, what difference would it make if I was? I’ve got you and Tennie. That’s all I need.” He cuffed me on the shoulder. “Thanks for checking in, though. It means a lot.” He grinned. “So, this sounds to me like you’re considering something great. What is it?”
“How’d you know?”
“You’re practically vibrating with excitement. A better question would be: How could I miss it?”
I took a deep breath, then said—in a single breath, so that I didn’t have time to stop and consider what I was saying—“I’m thinking that I like your idea. I am going to prove that pre-winter history isn’t made-up.”
“Bravo,” he said. “Anything I can do to help? When do we start?”
It was my turn to smile. “We start as soon as possible. I have some ideas about where to start, and I want to run them by you and Tennie, and maybe Fiona, too. Do you have time after dinner?”
“Of course. Just tell me where and when.”
◆◆◆
 
Tennie and Leif were waiting for me in one of the empty tank rooms after dinner. When I came in, Tennie clapped. “You’re going to do it! I’m so proud of you.”
“Wait until you’ve heard my plan before you give out the kudos,” I said.
Leif rolled his eyes. “Come on; we know you’re onto something. Let’s hear it.”
We settled in a circle on the floor, and I got out my tablet. “You remember the other day, when Maestro said I was being stupid for believing the history files, right?” I asked Tennie.
“Yes, it would be hard to forget him acting like such a jerk.”
“Right. So, Leif suggested that I prove that he’s wrong—that the pre-winter history is true. So, that’s what I’m going to do.”
“How?” asked Leif.
“The colony was built just a few years before the winter. The history files say that most of the laborers were from a nearby town. It had a population of over a thousand people. Look; here’s a photo.” I held up the tablet and showed them a somewhat-blurry photo of a town square. There was a red-brick building in the background, with white-framed windows and stone columns. In front of the building was a large area of grass with a fountain in the middle and sidewalks crisscrossing through it. A person was riding a bike into the frame, and birds were flocked around an old woman near the fountain. I pointed to the brick building. “This was the town hall, and it should have all kinds of data in it.”
“If it’s still standing,” said Tennie.
“Exactly.”
“What are the chances of that?” asked Leif.
“Before the winter, the Egyptian pyramids were known to be about 5,000 years old. The winter began less than 2,000 years ago. So, something like the pyramids—something made of stone—could still be standing.”
“It seems like you’ve thought this through,” he said.
“I have. I’m going to go to the site of the town and find the remains of the town hall. Hopefully, I’ll be able to find some artifact that is clearly not from the colony, and I’ll bring it back and show it to everyone.”
“And that will show that the pre-winter history is true, because it proves they existed,” said Tennie.
“Right. Exactly. And look at this: Our tablets have a sort of mapping function. Do you remember this from the programming?” I asked. I demonstrated how the tablet could show a map of the area, marking our position with a dot, and the position of the coordinates of the town hall. “All I have to do is get the dot that represents me to arrive at the town hall dot.”
“Seems easy enough,” said Leif. “I’m impressed, Silver. What can I do to help?”
“Yeah, I want to help, too,” said Tennie. “What can we do?”
I frowned. “I appreciate you offering,” I said. “Really, I do. But, I kind of wanted to do this by myself.”
Tennie and Leif exchanged a glance. “You’re going outside by yourself?” asked Tennie.
“Sure, why not? It isn’t far. The map says it’s about a three-mile walk. On the treadmill, I can do a three-mile walk in a little over half an hour.”
“I doubt walking on exterior terrain is as straightforward as walking on the treadmill,” she said.
“I thought you wanted me to do this,” I said. I didn’t like the whiny note that crept into my voice.
“I do,” she said. She gestured to Leif. “We do. But, you have to be realistic. You’ve never been outside. You’ve no idea what the conditions are like. Fiona doesn’t even know; it’s been three years since she set foot outside.”
I looked at Leif.
“She has a point, man,” he said. “I agree that you have to do something great. But, I’m not sure I agree that going off by yourself outside would a good idea.”
“What if I was only gone for one day? I’d leave in the morning after breakfast and be home by dinner. I’ll go straight to the town and back, and if I feel like I’m running out of time, I’ll cut short and come home. You think I could do that?”
“You’re talking like it’s a secret,” said Leif.
“It is. I want it to be a surprise. I’m going to bring something back and shove it in Maestro’s face, and there’s going to be no denying that he was wrong. I need him to be caught off-guard.”
“So, you want us to stay here and keep it a secret that you’ve snuck off to some abandoned town?” said Tennie.
“Yes, and if you could, maybe cover for me, too.  You know, just pretend that whoever asks about me has just missed me, and I’ll be right back?”
Tennie sighed. “This is really important to you?”
“Yes, it is. Extremely.”
“And you’ll be gone for less than eight hours?” said Leif.
“Even less, if possible,” I said.
“I suppose we can’t argue with that,” Tennie said. “I’ll help you. But, you have to be back by dinner. If not, I’m going to tell Fiona and insist that we go looking for you.”
“Fair enough,” I said, “and you’ll cover for me? If anyone asks?”
“We’ll do what we can,” said Leif.
“Thanks, guys,” I said.
“This is so exciting!” said Tennie. “I can’t wait to see what you find.”
It took a few days to figure out how to get outside. Much of the colony was unused, and someone had cut off access to some of the floors. But, we persisted in exploring every room and hallway.
It was Leif who found it. The door was like any other, and it wasn’t locked, which was a little surprising. I’d thought it would be special in some way, but it wasn’t.
The door opened into a short hallway that curved just enough to mask what was beyond the mountain wall. But, the difference in the light was unmistakable. It was sunlight, and it was beautiful.
Leif and I crept down the hall, then out towards the light. There were dried leaves and debris swirling around our feet, stirred by the breeze of the air pressure from inside the colony. The light got brighter and almost unbearable. But, when we got far enough to see around the bend, we both stopped short.
The outside was a riot of color, light, and sound. I was immediately drawn to it. Why were we living in the colony, when this was out here? The air smelled and even felt crisp and clean.
“Wow,” said Leif.
“What do you see?” called Tennie.
“Just come and look,” I said.
She looked around for something to prop open the door with. It was probably a good thing that she thought of that, because there was no handle on the outside. She joined us, and when she saw it, she gasped. “It’s amazing,” she said.
“Can you believe we live inside? Why wouldn’t we be out here?” I asked.
“That’s easy,” Tennie said. “There are still people in the tanks. Fiona won’t leave them in there by themselves.”
Right. The other siblings. There were so many of them, I’d lost count.
“Should we go look around?” I asked.
Tennie and Leif shared a glance around me. I didn’t like it when they communicated with their secret looks—especially since they didn’t even try to hide it. “Maybe we should go back in,” said Tennie. “I don’t know if Fiona would like it if we went outside.”
I shrugged. “I’ll be out there on my own tomorrow, anyway. Suit yourselves.”
“Tomorrow?” said Tennie. “Just like that, you’re going?”
I laughed. “I’m not getting any younger, and I’ve already got everything prepared. I want to get this done.”
“Good for you,” said Leif, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s get back inside, before someone misses us.”
The next morning couldn’t come quickly enough. I stuffed some supplies into my pillowcase: A rope, water, my tablet, a whistle, a hat I’d found in one of the rooms we stumbled upon while looking for the exit, and a pouch of nutrient liquid. Then, I headed off to the exit. Leif and Tennie knew I was leaving first thing, and they already had a plan to mask my absence.
I propped open the exterior door and made my way into the sunlight. It was even more beautiful, once I’d completely emerged from the hallway. I stuck the hat on my head to shade my eyes, and I stood there for a good 15 or 20 minutes, just feeling what it was like to be outside.
Eventually, I got out my tablet and looked at the map. I began walking towards the dot that marked the location of the town hall. It was a short but steep downhill walk through stubby trees, before the ground flattened out some. I hadn’t gotten far though when I came to a fence. From Fiona’s stories, I knew the fence had a gate in it, so I turned to the right and walked along the fence, looking for it. Finding only the dead end leading to the mountain wall, I turned back in the other direction and found my way out.
I lined myself up with the tablet again and began walking. Leif had been right; walking on uneven terrain wasn’t as easy as walking on a treadmill. I was quickly out of breath. I checked the map and found I still had two-and-a-half miles to go. I was already tired, and I wasn’t even halfway there.
But, I still had plenty of time, so I pressed on. I checked the time when I’d finished the first mile. I’d been walking for at least 20 minutes. I sat down on a rock and took a sip of water. I leaned back and sat quietly, something I’d often done in the tank, whenever I felt overwhelmed. I was rewarded with a glimpse of a pair of squirrels, chattering over a nut. I watched in fascination as they appeared to argue. The larger squirrel won and ate the nut in triumph from a low branch. The other squirrel ran back and forth on the ground, chattering away.
When I moved to stand up from the rock, I startled them both, and they retreated up a tree, where I couldn’t see them. I checked the time again. I’d now been gone for 30 minutes.
The next mile took 25 minutes. Now worried that I wouldn’t have enough time to properly investigate the town hall, I didn’t stop for a rest. The final mile was slightly uphill and took even longer. But, the distance was closing.
The tablet let out a little beep, letting me know that I was only a few hundred feet from the town hall. I was surrounded by a thick grove of tall trees, and I couldn’t see the town hall ahead. I kept moving, searching through the trees for a sign of it.
Then, the tablet made a louder beep. According to it, I was standing right where the town hall should be. I turned in a circle, looking for anything that could be hiding the brick building. But, it wasn’t there. I banged on the tablet. Was it even working? Hopefully, it wasn’t broken, because I needed it to get back to the colony. I should have left myself a trail to find my way back. But, it was too late for that.
Maybe, after all this time, the calibration was off. I set down my pillowcase and tablet and looked for a tree with some low branches. I found one and climbed up to a standing position on it. A branch near my knees allowed me to step higher, while hugging the tree trunk. The branches were distributed fairly evenly in that way, so I just kept climbing.
When the branches started to seem too thin to support my weight, I stopped and looked around. I was maybe 30 or 40 feet from the ground.
It seemed like a lot further than that.
A sheen of sweat developed on my body, and I clung to the trunk. What was I thinking, climbing a tree? I was already tired from the long walk. Why hadn’t I brought the rope? I could have tied myself in place and used it as a safety line.
A surge of anger came over me. No. I was going to be great, and I was going to do it by proving the town hall existed. I clenched my teeth and forced myself to look around for the building, instead of pressing my face to the bark.
But, there was nothing. No fountain. No town square. No town hall.
Lost in thought, I sat down on the branch. I reached a toe out to touch the next branch down. It wasn’t far; I’d climbed up from it easily. But, the distance seemed much bigger now. The ground was so far away, and it seemed to be getting further. 
Feeling like I would lose my balance, I pulled my foot back. I clung to the trunk. For the first time ever, tears came to my eyes. I was too afraid to get down. What was I going to do?
There was nothing to do, really. I had trapped myself up there, and I was either going to fall down or climb down.
After about an hour, I steeled my nerves enough to again reach for the next branch down. This time, I caught it with first one foot, and then the other. I eased my weight onto it, until I was that much closer to the ground. A shaky breath came out, and I started to hum a song I’d often heard Fiona sing. I didn’t know the words, but the tune soothed me, so I took advantage of the calmness I felt to move down one more branch. Then another. It was getting easier, and the ground was closer.
That’s probably why I got careless.
My right foot slipped from the branch below, and my left was not yet on it. I pitched forward, hitting my head just above my eye on the branch, and then falling, hitting branch after branch on my way down. Thankfully, I didn’t feel myself hitting the ground, because I was already unconscious.
“Silver? Can you hear me?”
I woke to an intense, bright light shining in my right eye. I squished my eyelids closed, trying not to let in the light. I lifted a hand to my forehead. It was throbbing, and something dried and sticky was on my skin.
“He’s awake,” someone said. Fiona. Fiona was with me.
I tried to sit up, but someone pushed me back down. I batted away the light, so I could open my eyes. It was dark out. “What’s going on?” I asked hoarsely.
“You fell out of a tree, is what’s going on,” Fiona said. “What on Earth are you doing out here, Silver? I thought you were smarter than this.”
I didn’t know how to respond.
“I don’t think he has any broken bones,” another voice said. Fiona leaned back, and I saw that it was Maestro. Why did it have to be Maestro?
“He’s bleeding—or, he was. From his forehead,” said Fiona.
“I hit my head,” I said. “On a branch, when I fell.”
“No kidding,” said Maestro. But, he leaned around Fiona and inspected my forehead. His face scrunched up in a look that could almost have passed for concern. “Close your eyes,” he said. Then, he poured water onto the cut. “You’ve got a good-sized bump there,” he said, “and a cut. I’m going to clean it and put a temporary bandage on it, until we get back inside. Then, we’ll do a real assessment.”
I nodded as he sprayed something that caused an excruciating burning sensation into the cut. “Ow,” I complained as I tried to twist away. But, he was much stronger, and he held my head still.
Then, Fiona started. “Silver, I don’t know what you were thinking, coming out here all alone like this,” she said.
Maestro put a piece of gauze over my cut and taped it down. He wasn’t gentle.
“You could have been killed, Silver,” Fiona continued. “This is just beyond anything I would have expected from you. I was so worried when Tennie told me where you were.” She fiddled with the bandage, trying to push it out of my eyes.
I pushed her hand away and tried to sit up, but Maestro pushed me back down. “You shouldn’t get up yet,” he said. “Here, sip a little from your nutrient bag.” He handed it to me. The cap was already off. I drank a few sips, but it quickly came back up.
Maestro rolled me onto my side to let me vomit. Then, he looked off into the distance. “We’ve got to get him home fast for an assessment. Vomiting and head injuries are not a good combination.”
“Agreed. Leif! Time to go!” Fiona called into the woods behind her.
Leif emerged from the trees. “Silver, I’m glad to see you’re awake,” he said.
“No time for smooching,” said Maestro. “We’re going to carry him home. He’ll sit between us, on our arms. Like a basket.”
Leif’s face screwed up with resolve. “All right.”
“We’re going to stand him up and steady him against Fiona. Then, we’ll hold hands, and she’ll tip him back into our arms. Got it?”
Leif nodded, and everyone took up positions. I leaned against Fiona. Her expression was alternating between worry and fury. Then, they settled me back into their arm basket. It was surprisingly comfortable.
Fiona picked everything up from the ground and stuffed it into a bag she put on her back. Then, the three of them started the long walk back to the mountain.
We’d stopped to rest when Fiona blurted out, “I just don’t understand what it is you were doing, Silver. Why would you decide to come out here—and to this spot—and climb a tree?”
“I told you,” said Leif. “He was looking for a building from the town that was here when the colony was built.”
“But, why? That makes no sense.”
Maestro snorted. “Exactly. I told them it was just a fairytale. He might as well have come out here looking for dragons, or mermaids.”
Fiona studied Maestro, while Leif tried to explain. “It’s not a fairytale. Would you tell him? Pre-winter history is not made-up.”
Fiona shrugged. “What difference does it make if it was made-up or not? Though I can’t think of any good reason to set someone to the task of making up history.”
“Exactly,” I said, “and I’m going to prove it. History—even pre-winter history—may not be totally accurate. But, that doesn’t make it any less real.”
“History is just made-up to make people like you feel good about themselves,” said Maestro.
Fiona’s lips drew into a thin line. “That’s enough, all of you. Let’s get moving.”
They labored on, and though they carried me, they made much better time than I had earlier. My head was throbbing again, and I couldn’t wait to lie down on my bed. But, when we got inside, they didn’t take me to my room. Instead, they took me to the infirmary.
I don’t like the infirmary. It smells like medicines and sickness—though I don’t know if anyone had gotten much more than minor use of it in recent years.
They put me on a table that rolled into a tube-like machine.
“This is a health-assessment computer,” said Maestro. “It’s going to check you for injuries, like bleeding or broken bones. But, it won’t tell us why your brain is broken.” He sneered as he said it.
“Get back to your chores, Maestro. Thank you for your assistance in bringing Silver home,” said Fiona. Her voice was cold, and she didn’t look at him as she said it.
He slunk from the room.
“All right,” Fiona continued. “Let’s get this started.” She pushed a few buttons, and the table slid into the tube. It made a soft whooshing sound, like the liquid in my tank. It was comforting.
After a few minutes, I started to get drowsy. The day’s exertion—combined with the excitement and the injury—had exhausted me.
The machine chimed, and the table slid back out. Fiona was standing beside me, her face pinched and nervous.
“What’s the matter?” I asked.
“You’ve got a concussion,” she said. “I can’t believe you went and did this. Do you know how upsetting this is? You could have died out there, all by yourself. What would possess you to do something so careless?”
For a moment, my explanation did seem stupid. Maestro was right; I was an idiot to believe the stories. But, a small part of my brain triumphed. “Leif and Maestro already told you,” I said. “I’m going to prove that the pre-winter histories are real, and I’m going to do it by finding the actual ruins of that town and bringing back proof.”
“Oh, you think so? Well, think again because I absolutely forbid it. I know you and Maestro don’t always see eye-to-eye. But, you’re never going outside again, do you hear me? Never.” Her face heightened in color as she said it, and her voice increased in volume.
“I’m sorry to have upset you,” I said. “But, this is important to me.”
“Too bad. It will be a month or more before you’re recovered from this injury.” She walked away from me, and then whirled and paced back. “A brain injury! This is serious, Silver. You could have died.” She swallowed and looked away as her shoulders drooped. “You still could.”
I didn’t know what to say, so I stayed silent.
She pointed to a bed in the corner of the infirmary. “You’ll be sleeping there for the next few days. I’ll have Tennie or Leif bring your things.” She took a ragged breath. “I’m just so angry right now. I don’t want to say anything more. Just undress and get in bed. The sensors in the bed will monitor you.” She stalked from the room, slamming the door shut behind her.
I made my way carefully to the bed. I was already starting to feel sore spots and bruises from my fall. But, I managed to take off my clothes, as she’d demanded, and get into the bed. There was a blanket on it, and I pulled it up over my nakedness.




Chapter 4

When I next woke, I found Fiona, sitting next to my bed. She hadn’t noticed me yet, and her head was bent over a small weaving loom. I shifted and inhaled a sharp breath as pain shot through me.
“You’re awake,” she said as she set aside her work. “It hurts.”
I nodded.
“Good. I’m glad it hurts, because it should hurt as much as the lesson you learned. This is a big one, Silver. You left the colony by yourself, and then did stupid things outside. Dangerous things.”
I hung my head.
“And now, I don’t trust you. So, I’m going to do something to you I never thought I’d have to do to another human being, ever. I’m going to lock you up in this room, and your siblings are going to take turns coming in here to watch you. How does that feel?”
I shook my head, unable to form words.
“Good. It should feel bad.”
I twined my fingers around the corner of the sheet. I wanted her to stop talking in that tone. I wanted her to say she was glad that I was all right. I wanted her to say that she loved me.
But, she didn’t. She folded the loom and tucked it under her arm. “I’m leaving now, and I’m locking the door behind me—and don’t think that I’m dumb enough to let Tennie and Leif guard you.”
“Okay,” I said, not looking up. I pushed back the tears that were threatening. I couldn’t let her see me cry.
She went to the door.
“Wait,” I said.
She hesitated at the door, her back to me.
“I didn’t mean to upset you. I just wanted to be special.”
“You are special,” she said. “Special to me. All of you are.”
“Then, none of us are,” I said, rolling onto my side to face the wall.
She hesitated for a moment more, and I heard her take in a breath, as if she was going to speak, but she didn’t. Instead, the door opened and closed, and I heard the lock slide into place.
I stared at the wall, until I fell asleep again.
◆◆◆
 
Someone shook me awake.
“What?” I said, rolling onto my back.
“You’ve got chores to do,” he said. He was bald, and I mentally tried to place him. He had gotten out of the tanks before me. Ron. Roy? Roy.
“What kind of chores am I supposed to be doing in bed?” I said.
“The kind that remind you not to wander outside alone again,” he said. He indicated a basket behind him. “All these clothes need repairs: New buttons, hems, that kind of thing. Here’s the mending supplies.” He dropped a bucket on the side of my bed. “Better get started.”
I sat up and grimaced. The blanket fell away from my chest, and his eyes widened. “What did you do to yourself?”
I looked down. A huge bruise bloomed across my chest in shades of red, purple, and black. I was sure it wasn’t the only bruise I had. “I need some clothes,” I said, ignoring his question.
He shrugged and tossed a smock at me. “I understand now, why you need to be guarded,” he said.
I bit back a response and slid out of bed as carefully as possible. Even the soles of my feet hurt when I stood up. I shrugged into the smock and grabbed a garment from the basket. I looked around for a place to sit. The only chair was occupied by Roy, and I never wanted to go near the assessment table again. I sat on the edge of the bed and started sewing a new button.
“I don’t get it,” said Roy, breaking the silence. “Why would you go outside, anyway?”
I sighed. “It’s hard to explain,” I said.
“Fine,” he said. “We don’t have to talk.”
I knew that already. I mended everything in the basket, and when I was done, he gathered the basket and the mending bucket and left without saying another word.
Later, another sibling came. This one had come out of the tanks a little bit after me, and I didn’t remember his name. He didn’t bring any chores for me, but he did bring me lunch. The green nutrient bag made my stomach turn over when I saw it. “Fiona said I should insist that you eat,” he said. He held it out to me.
I accepted it but didn’t drink from it right away.
“Silver?”
“Yeah.”
“I—why would you go outside like that? All by yourself?”
I shook my head. None of them could fathom my drive to prove my theory. They were all so damn similar.
“I just don’t understand why you’d want to be by yourself, after all that time alone in the tank,” he said.
I gave him a sharp glance. That wasn’t quite what I’d expected. “It wasn’t about being alone,” I said.
“But, Tennie said you insisted on doing it yourself—that you wouldn’t let her or Leif go with you.”
“It wasn’t about being by myself,” I said. “It was about proving myself.” I opened the nutrient bag and started drinking. It tasted gritty and unpleasant.
His face scrunched up in confusion.
“Never mind,” I said.
“That doesn’t make sense. We all want to prove our worth. But, how does going outside alone prove anything?”
“It doesn’t. Or, it didn’t. So, you’re right, okay?” I handed the empty nutrient bag back to him. “I’m getting back in bed. I’m not feeling so great.”
He stood back and let me get into bed, then he helped me arrange the covers. I didn’t say anything more to him. My head was throbbing, and I closed my eyes. Sleep came blessedly fast.
Tennie, and another woman, Bridget, had the next shift. Tennie couldn’t stop fussing over me. “I was just so worried, Silver. I thought the worst when you didn’t come back on time,” she said.
“I’m all right now,” I said.
“Not really,” she said. “You should see your face. Does it hurt?”
I reached a hand up to the bandage self-consciously. “A little,” I said.
She poked Bridget in the ribs with her elbow. “I should think so; it’s killing me!”
They dissolved into giggles, and I started to laugh a little, too—until I realized how much laughing hurt.
“Oh, sorry,” Tennie said when she saw my expression. “I was just trying to cheer you up.”
I smiled. “Thanks, that was nice.”
Bridget edged around Tennie. “I just don’t get it,” she said. “Why did you do that?”
Tennie rolled her eyes.
“That’s the same thing everyone says,” I said. It plucked a chord of annoyance in me. “What’s so hard to understand about having a little ambition?”
Bridget took a step back, a shocked expression on her face. “I don’t know,” she said.
“That’s right. None of you know. None of us. Well, I can’t be part of that ‘us’. I have to find my greatness.”
“Oh.” She chewed on the inside of her cheek and looked around the infirmary, instead of meeting my gaze.
Tennie smiled, though. “You’ll still find it,” she said. “It’s out there.”
“I know. I just have to retrace my steps and figure out where I took a wrong turn. Could you get me my tablet?” I asked.
“No, not that. I meant you’d find your greatness, not that old building.”
I sighed.
“You can’t pursue that, Silver,” she reminded me. “Fiona forbade it.”
I glanced at Bridget—who was still looking at everything but me—then back at Tennie. “We’ll talk about this later,” I said. “Maybe when I’m feeling better.”
Tennie narrowed her eyes, but after I looked at Bridget again, she let it drop.
Maestro came in a little later. “Night shift’s here. You ladies clear out,” he said.
Tennie patted me on the arm. “You’ll be good,” she said. I couldn’t tell whether she meant that I would behave, or that I would survive Maestro’s endless judgment.
She and Bridget left, and Maestro took up residence on the evaluation table. “I’m going to get some sleep,” he said. “I expect to find you right where I left you in the morning.”
I didn’t answer. I rolled over towards the wall and tried to pretend that I was alone.
◆◆◆
 
In the morning, he was gone, and nobody else replaced him. But, I did find my tablet on the chair. I spent the morning glued to it. I replayed the path I’d taken outside over and over, and each time, it led directly to the town hall location. Something just wasn’t quite right.
It wasn’t until my finger slipped while I was trying to zoom in that I figured it out. A shimmering, three-dimensional image of the map suddenly popped out of the tablet, shining in the air above it. That’s when it was obvious that the town hall dot and my dot were in the same location, but the town hall dot was much lower than my dot.
The town hall was buried.
Of course! Just like in Egypt, where the shifting sands had masked some of the ruins. Over hundreds of years, soil could move around, too.
Various siblings came and went all day long, but I paid them no attention. I spent the rest of the day learning how to engineer an archeological dig.
After about a week, the siblings stopped coming to guard me. It didn’t matter; I didn’t pay any attention to them anyway. Tennie or Leif brought me all my meals, but I barely even noticed them; I was so absorbed in the research.
Finally, one day, Tennie had enough. “What’s so interesting that you can’t even stop to say hello?” she demanded.
Leif grabbed the tablet from my hand when I looked up. “Let’s see,” he said. He paged through what I was looking at. “This is about those Egyptian pyramids. I thought you were over that.”
“Why would you think that?” I asked, reaching for the tablet. He moved just beyond my reach.
“Fiona said you weren’t allowed to go outside,” said Tennie. “So, you can’t pursue it.”
“I’m an adult,” I said. “She can’t forbid me from going outside.”
Tennie and Leif goggled at me.
“We’re all adults,” I said, motioning to indicate all three of us. “We don’t have to do anything she says. She certainly wouldn’t follow our orders.”
“But, she’s in charge,” said Tennie.
“That’s beside the point,” said Leif. “You went where the tablet said the town hall was. I went there, too. It wasn’t there, Silver. There’s nothing to find.”
“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong,” I said. “I discovered something.” I brought up the map. “See the two dots? They are on top of each other when you look at the map from above.” I rotated the map to display the three-dimensional, hovering view. “But, see? The dots aren’t touching. The town hall is buried. We were at the town hall, but we were above it.”
Tennie touched the town hall dot and zoomed in. “So, it’s lost for good,” she said.
“No, not at all. That’s the beauty of this. The town hall is buried now, so all we have to do is dig it up. I want to do an archeological dig.”
Tennie and Leif exchanged glances.
“I’m right here,” I said, collapsing the map back into my tablet.
“Sorry,” said Leif, looking away from Tennie. “We’re just concerned, is all.”
“Well, you shouldn’t be. I’m ready to jumpstart my investigation, and I need you two to help. Fiona said that I couldn’t go outside alone; she never said that I couldn’t go with a group.”
Tennie plunked down in the chair. “You want us to go with you?”
“Yes. I think we can do it.” I paused and bit my lip. “It would mean a lot to me if you would help me. I shouldn’t have tried to do something on a scale like this alone. I know that now.”
“I’m in,” said Leif. He punched me in the arm, which caused me to grimace. My bruises were still healing.
“You are?” asked Tennie.
He looked at her, and something seemed to pass between them. “Yeah,” he said.
“I’ll think about it,” she said.
“Tennie will be there, too. But, first, you have to get healed up. We aren’t going anywhere for a good couple of months,” Leif said.
Inwardly, I drooped. But, it passed quickly. He was right; I couldn’t go running off and exerting myself in a dig before I was healed. “Great. I’ll get started on the plan,” I said.
“I never said yes,” said Tennie.
This time, Leif and I exchanged a look. “You didn’t have to,” I said, and winked at her.
◆◆◆
 
I was excited to start planning the excavation. I researched the proper techniques, but we lacked many of the tools described. We wouldn’t have any mechanical assistance for digging, which meant that the dig could take a long time and require a lot of effort. It didn’t deter me in the least.
The daily headaches ebbed some with rest, and I realized that it would have been stupid to run off again, even if Leif and Tennie came with me. I really needed to get over the concussion first.
But, after two months passed, I started to get restless.
Leif noticed my discomfort. “You’ve got to be patient, Silver,” he said.
“I know, but it’s been two months. I want to get out there and get moving. There’s so much work to be done.”
“And you’re not in any condition to do that work. Tennie and I want to help, but we can’t just do it for you.”
I smiled. “That would defeat the point, wouldn’t it?”
Tennie came in. “What’s going on?” she asked.
“I’m just trying to keep this one in line,” said Leif, jerking his thumb at me. “He’s getting impatient and wants to go.”
“You aren’t healthy enough to go,” she said.
“That’s what I said,” said Leif.
“And I agreed! Geez, you two are relentless.”
“I’m glad to hear that you’re open to reason,” said Tennie, “because I have something I want to propose.”
“What’s that?” I asked.
She chewed on her lip. “Promise you’ll think about it,” she said.
“Of course; I’m always open to input from you two. You’re my team,” I said.
She cleared her throat. “I think we should tell Fiona our—your—plans.”
Leif’s eyes widened and shifted to me. Tennie looked down at the floor.
“No,” I said. “We can’t tell her. She won’t be supportive, and she’ll only try to exert more control over us. She’d probably lock up you two, as well.”
“I don’t like sneaking around. She should know. She deserves to know. She cared for us, Silver. She loves us.”
“And I love her, but I can’t let her control me,” I said.
“She’s only trying to protect you,” said Leif. “She’s afraid for you.”
I closed my eyes and inhaled a deep breath.
“I’m sorry to upset you,” said Tennie. “But, I really believe that she should know what you’re planning, and you said yourself—she never forbade you from going outside with others. Maybe she’ll listen to the plans and realize that you have thought this out.”
I glanced at Leif. He nodded. “I agree with Tennie,” he said. “We probably should tell her.”
I crossed my arms. “I suppose you two planned this,” I said. I tried to keep the bitter edge out of my voice.
“No,” said Tennie.
“We didn’t plan it,” said Leif.
“All right. Let me get all of our plans together and prepare an argument. If we want her permission, we’re going to have to be organized.”
“Thanks, Silver,” said Tennie. She squeezed my hand. “I know I’ll feel a lot better, and so will you.”
I nodded. I would feel better, but only if Fiona agreed—and I didn’t think she was going to.
◆◆◆
 
I spent three days preparing what I was going to present to Fiona. It did at least force me to properly outline everything that we were going to have to do, and all the supplies we’d need. Leif set up a meeting with Fiona. She was still a little moody with me, and I didn’t want to risk her saying no. Unfortunately, her anger with me was likely to color her reaction. I hoped that having Tennie and Leif present and involved in the plan would combat that.
But, it didn’t.
She didn’t even let me present the entire plan. As soon as she heard that I wanted to excavate the town hall, she exploded. “What! Are you crazy?” she demanded.
“No, I—”
But, she interrupted. “You nearly died. Died! Now, you want to go back there for an old building? For what? Just so you can say that history is real?”
“No, that isn’t it at all,” I said. I stopped and checked my anger. “Okay, on the surface, that’s what I’m doing. I’m proving that the history records we have here are real. But, don’t you see? I can’t just putter around inside, just subsisting. I need to be great.”
“You are great, Silver. All of you are, just by virtue of being alive. We’re all that’s left—all that will ever be.”
Tennie gasped. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked.
“It means all the cloning devices were destroyed long ago. Unless you all are planning to procreate the old-fashioned way with your siblings, we’re all there ever will be.”
I saw, rather than felt, my hands shaking in my lap. We were the last?
“Then, why fight so hard to keep us from doing things that we want to do?” asked Leif. “If we’re the last, then we don’t have to live in fear of destroying humanity. It’s already destroyed.”
Fiona’s right eye twitched. “No. I couldn’t bear it if any of you were hurt or injured. I need you. I cared for you when there was no one else. The least you can do is take care of yourselves.”
“I need to do this, Fiona. It’s important to me. We can’t hide away from death like cowards. We have to live.”
She sighed. “No.” She shook her head. “Nothing you say will convince me. You’re to obey me and stay inside. All of you.” She pointed at each of us in turn. “You’re going to stay inside, and you’re going to forget about this archeological nonsense and live in the moment.” She didn’t wait for us to respond. She turned and slammed from the room. I heard the key turn in the lock.
“That didn’t go so well,” I said. “Now, we’re all locked in.”
“She’ll come around; I know it,” said Leif. “She just needs to get over her fear. That’s all.”
“We’re the last,” mumbled Tennie, as she sank into a chair. “The last of the human race.”
“That isn’t true,” I said. “We have all the data necessary to recreate the birthing lab. We’re smart enough to rebuild it.”
“Yeah,” said Leif. “But, do we want to?”
◆◆◆
 
I heard the lock sliding open, and I held my breath. Who was it going to be? If it was the right sibling, then maybe Tennie and Leif would be able to leave the room.
But, it was Fiona.
She came in and sat on the bed next to me. Leif and Tennie watched from their places on the chair and the analysis table. “I’ve come to apologize,” she said. “A long time ago, I felt similarly trapped. I was a slave, working from sunup to sundown in the fields outside. My own mother could have helped me, but she didn’t. So, I had to help myself. I decided that I didn’t want to be held down for the rest of my life, used-up for the purposes of fattening another. So, I led away the slaves who wanted to leave. It was hard. The hardest thing I’d ever done. But, it gave us a new start—and more importantly, it gave us freedom.”
She took my hand in hers. “I realized that, by insisting you obey me, I took away your freedom. It isn’t my place to keep that from you. So, if the three of you want to go and do this excavation—if it will make you masters of your own story—then I will step aside. I shouldn’t have tried to stop you in the first place.”
She stopped and wiped away tears. “I worry for you, is all. I lost your father before I had the chance to really be a mother to him, and I swore I would mother all of you in the way that I never did for him.”
I put my arms around her. “You won’t stop being a mother to us, ever.”
She sniffled into a tissue. “So, as soon as you have your supplies and preparations, you can go, and I hope that you find what you’re looking for.”
She tapped my chest. “But, remember: What you’re looking for is in here, not underground.”
She stood up, and Leif and Tennie each hugged her. Tennie murmured comforting words, her own mothering instincts coming to the surface.
“You can return to your room now, Silver,” Fiona said. “You don’t need to be locked in anymore.” She put the room’s key fob on a counter by the door. Then, she left, closing the door softly behind her.
The whoops of joy nearly split my aching head in two. But, it was worth it.




Chapter 5

Today was the day.
At last, Fiona had agreed that I was healthy enough to resume normal life. I’d been working hard with Tennie and Leif to collect all the needed equipment and supplies for our dig, and finally, today, we were going to set out.
We needed a lot of equipment for digging: Shovels, axes, trowels, brushes, wheelbarrows, buckets, screens, guideposts, and gridlines. Not all of it was easy to come by, but we had something that could stand in for everything, plus tents, sleeping bags, food, water, and all our daily-living gear.
It was too much to take in one trip. But, that wasn’t going to stop me. We planned to take all of our living gear out and establish camp, then return tomorrow for the rest of it.
I was anxious to go before the sun got too high and hot overhead. But, all the siblings and Fiona were at the door, waiting to say goodbye. We moved through a gauntlet of hugs and kisses, and Fiona was at the end of it. “Now, I want you to know,” she said, “it doesn’t matter what you find out there. You can come home anytime.”
“Thanks, Fiona,” I said. I hugged her and kissed her. Her hands clutched at the back of my shirt, and I thought, for a moment, that she wasn’t going to let go—that she’d changed her mind. My heartbeat quickened. But, she took a deep breath and released me.
“Take care of each other,” she said.
“We will,” I said, “and we’ll be back when we’ve found the town hall.”
Fiona smiled with only half her mouth. “You need to check in once a week. For food, at the very least.”
“Of course,” said Tennie, stepping in to smooth her over. “We’ll be back for food and to visit. We want to share our progress with you and hear what’s going on here.”
“Good,” said Fiona. She opened her mouth, as if to say something else, but then she shut it and stepped back, allowing the three of us to pass through the doorway. Behind me, I heard one of the unnamed siblings ask to go outside and look around.
“Give her a break, would you?” growled Maestro. “She hasn’t even caught her breath from these three yet.”
I smiled to myself as, beside me, Leif jabbed me with his elbow and laughed. Had I inspired others to push beyond the colony walls? I hoped so.
The door shut behind us as we emerged into the sunlight. That had been one of our preparation tasks—to install a handle that would allow us to reenter the colony whenever we wanted to. Fiona had insisted that we memorize a key code to unlock it, which I’d found somewhat odd. Why lock a door against nobody? But, it was a condition she’d set out, so we followed it.
I pulled my hat down low over my eyes to shade them from the sunlight. It was later than I would have liked, but it didn’t dampen my mood. The walk would be hard, and it would be tiring to carry all our camping gear, but we’d still make it in plenty of time for an afternoon of scouting our campsite.
“Which way?” asked Tennie. She took out her tablet and tried to orient it the way I’d shown her. She held it upside-down.
“No, like this,” I said and adjusted it. “We’re going that way.” I pointed into the woods.
She squinted, first at the tablet, and then into the woods. “Okay,” she said. “Lead the way.”
We walked through the woods to the fence and around it, then finally, we were beyond the confines of the mountain. Tennie took a stack of pink fabric strips from the side of her pack. She tied one around the tree where we’d entered the woods.
“A trail marker. Good thinking, Tennie,” said Leif.
“I figured we might need to get back without our tablets. Just in case,” she said.
We forged ahead and made good time. Despite having spent so much time resting since my concussion, I was much stronger physically than I’d been the last time I’d walked to the site. Even with my heavy pack, on I was easily able to manage the pace we set. In only an hour, we were at the town hall site.
“That’s the tree,” said Leif to Tennie. “We found him on the ground right here. You never did tell me, Silver—why did you climb up there?”
“I was looking for the town hall,” I said. “I thought maybe it was nearby, but the trees were blocking my view.”
“But, you know the exact location of it,” said Tennie. She looked at her tablet and walked a dozen steps or so. “It should be right here.” She expanded to the three-dimensional view, showing the altitude difference between the points. “It’s only 15 or 20 feet below here, right?” she asked.
“21 feet, to be exact,” I said. “But, before we get too caught up in where we’re going to dig, why don’t we decide on a spot to camp? We need a nice, flat spot for the tents, so maybe over that way,” I pointed towards an area through the trees that looked relatively flat.
We unloaded and sorted all our gear. I’d been carrying the tent, and we spread it out and began assembling it. When it was up, we each unrolled a sleeping bag and put our personal items in the tent. Leif gathered firewood, and Tennie built a fire, while I looked for a place where we might find water. I found a spring emerging from a rocky outcropping, and I filled all our canteens before I returned to camp.
We each had a nutrient pack for lunch. “Why did we build this fire?” I asked. “It’s hot out right now.”
“I don’t know. I just thought that’s what you’re supposed to do,” said Tennie. We all laughed. “Anyway, it’ll get cold when the sun goes down, and you’ll be glad for it then,” she said, poking me in the ribs.
“I’m really glad you both came with me,” I said. “It means a lot.”
“It’s an adventure we’ll always remember,” Tennie said.
“I hope it turns out to be a lot more than that,” I said.
We did everything else we could think of to set up camp, then we walked around the woods and just admired nature. Everything was vivid and bright. I loved it. The sounds were overwhelming, but the wind through the trees sounded a lot like the liquid from the tanks, rushing in my ears. It was oddly comforting and tactile at the same time. I felt at home and at ease. Tennie, on the other hand, jumped at every branch that she cracked underfoot, wrinkled her nose at every insect, and tried very hard not to touch anything.
At nightfall, we sat around the fire and told stories we remembered from our early programming. They were all half-remembered and silly, but it was fun. We laughed together until the moon came up.
“Wow, would you look at that?” said Leif.
“Yeah, that’s amazing,” I said. “It looks just like it does in photos and videos. But . . . so much more, too.”
The noises of the woods got a little more ominous in the dark. After a time, we retreated into the tent, and I understood then that confining spaces were a comfort to us. It annoyed me that I should look to a restriction of my space as a source of comfort. But, I stayed in the tent because the noises outside were unknown and suspect. Fiona had once told me of a large creature called a “feline” that had killed someone she knew. I had no idea what it looked like, but I didn’t want to find out—and I hoped that, being inside the tent, I wouldn’t.
We each got into our sleeping bags, and we snuggled them together as close as we could stand, with Tennie sandwiched in the middle. It was something of a comfort to feel the physical presence of someone close. I stayed awake for a long time, listening intently for any sound that might be an animal, getting ready to make us into a late-night snack. But, the exertion from the long day eventually took over, and I sank into a fretful sleep.
◆◆◆
 
In the morning, I woke to the sound of Tennie and Leif around the fire. I emerged from the tent bleary-eyed with a pounding headache.
“You look terrible,” said Tennie, handing me a nutrient bag. “This will help.”
“Thanks,” I said. I drank the nutrient bag in short sips. For some reason, its green color turned my stomach today.
“We should get started back to the colony,” said Leif. “It’ll be a long walk back with all that equipment.”
“All right,” I said. I tried not to sound irritated. This whole thing was my idea, and they were there  because of me. I shouldn’t let a little thing like a headache get in the way. “Let’s get going, then.” I stood up and brushed the dirt off my butt. I slung my canteen over my shoulder and grabbed my tablet. Leif and Tennie did the same, and we were off.
“I want to try and get back with the markers,” said Tennie. “To see if I have them close enough together.”
I turned off my tablet and followed along behind her, my hat pulled low over my eyes. The sun seemed to make my headache worse, so whenever I could, I stayed in the shade of the trees. It wasn’t difficult to do, because the trees were pretty thick at first.
We were back at the colony in less than 45 minutes. The equipment was all bundled up and ready for us to carry outside the door, but Fiona was sitting there, waiting for us, too. “I’m so glad to see you,” she said. “I thought maybe one of you wouldn’t come,” she looked pointedly at me. “Your head is bothering you,” she said.
I nodded. “I didn’t sleep very well. Turns out, the woods are noisy at night.” I tried to laugh it off, but she narrowed her eyes.
“You’re hearing a lot of wildlife, then?” she asked.
“I wouldn’t say that,” said Leif. “I think we’re hearing a lot of insects. Some birds, maybe owls? It didn’t seem to me that there were any animals around.”
“There were some animal prints around the fire this morning,” said Tennie. “Something small; probably just a rodent.” She shivered violently. “Nothing to be afraid of.”
“Hm. Well. I’d feel a lot better if you took this.” From behind her back, Fiona produced something that looked a bit like a cross between a gun and a bow.
“Whoa, that looks kind of extreme,” said Leif. “What on Earth is it?”
“It’s a crossbow. It’s an old weapon. One that you can make the ammunition for, if you have to, and it works, wet or dry. So, it’s a lot more practical than a gun.”
Leif accepted the crossbow and looked through the site. “How does it work?”
“Just do what you’re doing and pull this trigger here,” said Fiona, pointing out the trigger. Without warning, she yanked on it, releasing the arrow with a zing. “When you want to reload, you pull back to get the bow taut, and notch in a new arrow here.” She loaded a new arrow. “Easy.”
Leif nodded. “Yeah, easy.” He glanced at me, an eyebrow raised, but I shook my head. I didn’t know what Fiona’s motivation was—beyond the story of the feline, and I didn’t know if Leif knew that story.
“We’ve got to get going,” I said. Fiona hugged and kissed us all again and retreated into the mountain with tears threatening. We grabbed the equipment and set off. I pushed the wheelbarrow with a few things in it, and the others carried the rest.
By the time we got back to camp, sweat was dripping between my shoulder blades and down my forehead at the same time.
“Please, tell me you don’t want to start digging today,” said Leif.
“I couldn’t dig if I wanted to,” I said. “My arms feel like they might fall off.”
We arranged all the tools and supplies neatly by the site and flopped next to our burnt-out campfire. None of us had the energy to start it, but it wasn’t necessary yet, anyway. We were all hot and sticky, and dark was still an afternoon away.
“What is it you’re hoping to find left of this building, Silver?” asked Tennie.
“I’d hoped to be able to find actual records. But, if the building is buried, I’d assume the structure is going to be compromised. So, I don’t know. Maybe some bricks? Could something plastic have survived inside it, like parts of a computer?  I’m not sure.”
Tennie fell silent, and I bristled at her question. It sounded like she was trying to prepare me to lower my expectations. But, I wasn’t having any of it. I was going to show her, and everyone else. I was going to find that building and show everyone that it was real.
◆◆◆
 
Sleep was even worse the second night. Maybe because Fiona had given us the crossbow, and by doing so, confirmed that there was, in fact, something to be afraid of. Or maybe it was just my anticipation of the dig beginning in the morning. Either way, I didn’t sleep, and I woke with a terrible headache when the birds started singing well before dawn.
When the sun came up, I crawled from my sleeping bag and went straight for a nutrient bag, followed by a lot of water. It helped some, and once I caught a glimpse of our equipment, waiting over at the site, excitement pushed all thoughts of pain out of my head. I rushed through getting dressed and groomed, then went to begin setting up the site.
I found the position where the center of the building should have been, according to the tablet. I made that the center of the dig, and we were going to dig in a radius of about 40 feet around. The building had been about 30 feet wide and 20 feet deep, so the circle should easily encompass it. I drove a large, metal stake into the center point, tied a string to that stake, and let the string out a distance of 40 feet. I walked to the end of the string, then in a circle around the stake, driving in smaller stakes about every 10 steps. That marked off our entire site.
Leif and Tennie came over to watch. “What should I do?” asked Leif.
“See this circle?” I pointed to the smaller stakes around the stake in the center. “This is the dig site. Can you help me mark off a grid? I want areas roughly 10 feet by 10 feet.”
He helped me arrange another set of stakes outside the circle, and we tied string between them to mark off a grid.
Tennie sat down next to the site, her eyes wide. “This is huge,” she said. “How are we going to do this?”
“It’s just like eating an elephant,” I said. “You can’t swallow it whole. You have to take it a bite at a time.”
She paled. “This is much bigger than an elephant. There are 64 squares to dig out!”
“Don’t worry, Tennie,” said Leif. “Silver’s got this. Right, Silver? You don’t really plan to dig all these squares, do you?”
I cleared my throat. “Um, no. Of course not. We’re only going to dig the ones inside the circle, which is approximately 54 squares.”
Their eyes just about goggled out of their heads. “54? We’re going to dig up all that?” asked Tennie.
“No, um, hopefully not. We’ll start with the center four, and we’ll dig down 10 feet. Then, we’ll add the next ring of squares and dig 10 feet. We’ll also remove another 10 feet from the center. We’ll just keep stepping out and removing another 10 feet. Until we hit something. Okay? Just until we find the building.”
Neither of them spoke.
“The building is only about 20 feet below us,” I said. “So, we’re good. We won’t get past the first 16 squares. I’m sure of it.”
Leif laughed, and wiped his hands on his pants. “Okay, if you’re sure, then it’ll be fine. Tennie? It’s fine. 16 squares.”
“Okay,” she said. She stood up and went back to the campsite. I could see her fussing with the fire through the trees.
“Geez, Silver,” said Leif in a low voice. “That’s a big bomb to drop. 54! We said we’d help, but this is a lot bigger than a three-person job.”
“It won’t come to that. Seriously. The building isn’t that far below the surface.”
“We hope it isn’t that far below the surface. What if the building collapsed? Are we talking about 20 feet to the ground floor, or 20 feet to the top of the building?”
“I think it’s only 20 feet to the surface that people walked on, so the building should stick up above that,” I said. My resolve was starting to weaken.
“Oh. Then, even if the building collapsed, we’ll find the rubble by 20 feet. Or a sidewalk, or something.”
“Right,” I said.
“Right.”
◆◆◆
 
When I managed to sleep that night, I kept dreaming of falling into an endless pit. I’d wake with a start, realize it was just a dream, and drift right back into falling again. It was maddening. Plus, Leif was snoring, and somehow, that translated to earth tumbling into the hole behind me. The crushing weight of it stayed with me—even when I woke up, jerking.
Again, I had an enormous headache in the morning. Tennie and Leif didn’t try to offer me words of endearment; they knew I was in pain and steered clear. I couldn’t say that I blamed them.
After I’d gotten ready, I grabbed a shovel and headed over to the site. They followed tentatively, each with their own shovel ready.  I removed a few of the strings so that I could maneuver to the center squares. Then, I went to the edge of one of the center squares and forced the shovel into the ground. It bit into the dirt with a satisfying crunch. I pushed the blade in further with my boot, then I rocked out the very first shovelful of dirt and dumped it into the wheelbarrow.
I looked up at Leif. He grinned, his smile wide enough to see all his teeth.
“Let’s get started,” I said.
He came alongside me and began working on the same edge of the same square.
“Where should I dig?” Tennie asked.
I pointed to a spot on the other side of me, right on the gridline. “Right there should be fine.”
She plunged her shovel into the dirt with a grunt, though it barely dinged the surface. She pulled the shovel back and tried again, then again—each time, with the same result. “How are you guys doing that?” she huffed under her breath. She hadn’t managed even a single shovelful of dirt. She turned the shovel over and stabbed at the ground, then resorted to stepping on the edge of the blade and bouncing, trying to get it to sink into the dirt from the pressure of her body weight.
Leif paused and wiped sweat from his face, though he may have been trying to mask a smile. “Why don’t you empty the wheelbarrow?” he suggested.
She shot him a withering look but didn’t argue. She let her shovel fall to the ground, and instead, went to move the wheelbarrow. “Where should I dump it?” she asked.
“Outside the grid; maybe over there,” I said. I pointed to an area away from our camp.
She lifted the wheelbarrow with great effort, while the two of us paused to watch. The wheelbarrow was more difficult to manage loaded with dirt, and she moved slowly out of the grid in the direction I’d pointed. The wheelbarrow threatened to tip every few steps, and I could hear her mumbling under her breath the whole time. She returned some time later, covered in sweat, with a swipe of dirt on one cheek.
“You, uh, have a little something right there,” said Leif. He pointed at the dirt smudge.
Tennie dropped the wheelbarrow in front of us. “I like it there,” she said.
“Okay,” Leif said. We turned back to shoveling; neither of us dared to say another word.
We dug about a foot of dirt from our 20-foot square. By the end of the day, we were all dirty, hungry, and ready to flop into our sleeping bags. We didn’t even bother to build a fire. The sun was barely down, and we were all fast asleep.
I woke up when Tennie poked me in the cheek with a finger. “Silver,” she whispered. She was so quiet, I could barely hear her.
“What?” I moaned. I opened my eyes. It was still dark. “What time is it?”
“Shh,” she said. “There’s something out there. Outside the tent.”
“What?” I asked in a hushed voice. A flutter of adrenaline kicked through me. Where was the crossbow? I wasn’t going to be able to find it in the dark.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m in here; it’s out there.”
“Well, what do you hear? What’s it sound like?”
“Sniffing.”
As if in answer, a loud snuffling started near the zipper of the tent. It was followed by a short sneeze, then more sniffing.
“Wake up Leif,” I said.
I felt her shift to prod Leif. “I’m sleeping, goddammit!” he said. He grunted when Tennie punched him.
“Be quiet,” she hissed. “There’s something outside the tent.”
“It was really stupid not to start a fire,” I said.
A low growling came from outside.
“Oh, man,” said Leif, as he sat up. “We’re going to die.” He grunted again when Tennie landed another blow.
There was rustling and a sharp click.
“Unzip the tent,” said Leif.
“What? Are you crazy?” said Tennie.
“Just do it. It’s right there.”
“I know it’s right there. That’s why I don’t want to unzip it!”
I pushed around her and felt for the zipper. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” I said. “I’m opening on three: One, two, three.” I ripped the zipper upward as fast as I could, then flopped backwards, toward the safety of my sleeping bag—though I had no idea how I expected it to keep me safe.
I heard the swish of the crossbow, then another sharp click, followed by a swish, then a quick and angry yelp. We heard it move away, towards the other side of the firepit.
Then, silence.
“Did you kill it?” asked Tennie.
“I don’t know,” said Leif. “It’s quiet now.” He poked his head out the tent flap. “There’s not much light from the moon, but I think it collapsed over there.” He drew the zipper down, and I heard rustling as he got back into his own sleeping bag. We edged closer together.
“I’m afraid,” said Tennie.
“Me too,” I confessed. “I’m sorry if whatever is out there maims us and eats us. It’ll be my fault if we die.”
“Well, I, for one, won’t care to hand out blame if I’m dead,” said Leif, “and we aren’t dead yet.”
“We agreed to come out here with you, Silver. It may have been your idea, but we aren’t stupid. We knew there was a risk, and we were willing to take it,” said Tennie. Her voice softened. “We love you, you know.”
“I love you both, too,” I said. We sat in silence, except for the nighttime insects. After a while, I said, “I know this is a stupid thing to say, but we’ve really got to get some sleep.”
“You’re right. That was a stupid thing to say,” said Leif. Tennie giggled.
We huddled in together, as close as we could. Eventually, I drifted off, just from sheer exhaustion.
◆◆◆
 
In the morning, I was stiff from my odd position. I moved to stretch and was reminded of the difficult and tedious work of shoveling all that dirt. I groaned. A hand settled over my mouth, and my eyes flew open. “What?” I said against Tennie’s hand.
She jerked her head towards the tent flap. “It’s still out there. It’s alive,” she said.
“It?”
“The animal that Leif shot. It’s laying on its side out there, on the other side of the fire pit. I can see it breathing.”
I got out of my sleeping bag and took up the crossbow that Leif had left next to the tent flap. I unzipped the tent and poked my head through the flap, terrified that, at any moment, something with harsh claws was going to rip my face off.
It was shaggy and brown, with four big paws, and a bushy tail. I couldn’t see the head. It was clearly in distress, though. It was heaving in fast pants.
I stood with only my head outside the tent for a long few minutes. It didn’t move, so I pushed the crossbow through the flap, then stepped first one foot, and then the other, out onto the ground. I wasn’t wearing my boots, and a sharp rock hit the arch of my foot, but I barely noticed. I shifted my stance and moved slowly towards the animal.
It still didn’t move at all. Its panting was labored, and as I moved towards it, I noticed blood on the ground. I got close enough to reach out and poke it with the crossbow. It didn’t move, but a low growl emanated from it. I moved in a circle around it to the other side so that I could see the head. It had floppy, triangular ears, a pointy, brown snout with a round, black nose, and some very sharp teeth. Its eyes were closed.
I poked it again, and it opened its eyes. I saw them focus on me, and its lip lifted in a snarl, but it made no sound and didn’t move. Its panting increased.
“Easy. I’m not going to hurt you,” I said.
“What is it?” called Tennie.
“I think it might be a dog,” I said. “Or something like a dog. A wolf? A coyote?”
Leif came out of the tent and walked over to me. “The arrow is there, in its shoulder,” he said.
I saw the arrow sticking out from under the dog now. It was at an odd angle.
“Should we kill it?” he asked.
“No!” yelled Tennie from inside the tent. “Don’t kill it!”
“It’s a wild animal,” I said. “We don’t know what it’s capable of. Just look at those teeth.”
Tennie shot out of the tent and moved to stand between us and the dog. “I won’t let you kill it. It needs our help,” she said. She turned and kneeled down beside it. Tentatively, she put her hand on the back of its neck. It flinched but didn’t move otherwise. “There, there,” she said, smoothing her hand over the dog’s fur. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. We’re not going to hurt you.” Impossibly, it didn’t react to her words or closeness, except to growl. “Bring me some water,” she said. “He needs to stay hydrated.”
I looked at Leif. He looked at me. He lifted his shoulders slightly. I felt the same. What were we going to do? I handed the crossbow to him, and I brought over a bucket of water.
She cupped her hand and dribbled water into the side of the dog’s mouth. It licked its lips, and made a tiny, high-pitched whine. “I know; you’re so thirsty. Your shoulder hurts, and your mouth is dry from all that panting. You just relax, and it’ll be fine.”
Leif and I exchanged another glance. He gestured for me to follow him. We moved away from Tennie and the dog so that she couldn’t hear our whispers.
“Do you think this is a good idea?” I said.
“No.” He pointed to her. “But, look, she’s feeding it already. By the time we walk back over there, she’s going to have a name for it.”
“It’s got to be dangerous,” I said. “It’s enormous. It could easily kill us if it wanted to.”
“I know. We’ve got to get rid of it. Let’s just tell her. We can’t let her get attached to it.”
We walked back over, but before we could say anything, she stopped us.
“I don’t care what you say. I’m not going to let you kill him.” She looked up at us, her eyes huge and pleading. “It’s probably going to die anyway, from the arrow. Let me take care of him.”
I opened my mouth to say no, but Leif put a hand on my arm to stop me. “She’s right; it’s going to die, anyway. Just let her.”
As if to plead its case, the dog whined again. She patted it and dribbled another handful of water into its mouth, as she made soothing sounds.
My shoulders drooped. “Fine. But, you’re taking care of him. I don’t know the first thing about dogs, or what they need.”
“Just help me roll him over, so I can bandage his wound,” she said.
I moved in closer and reached out to help her turn the dog over. But, I was too close to the dog’s head. It snarled and snapped at my arm, the most it had moved since we’d found it.
“Maybe you take the hind end,” she said.
“Yeah.” I glanced up at Leif. “Be ready with the crossbow. Just in case.”
He aimed it at the dog’s head. It seemed to understand what the crossbow was. The dog started to vibrate and let out a deep growl.
“Just turn it aside, Leif. He knows you hurt him with it before,” said Tennie.
Leif looked to me, and I shrugged. “Keep it handy,” was all I could think to say.
“Okay, ready? Let’s roll him over to his other side,” said Tennie.
The dog’s fur was surprisingly soft. I stifled the urge to pet him. We got him moving, and the dog let out several piercing yelps from the motion. But, he settled when we had successfully moved him onto his other side. Tennie gave him some more water and petted him. I stood up and moved away. The arrow was sticking out of the dog’s shoulder and was snapped in half but not broken, probably from when the dog fell onto it.
Tennie poured water over the wound, and the dog whimpered. Leif and I looked at each other again and backed away from the dog. It seemed ready to spring at any moment—to tear out our throats, or whatever part it thought was most vulnerable.
She noticed our retreat. “You two just go do your dig,” she said. “I’m going to stay here and take care of this injury. It needs proper cleaning and bandaging.”
“Tennie,” Leif said, “you can’t just nurse him back to health. It’s a wild animal. You’ll have to remove that arrow shaft to take proper care of the wound, and who knows how it’s going to react when you do that? It could really hurt you.”
Tennie leveled a look at him. “I’m going to do this. My conscience will not bear killing him. Nor will it bear leaving him to die. I have to do this.”
Leif stood still for a second, his face screwed-up in a mixture of sympathy and fear.
I touched him on the arm. “She wants to do this. Let her.”
She smiled, her eyes triumphant. “It’s the right thing to do. You’ll see.”
“I’m afraid we won’t see,” I said. “But, I won’t stand in your way.” I pointed at the crossbow. “We’re leaving this for you. If you need to defend yourself, you’d better use it.”
Leif set it down near the dog’s feet. Its eyes followed him as he moved close, its body tensing, until Leif’s hand released the bow.
We went to the tent to get ready for digging. “This is a bad idea,” Leif said in a low voice. “We can’t leave her here with it. She’s going to get mauled.”
“Are we talking about the same dog?” I said. “It likes her. It can’t seem to move. Anyway, you know her. We aren’t going to sway her, and if we go against what she wants, she’ll never forgive us. Is that what you want? Her hating us because of a dog?”
“Of course not,” he said. “But, I’d like her to live through the day, too.”
“I think we’ve got to trust her,” I said. In the pit of my stomach, there was a flutter of pain.
He laced up his boots and shouldered his canteen. “Silver, you’re my brother, and I love you. But, if you’re letting this go out of your own ambition, so help me—”
I cut him off. “No,” I said. “She struggled yesterday. She needs something. Something we can’t give her. Maybe this dog is that something.”
He shrugged. “Maybe. But, it better not hurt her.”
We emerged from the tent to find her soothing the dog, while she tied a cord around its muzzle. Its eyes were wide with fear, and it was the dog’s instinct to struggle against the cord. But, she succeeded in wrapping it and securing it, like a collar, around its neck.
I pushed Leif towards the dig site. “We’ll see you at lunchtime, Tennie. Yell if you need us.”
We moved off into the woods. I looked over my shoulder every few moments, afraid that she was going to find herself at the wrong end of those teeth. But, when the site came into view, thoughts of Tennie and her new pet faded, as I began to think about what we might find.
Hours of exertion and sweat didn’t get us much of anywhere. We cleared maybe another foot of dirt from the center square. It would easily be another two weeks before we reached the ground level of the town at that rate. I squashed down the hopeless feeling it gave me and reminded myself that hard work can sometimes be its own reward. Today, that felt like a false claim.
We went back to camp for lunch. Tennie was sitting next to the lit fire, the dog’s head in her lap. A bandage was wrapped around the dog’s neck and torso, covering the wound. The bandage was pulled tight, and it accentuated how much fur the dog had. He was actually much smaller than I’d first believed him to be.
Tennie didn’t say anything about the dog. “How’s the digging going?” she asked.
“We cleared out maybe another foot,” I said. “It’s going to be a tough afternoon, though. I’m sore from yesterday and tired from last night, too.”
“Me, too,” said Leif. “Maybe we shouldn’t dig this afternoon.”
I fetched a nutrient bag for each of us and handed one to Tennie, before I sat down across the fire pit from her and the dog. I didn’t want to sit too close, and when I handed her the bag, I noticed its eyes following me.
“That’s not the least bit transparent,” said Tennie, as she rolled her eyes. “I’m fine. Bo is fine. There’s nothing to worry about; you don’t have to stay here to watch me.”
“Who’s Bo?” asked Leif.
“This is Bo,” she said, ruffling the dog’s fur. “Aren’t you, my Bo? Who’s a good boy? Who is it? Aren’t you the best boy?” Her voice was high-pitched and irritating.
Leif raised an eyebrow. “You named him?”
“Of course. I have to call him something.”
Leif drained his nutrient bag and scowled. “I don’t think you understand. We can’t keep him, Tennie.”
“Of course, we can. He’s a good boy. Aren’t you, Bo?” Bo’s tail made two quick whumps against the ground, and his eyes closed. “See? He’s happy,” she said. “He wagged his tail.”
“This is beyond insane, Tennie. You can’t just domesticate a wild animal overnight. His instinct is that we’re food, not friends.”
“Silver, tell him. Tell him that I can take care of Bo—that I’m not crazy.”
“Tennie, I’m not going to stop you from taking care of the dog,” I said. “But, you have to admit; it’s a little nuts to think that you can get him to forget a thousand years of wild behavior.”
Tears welled up in her eyes. “I don’t have to admit anything. I’m not expecting him to be my pet. I’m only trying to do the compassionate thing.” She wrapped her arms around the dog’s body and leaned her face in close. The cord she’d wrapped around the dog’s muzzle earlier was gone, leaving his dangerous teeth exposed. The dog didn’t flinch at her closeness, or the pressure of her touch. Instead, it lifted its head slightly and licked a tear from her face.
I felt the pain in my gut again. What was that? Guilt? Was I letting her have her way because it was easier than forcing her to comply with what seemed safe?
I shook it off. “I understand, Tennie. You do what you need to do.”
Leif pressed his lips into a thin line. “Fiona isn’t going to like this,” he said.
Ouch.
“What? You’re going to run back to the mountain and tell on me, big brother?” asked Tennie. “What do you think she’s going to do? Put me over her knee and spank me?”
“It’d be a start!” yelled Leif. He jumped to his feet. “I’m going back to dig. You stay here with your project. I hope it bites you. Then, you’ll get it. Then, you’ll see.” He stalked off towards the dig.
Tennie hunched over the dog, more tears falling down her face. “How can he say things like that to me?” she said. The dog licked her cheek again, and she smiled at it. “You understand, boy. Don’t you?”
I retreated silently from the fire circle and went to the dig. Leif didn’t speak to me for the rest of the day, though we got a lot of work done. By the end of the day, the center square was dug almost three feet lower than the surface. Leif still wasn’t talking. He simply set his shovel aside and walked back to camp when the sun was near-setting.
I followed after him, worried about what would say to Tennie. As I approached, I saw that he wasn’t saying anything. He handed Tennie a nutrient bag, careful to keep his distance from the dog. He handed one to me as I walked up, and he sat down across from Tennie at the fire circle. He drank from his nutrient pack and stared at the sky, wordlessly.
“How’s the dog?” I asked. The silence felt awkward. I set about building a fire, just so I’d have something to look at.
She shrugged. “As good as he’s going to be for now. Stable.” The dog still had his head in her lap, and she stroked it with one hand, while she drank from her bag with the other. “I haven’t figured out yet how to get him into the tent.”
Leif snapped to attention. “Oh, no. That dog isn’t coming into our tent. That’s asking for trouble.”
“We can’t leave him out here in the cold,” she said. “He has to come in to stay warm.”
“No.” I’d never heard Leif sound so firm. “He can’t come in the tent.”
“Tennie, I think he’s right. I’m fine with you taking care of him, but we have to think of our own safety, too.”
Her back straightened. “Fine,” she said. “You two stay in the tent. I’m going to sleep out here with Bo.”
“You’re being stupid,” said Leif. “You can’t stay out here. You don’t know what’s going to come out of these woods.”
“And a flimsy layer of fabric is going to keep me safe from whatever comes along? Now, who sounds crazy? Look at his paws. His teeth. If he wanted to get in the tent, he would have been in the tent already. There’s nothing magical about it that keeps you safe.”
I glanced over at the tent. How stupid we’d been, to think it could keep out a wild animal that wanted to get in. She was right.
I was about to confirm that thought, when Leif jumped up. “Fine. Have it your way, Your Highness,” he said. He stomped into the tent, fished out her sleeping bag, and tossed it out through the flap. “Enjoy your evening with the animals. Silver! Get in here.”
I scrambled to my feet and went to the tent, but something made me stop and look back at Tennie. She smiled at me. “Go on,” she said. “I think he needs you.”
I hesitated for a moment more, then went into the tent. Leif yanked the zipper down and got into his sleeping bag. “Ridiculous,” he said. “She’s being irrational and ridiculous.”
“Maybe so,” I said. “But, you have to admit she’s right. The tent isn’t going to protect us from anything—except maybe some wind and rain.”
He stilled his rustling to get comfortable. “Don’t you start up again, you coward. You only let it happen because you don’t want waves that’ll break up your little project. Don’t worry. I’ll stay and help you dig because I said I would. But, that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
“Leif, I’m sorry if you think—”
“Save it,” he snapped. “You know she shouldn’t be out there. You know we should’ve killed that dog. You know you let it slide for your own convenience. Just shut up and go to sleep. If you want to find that building so bad, then goddammit, we’re going to find it.”
For a moment, I contemplated taking my sleeping bag out by the fire and sleeping near Tennie instead. But, anything I did that seemed like a show of solidarity with her would only further agitate him. I snuggled into my sleeping bag and tried to quiet the sense that maybe Leif was right.
◆◆◆
 
In the morning, Tennie and Bo were back at their spot near the fire. She glanced over when I came out.
“Good morning,” I said. “Don’t worry; he’s still asleep. How’s the dog doing?” I gestured towards Bo.
“Great,” she said. “Not that you really care.”
“Look, Tennie. I think I owe you an apology,” I said. “I knew it wasn’t safe to keep the dog, and I didn’t want you to risk getting hurt. But, maybe instead of doing what I believed was best, I let you get away with keeping him because it was convenient. For me.”
Tennie smiled. “No, Silver. Maybe Leif believes that of you. I don’t. You let me do it because you want me to be happy.”
“Either way, I shouldn’t have let you keep him. What are we going to do when it can get up and walk around? It could turn on us at any time.”
“’It’ has a name. Bo. I’d appreciate it if you remembered that,” she said, “and he can already walk around. We walked to the spring this morning, so he could get a drink of water right from the source.” Bo seemed to know that she was talking about him. As she said it, his tail thumped against the ground.
I moved to stand next to her. His tail stopped and hovered over the ground, at attention. “I wouldn’t let Leif know that just yet,” I said.
She shook her head. “I don’t understand his attitude,” she said.
“He’s worried for you. He doesn’t want you to get hurt.”
The tent flap opened, and Leif stepped out. He stretched first one arm, and then the other, over his head—while he looked everywhere but at us.
I exchanged a glance with Tennie, then set about getting ready for another long day of digging.
At bedtime, Tennie didn’t say anything about the tent. She set up her sleeping bag next to the fire, just as she had the night before. Leif hadn’t spoken all day, and he went into the tent without breaking his silence. I said goodnight to Tennie and turned to go into the tent.
“Aren’t you going to say goodnight to Bo?” she asked.
I looked down at the dog, who was sitting next to the fire, looking up at me, his head cocked to one side. “Uh, okay. Goodnight, Bo,” I said.
“No, I meant you need to give him a pet. He likes his fur stroked.”
I took a step towards him. He watched me with wary eyes but didn’t growl or make any aggressive movements. I tentatively reached out a hand to touch his head.
“He likes it when you scratch between his ears, too.”
I glanced back towards the tent. Leif had to be hearing this, and I’m sure it wasn’t doing anything to mend fences between us.
“It’s okay. Just pat him, right here.” She took my hand, and while she soothed Bo, she touched my palm to the top of his head. “Tell him he’s good,” she said.
“Good dog,” I repeated obediently. Bo looked up at me. I could feel the vibrations of his tense body. He was ready to rip my hand off if needed.
She lifted my hand away. “See? That wasn’t so bad. You’ve just got to build some trust with him, is all.”
I nodded. “Goodnight, then,” I said and retreated to the tent. I didn’t look at Leif. Though he was already in his sleeping bag and facing away from me, I didn’t want to hear his thoughts about how stupid I’d been to say goodnight to a dog. I got into my sleeping bag and, for once, fell asleep blessedly fast.
I woke some time later to a rustling. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Something was wrong.
I felt around in the dark for the crossbow. Leif woke when I tripped over his foot. “Watch it,” he said.
“Wake up. Something’s wrong,” I said. I finally located the crossbow and unzipped the tent. Looking out, I saw the lump on the ground that was Tennie, in her sleeping bag. But, in the failing light of the fire, I could see Bo was standing up. His teeth were bared, and a low growl emanated from him. I looked around but could see nothing for him to growl at—except me.
Leif pushed past me and out the tent. “That dog is going to attack her,” he said. He grabbed the crossbow from me and lifted it, when I saw something just beyond the light of the fire.
Eyes. Green ones.
“Leif, wait,” I said. I pointed towards the eyes.
“Oh, no,” he breathed, “Tennie, wake up. You’ve got to get into the tent, Tennie.”
There was a sharp bark, and without even thinking, I rushed from the tent to where Tennie was. I shook her awake. “Get up,” I said. She didn’t question me, and I helped her from the bag into a standing position.
The fur on Bo’s back was standing up, and he barked once—a sharp, piercing sound. There were answering barks all around us. Tennie looked at me, her eyes wide.
A dog darted towards us, and Bo immediately intervened. He snarled as he tore into the dog coming at us, his teeth flashing in the light. The sound was like nothing I’d ever heard before. I felt it in the pit of my stomach, and a surge of adrenaline shot through me. I looked around for a weapon. I spotted a shovel, and I picked it up.
Bo and the other dog were rolling around on the ground, as each tried to get the other in a compromising position. For a brief moment, they broke apart. Before I could stop and question the sanity of what I was doing, I stepped forward and whacked the other dog in the head with the wide side of the shovel.
It yelped and backed away from me. Seeing an opening, Bo rushed in and clamped a hard bite on the foreleg of the intruding dog. It yelped again, and after it shook off Bo, it retreated out of sight and into the woods.
Then, there was another dog, and another. Bo ran into the jaws of each onrushing dog, and I stepped in and made contact whenever I could. Then, Leif was beside me, and he was shooting at the attacking dogs, as well. We stood in a triangle around Tennie, collectively protecting her.
Dog after dog rushed in to fight. I lost track of how many there were. Bo was relentless. I could see now why we should have been afraid of keeping him around. But, I could see the benefit of gaining his trust, too.
After what seemed like an eternity, no more dogs came from the darkness. In the distance, I heard a howling, and it was answered by many voices. But, they were fading and moving away from where we were.
The dawn was just beginning, and I turned to face Tennie. Her face was streaked with already-dried tears. I folded her into my arms and patted her back. “It’s all right,” I said. “They’re gone.”
She broke away from me and knelt down to Bo. “He saved me. He saved us.” She ran a hand over his head, and her hand came away bloody. “We’ve got to take care of him,” she said. Bo fell to the ground, exhausted, hurt, and thirsty.
Leif dropped the crossbow. It clattered to the ground. He stooped over Bo and gathered him up into his arms. “Silver, get the tent flap for me?” he asked.
Then, he took Bo into the tent.




Chapter 6

We doctored up Bo together. He had multiple cuts, and part of one ear was missing. But, for the most part, his injuries were minor, compared to the arrow wound. After he was bandaged, and he seemed to have his fill of water, we arranged our sleeping bags around him: Tennie and me on either side of him, and Leif with his bag above Bo’s head. We took turns stroking his fur and murmuring soothing words. He panted heavily, as he had the other day, though not as fast.
Eventually, we came to an end of our energy and adrenaline.
“Does anybody else mind if we don’t dig today?” I asked. “I think maybe we should stay here with Bo and get some rest ourselves.”
Tennie laughed. “I don’t know who you thought was in the mood to dig, but I’m pretty sure we’re all fine with skipping it today.” She was scratching between Bo’s ears, being mindful of the injured one.
Leif put a hand over hers and stilled it. “I’m sorry, Tennie. Silver, too. I’ve said some petty things and questioned your motives in the past few days. Now, I see I was wrong. I apologize.”
“You weren’t wrong about Bo,” Tennie said. “It wasn’t unreasonable to want him gone. He could have been dangerous. He still could be.” She sniffled and pulled her hand from Leif’s to swipe at her nose. “But, I couldn’t deliberately hurt him. He showed us no hostility—at least, not until we shot him.”
“He saved us tonight,” I said. “So, I’m glad you stuck to your opinion. Without him, I’m pretty sure we’d all be dead or up a tree right now.”
“He’s a good boy, isn’t he?” Tennie said to Bo in the high-pitched voice she reserved for him. Bo’s tail thumped a few times before stilling.
“I think we should be quiet for a while, so he can get some rest. It wouldn’t hurt for all of us to get some rest.”
We settled into our sleeping bags. I turned so that I was facing Bo, and I contemplated him. He’d protected us, yes, and that was good. But, had those dogs come only because he was here? It was impossible to tell. I drifted off to sleep while listening to his steady panting.
◆◆◆
 
We dug for two more days without finding anything, and even though each day of finding nothing caused me to redouble my efforts, on the third day, it was time to return to the colony for food and a visit, as we’d promised. We ate breakfast and emptied our packs. Each of us carried a canteen and—with the exception of a first-aid kit, and my tablet in my pack—we shouldered them empty to fill up at the colony.
We left camp altogether; Bo stuck by Tennie’s side, as usual. We made good time, and I was happy to see that Bo was able to make the trip without any assistance from us. He found drinking sources along the way—puddles and dew—and he never wandered off. It made my chest swell with emotion to think of how he was getting better.
It was still early morning when we arrived at the colony door, but Fiona was standing outside, waiting for us. “Silver! Tennie! Leif!” she called as she held open her arms.
We rushed to her, each of us being enveloped in a huge embrace. I’d missed this type of contact. It wasn’t something I felt comfortable doing with Tennie or Leif, though they were my best friends.
When she’d hugged each of us thoroughly, she stood back to look at us. Bo barked once. It was a quick bark—a sound we’d come to realize was his way of communicating that he wanted acknowledgement.
Fiona flinched and stepped back. “Look out—a dog,” she said. She began to walk backwards towards the door, her arm reaching out behind her, feeling for the wall.
“Wait, Fiona. This is Bo. There’s nothing to be afraid of; he’s just saying hi,” said Tennie. She put a hand on Bo’s head, and he leaned into her legs.
Fiona looked at Bo, then back at Tennie, then at me. “Where did you get a dog? Wait, never mind. Obviously, from outside. The better question is: Are you out of your ever-loving minds? That’s a wild animal!”
“He’s quite tame,” said Tennie. “He’ll let you pet him.”
“I don’t want to pet him,” said Fiona. “He isn’t meant to be petted, or to be a pet. What on Earth are you three thinking?”
We exchanged glances. I didn’t know if admitting that we’d had conflict over this was a good idea.
“He saved us from an entire pack of dogs,” said Leif. “We feel protected when he’s around.”
“If a pack of dogs came, it’s probably because he was part of their pack,” she said. “He attracted them to you.”
“But, we found him by himself, and he stayed with us, even though we shot him.”
“You shot him, and then took care of him? This just gets worse and worse. Believe me; you three don’t want me questioning your judgment. I can’t support you being outside if you’re going to be reckless.”
“We weren’t reckless,” I said. “We were just trying to be humane. Aren’t you always talking about how precious life is?”
“Human life,” she said.
“His life isn’t any more or less precious than mine or yours,” said Tennie.
“If that’s true, then you didn’t try to defend yourselves from this pack of his. Right?”
I sighed. “Of course, we defended ourselves when we were attacked.”
“Then, you don’t really believe that the dog’s life is special.”
“You’ve got this all wrong,” said Leif. “Just try and pet him. See how gentle he is?” Leif demonstrated how to scratch his ear.
“He’s gentle right now, sure,” she said. “But, you never know when a dog is going to be vicious. I was chased by dogs that I’d played with as a girl. They weren’t chasing me so that I’d pet them.”
“We don’t want to fight,” said Tennie. “We just want to come in, catch up with you and the others, and get our supplies for the week. Can’t we do that without fighting?”
“We can do that without fighting. But, the dog stays out here.”
Tennie looked down at Bo. I could see that she was weighing what to do. What if we left Bo outside, and he ran off? Would he come back to us? Or worse, would he return to his pack?
“I’ll stay outside with Bo,” I said. “You go in for a chat.”
Relief danced across Tennie’s face. “Are you sure?” she asked.
“Of course. I’ll keep Bo company right here, and you two go and say hello.”
Fiona’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t move to stop me. She turned and went down the hall to the door, with Leif and Tennie following her.
I sat down on the ground, and Bo curled up beside me. I took out my tablet and read more about archeological digs that had discovered dinosaur bones. It was fascinating stuff, and it made me wonder where the remains of all of the pre-winter humans were. I knew that various cultures had different burial and funeral rites. Surely, some of the places where humans had been buried still existed.
The door slammed open.
“Take your supplies and go!” yelled Fiona. “I don’t want to see you back here! Not until you can apologize!”
Tennie and Leif rushed out the door, their packs bulging, and each of them carrying a sack of something in each hand. The colony door slammed shut. Then, there was the distinct sound of a bolt sliding into place.
“What happened?” I asked, standing up.
Tennie was crying, and Bo immediately went to her and nudged her knee with his nose. That only made her cry harder. “She questioned everything we’ve done: Our camp setup, the dig, Bo, everything. She said we aren’t using our heads, and then Maestro dug in, too. When I tried to defend what we’re doing, what we’re trying to achieve, she just blew up. She’s totally irrational.” Tennie set down her bags and sniveled into her shirtsleeve. “She was so angry, and Maestro was cruel. She egged him on, encouraged him to be mean.” She inhaled a ragged breath. “She said she understood before, but I don’t think she does. I think when we come back, she’s either not going to let us in, or she’ll never let us out again.”
I looked at Leif. He nodded his agreement. “So, what do we do?” I asked.
“What is there to do?” Tennie countered. “We go back and get digging, I guess. Until we can prove what we set out to prove, they’re just going to be unbearable.”
“You really still want to do this?” I asked. “I’d understand if you want to stay. I asked you to help me prove that the pre-history is true. I didn’t ask you to cut yourselves off from the only life we know.”
Tennie rushed at me and buried her face in my shoulder, while she cried even harder. I put my arms around her and tentatively patted. Over her shoulder, I looked at Leif, my eyes wide.
He shrugged. “I can’t speak for Tennie, but I’m still in. It isn’t fair how they’re treating you, and I don’t like that being supportive of you has somehow made me a bad guy, too. I’m ready to dig up an entire building if I have to.”
“Me, too,” Tennie snuffled into my shirt. I wondered how much snot she was getting on my cleanest shirt.
“Okay, if that’s how you feel,” I said. “I have to say that I’m beginning to have doubts. So, I could easily see—”
Leif cut me off. “I’ll have none of that. You have a solid theory, and we’re doing solid work to confirm it. Let’s get back to it.”
Tennie disconnected herself, and I pushed her hair away from her face, where it was stuck in wet tears.
“Thank you both,” I said. My voice cracked a bit, and I swallowed, trying to contain it. “I’m really glad to have you guys,” I said. “Let’s go.”
◆◆◆
 
At camp, we regrouped. We spread out all the supplies and calculated how long it would all last. The longest we could go with what they’d brought was eight weeks. Realistically, it would be just a little over six.
“So, that’s it,” I said. “We have to find it in six weeks. If we don’t, we’ll never hear the end of it.”
“We can do it, Silver,” said Tennie, “and we’ll go back and show them, and then they’ll be the idiots. They’ll be the ones who have to explain.”
“We’ve already dug six feet on the center squares without finding anything,” said Leif. “It can’t be much further.”
“Then, let’s get back to it,” said Tennie.
◆◆◆
 
We spent day after day, digging out dirt, rocks, clay, and even trees. When we reached 10 feet, we expanded out five feet—instead of the original 10—and began another round of digging. Digging from the side didn’t take quite as long, and after eight days, we were back to digging down in the center square.
As the days ticked by, and we came close to the deadline, we abandoned the strategy and instead tried to dig straight down as far as we could at the center point. We were all tired, sore, and irritable. But, we kept going—until the day our supplies finally ran out.
I broke down at lunch, when we’d eaten the last of it. “I’m sorry, both of you. I’m sorry to have dragged you out here. I’m sorry we didn’t find anything. I’m sorry that Fiona is angry with us. But, we’re not going to find it. We’ve already dug a good 10 feet below the original surface level. It’s not there.”
“We’ll figure something out,” said Tennie. She put an arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “This isn’t the end.”
“But, it is. I’m packing it in and going back to the colony. I can’t keep you out here for nothing. You have lives to lead, too.”
“I’m not interested in going back to the colony,” said Leif. “Fiona made it clear that we aren’t wanted there. If she hasn’t poisoned the others against us, then Maestro has. We won’t have a life to live there. Not anymore.”
“We can’t survive out here without supplies,” I said. “We don’t know how.”
“Fiona lived out here. She was born out here. Everyone pre-winter lived out here. Isn’t that just another type of proof that the pre-winter existed? If we can live out here on our own?” asked Leif.
“That’s stretching it,” I said. “We already know people can live out here if Fiona did. We just don’t know how. We’d need permanent shelter, and we don’t have any idea how to build that. We need a source of food. We don’t even know how to eat food. Nutrient bags aren’t going to grow on trees.”
“You make it sound hopeless,” said Tennie.
“It is. We can’t just stay out here indefinitely. I never meant to isolate us from the colony—to stay out here. I just wanted proof, and there isn’t any.”
“We need a plan,” said Leif. “If we return home, we have to be prepared to live on Fiona’s terms. I know I’m not ready to do that. But, Silver’s right, too. We need shelter and food. We need Fiona to help us with that.”
“So, we’re agreed? We’ll go back to the colony?” I asked.
“We’ll go back,” said Tennie, “and we’ll see what we find.”
We packed up camp, and all our supplies, and headed back to the colony. Every step away from the campsite felt like a barb in my heart. How could the town hall have disappeared? It had to be there—or, at least, some part of it.
When we got back to the mountain, Opal was standing watch outside the door. “I was starting to think you guys died,” she said. “Fiona thought you’d have run out of supplies a week ago.”
“We stretched the food some,” I said. “How is it? Inside?”
Opal shrugged. “Fiona is beside herself one minute and livid the next. She doesn’t know how she feels. Frankly, the rest of us are tired of dealing with it. I wish you would go away for good or get over it. It isn’t going to get you anywhere.”
The three of us stood, looking at her.
“I’m not supposed to let you inside,” she finally said. “I’ll go in and get Fiona if you’re ready to apologize. But, you can’t come in. Not yet.”
“Fine,” I said. “Go get her.”
She turned to go down the hall, then paused and said over her shoulder, “Think about what I said.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” huffed Tennie when the door clanged shut.
“She’s telling us to leave,” said Leif.
“Yeah,” I agreed. “It’s like you said earlier; they’re poisoned. The rest are tired of Fiona’s preoccupation with us. They just want to be rid of us, so she’ll move on.”
We stood in silence, except for Bo. He could sense our tension and occasionally whined as he leaned against Tennie.
Eventually, the door swung open and Fiona rushed out. “I thought you were never coming back,” she said. She pulled me into her arms and squeezed, kissing me on the head and cheeks. Then, she released me and did the same to Tennie.
When she reached for Leif, he stepped back. “We need to talk,” he said.
Fiona frowned. “You can’t put that aside for a moment? Not even to say hello? I was so worried about you.”
“You knew where we were,” said Leif.  “You could’ve come at any time to see how we were doing, or what we needed. You stayed here.”
She dropped her arms to her sides. “Yes, I did stay here. Just as you stayed out there.”
“You kicked us out!” squeaked Tennie. Bo let out a little yelp.
It called Fiona’s attention to him, and she took a step back. “You better have control of that dog,” she said. “I don’t trust it.”
“Don’t change the subject,” said Tennie. “You told us to leave and not come back, and now you’re yelling at us for not coming back.”
“I told you to come back when you could apologize,” said Fiona. “I didn’t say that you should never come back. All I want is the respect I deserve.”
I stepped between Tennie and Fiona. “Look, Fiona. This was all my idea. I wanted to find the town hall, I asked them to come, and they agreed to do it because they care. They understood that I needed to do this. I’m sorry that you don’t understand. I’m sorry that it gives you some kind of pain to see us out in the world. I’m sorry that it led to an argument, when unpleasant things were said. I take responsibility for it all, and I am sorry.”
Fiona’s eyes softened, but her stiff posture did not. I was close to getting her to break.
“Please,” I said. “Just let us come home. We’re tired and broken, and we just want to come home.”
She let one small sob escape, then she nodded and pulled me into her arms again. “I didn’t mean what I said. I was just afraid.” She paused for a moment, and her body shook, as she struggled to reign in her emotions. “I want you all to come home. All three of you.”
“You mean four,” said Tennie, indicating Bo.
She stood back from me and swiped a hand across her cheek. “No. A dog can’t come inside. It belongs out here, in nature. You can’t confine it that way. It’d never be happy.”
“He won’t be happy if he’s separated from us,” Tennie said. “He never leaves my side.”
“I’m sorry, Tennie. It will make a mess inside, and we don’t know if anybody would be allergic to it.”
Tennie looked at me. “I won’t leave him out here. I have to stay out here with him.”
Fiona’s eyes widened. “You’re that serious? You would just stay out here?”
“I’ve been staying outside with him for nearly two months now,” she said. “What does it matter if I’m inside the colony or out?”
“I want you to be safe,” said Fiona.
“Bo will keep me safe.”
“And I’ll stay out here with her,” said Leif. “We can take turns coming inside, maybe.”
Fiona turned to me. “You’ll come inside, won’t you, Silver?”
I glanced at Leif. He’d moved to Tennie’s side and was holding her hand. An awareness that I was out of place crept up my back. My neck and cheeks felt hot. They didn’t want me out there with them. They wanted to be together, alone. “Of course,” I said, trying to ignore the looks from Tennie and Leif.
“Good. I’m glad I can talk sense into one of you,” she said.
She pulled me forward, towards the door, but I resisted. “They have plenty of sense,” I said. “You don’t need to put them down because they won’t do what you want. They’re doing what they’re doing because they’re trying to respect your decision.”
She paused and looked over my shoulder at them. “I’ll be out in a bit with some fresh food and water. If you want to stay out here with the dog, then that is okay with me,” she said. Her voice wasn’t entirely genuine, but it was a start.
“Thank you, Fiona. We appreciate your hospitality,” said Leif.
She didn’t answer. She nodded and directed me towards the door, her hand at my back. It clicked shut behind us, but she didn’t lock it. I was glad for that, at least.
We walked together down the hall. “Just so you know,” I said, “I won’t tolerate any words against them. They worked hard to help me, and they don’t deserve the treatment they’ve been receiving.”
“All right,” she said.
I went for lunch and endured the various responses from my siblings. Some were friendly; some were curious. But, most of them ignored me or shot me dirty looks when they thought Fiona wasn’t looking. I couldn’t wait to escape them and head back to my room. It alarmed me how much I bristled at interacting with people who should have seemed familiar to me, and I just wanted to get back to my research.
But, first, a shower.
When I was dressed in clean clothing, with clean skin, for the first time in weeks, I slid between the sheets on my bed and got out my tablet. I needn’t have bothered. The comfort of clean bedding on a padded surface had me asleep after only a few minutes.
◆◆◆
 
I woke some time later with a start. The tablet clattered to the floor and turned on. Its light illuminated the dark room as I got up to get it.
“Why are you inside, when it was your idea to go out there?” someone said.
I jumped and snapped on the light. It was Maestro. “What are you doing?” I snapped. “You startled me.”
“I was just checking up on you, brother. I wanted to see for myself how you are.”
“I’m fine, thanks,” I said. I picked up the tablet and inspected it for damage.
“It’s fine, stupid. You could throw that thing over the mountain, and it wouldn’t break,” he said.
I didn’t respond. “Okay, you see that I’m fine. You can go now.”
“No. I can’t. Because I wanted to hear about your little science-fiction expedition. The one where you proved fairytales are true.”
“I don’t know what you mean,” I said.
“You know what I mean. Your dig. Your quest to prove that the pre-winter history is real.”
“What about it?”
“How did it go? I’m dying to see the proof.” He looked around the room in an exaggerated motion. “Where is it?”
I tried not to let my shoulders sag. “We didn’t find what we were looking for,” I said.
“I’m sorry—what? You failed to prove that your stories aren’t make-believe?”
“This particular dig did not support my theory,” I said.
“Mm-hm. So. Now, you accept that the history isn’t real.”
“No,” I said. “I didn’t say that. Not at all. Proving that something as elusive as history is true isn’t simple. This was just my first try.”
“You mean, your second.”
“Whatever. I’m not done. I still believe I can prove it.”
Maestro smiled. “I look forward to hearing your next plan.”
The door shut behind him. I rushed to it, pushed against it, and locked it as soon as I thought he wouldn’t hear the click. I straightened. My hands were shaking, and my knees felt weak. What was wrong with me? It wasn’t the first time I’d heard such criticisms from him, and it most likely wouldn’t be the last, either. That didn’t make it any easier.
I inspected my tablet again. It didn’t seem harmed by the fall, but I turned it on and looked at a few things, just to be sure. I checked the map of the mountain, then projected the three-dimensional image. I sat down on the bed and twirled the map around, looking at the various rooms and floors.
That’s when I noticed it.
The room I was in was clearly the third on the left in this hallway. But, the dot indicating me wasn’t in that room. It was four rooms away, on the other side of the hall.
I went out to the hallway and walked to that room. I watched as my dot literally moved through a wall, rather than down a hallway.
The map was wrong. Something about it was out of alignment. It wasn’t just that the elevation of the town hall was different now. It was actually directing us to the wrong location.
I went back to my room and put on my boots. I had to show it to Tennie and Leif.
Then, I stopped. Would they be angry that we’d spent nearly two months digging in the wrong location? Did they want me out there with them at all? Did they want to be alone?
My mind whirled, and I sat back down on my bed. Before we were made, it was taboo to be with your own sibling. I knew there was a genetic reason, that it was called “inbreeding”, and it caused certain birth defects to proliferate. But, would that be the case now? There wasn’t anyone else for us to develop relationships with but our siblings. It would literally be the default behavior because it was the only possible behavior unless we all remained celibate.
I gave myself a mental slap. Why was this topic even important? It wasn’t any of my business if the two of them wanted to have that sort of relationship, and I didn’t even know that was actually what they wanted. I’d only assumed because of the way Leif had held Tennie’s hand and volunteered to stay outside with her. I could have just as easily volunteered the same way. Tennie shouldn’t have been alone outside, even with Bo. It just made sense for it to be either Leif or I that stayed with her.
Grabbing my tablet, I resolved to let them have their relationship, then headed outside.
They were sitting outside the tent when I went out. Leif jumped up and hugged me, clapping me on the back, as if he hadn’t seen me just before lunch.
“Silver! We’re so glad to see you,” said Tennie.
I smiled and sat down at the fire, and they both joined me. The sun wasn’t down yet, but it was starting to cool off.
“What are you doing out here again so soon?” asked Leif.
“I discovered something today,” I said. “I hope it doesn’t upset you. But, it explains why we didn’t find the town hall in the dig.”
“What is it?” asked Tennie.
I displayed the three-dimensional map and pointed to the location of my room—though my dot wasn’t in it anymore. “This is my room,” I said. “I was in there earlier, and I happened to turn on the map. It showed my dot. But, when I looked closer, I saw that my dot wasn’t where it should have been on the map. My room is the third on the left in this hall, right?”
They each nodded.
“I was over here. On the right of the hall, four rooms away.” I pointed to the spot where my dot had appeared. “There’s something wrong with the map. Like it isn’t calibrated right anymore.”
“So, how far off is that?” asked Leif. “We might have been digging pretty close at the outer perimeter of your site.”
“I’d say it’s something like 30 feet off,” I said. “It’s enough that we could have totally missed the town hall.”
“But, shouldn’t we have hit something else? There were other buildings in that photo of the town. We should have come across something.”
“Not necessarily,” said Leif. “The town hall was interesting as a potential landmark because it was made of brick and stone. Other buildings nearby might have been less permanent. They may not have survived being buried, or whatever else happened over that length of time.”
Tennie took the map and rotated it, inspecting our current position. “Why would you think we’d be mad about that?” she asked.
I looked at the ground and bit my lip. “I was worried that you’d realize we spent two months digging in the wrong spot, and that it was my fault we did that.”
She sighed and glanced at Leif.
“Silver. We signed on for this,” said Leif. “We knew there was a risk that we wouldn’t find anything at all. We knew there were all kinds of risks, and we did it anyway. So, stop worrying about it. We want to help you with this. We volunteered.”
“So, where does this lead us?” asked Tennie. “Are we going back to try again?”
“You guys would do that?” I asked.
“Yeah,” said Leif. “We’re not missing any big adventure here.” He jerked his head toward the mountain. “Quite the contrary, actually.”
“I think what I need to do is some more studying. I shouldn’t have fallen prey to such a simple mistake. I’ve got to take some time to think it through again.”
“Okay. We’re not going anywhere,” said Tennie.
I studied her, searching for some sign that she was in love. But, there was nothing. She was the same old Tennie, and Leif was the same old Leif. I decided to test the theory. “I took a nap this afternoon in my bed. It was Heaven. You guys shouldn’t miss that. We can take turns staying out here with Bo. If you want.”
“A shower would be really nice,” said Tennie. “Thanks, Silver. I’d appreciate that.”
“Yeah, thanks,” Leif added. “Maybe tomorrow, you could take Tennie’s place out here. That would be great.”
“Good. I’m glad to help,” I said. Relief washed over me. “I mean, we should work together. We’re a team. Oh,” I added. “If you’re going to be going inside, I should warn you. Maestro is in rare form. He came into my room while I was sleeping and pounced on me for information when I woke up.”
“Information?” prompted Leif.
“Yeah. He wanted to know what we found. Basically, he wanted to make sure I felt like a dope.”
“What a jerk,” said Tennie. “He’ll see, when we prove it. He’ll be the dope, then.”
“All that digging got us in good shape,” said Leif. “I think we could teach him a pretty good lesson.” He flexed his bicep.
I laughed. “I don’t want to beat him up. He’s our brother.”
“That doesn’t mean we have to like him,” said Tennie. “He isn’t very likable when he’s being friendly. So, right now, we’re getting the downright ugly part of his treatment.”
I laughed again. “All right. I’m heading inside. You two have everything you need?”
“Yep,” said Leif. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”
I went inside, feeling secure again. I wasn’t interfering in their relationship. Leif was just being supportive. That was it.
But, in the morning, I had doubts again. Doubts about the dig. We’d already been to the town twice with no result. I went through my daily chores, trying to keep the doubt at bay. But, it kept finding me and dragging me down.
Late in the afternoon, I went outside to take Tennie’s spot for the night. She hugged me and practically pushed me down to get inside. She did smell pretty bad, so I couldn’t blame her for wanting a shower.
Leif and I settled down by the fire with Bo. It wasn’t long before Leif noticed my worry. “Are you going to tell me about it?” he asked.
“Tell you about what?” I said. It was embarrassing how often I needed propping up lately.
“I can see there’s something bothering you. Are you nervous to be out here? Did Maestro harass you again?”
I clenched my fists.
“Come on, man,” Leif prodded. “You’re my best friend. If you can’t tell me, who can you tell?”
That gave me a little stab of guilt. “It’s nothing. I’m just worried about the dig. Doubts. Nothing I can’t handle.”
He barked out a laugh. “Yeah, I can see you’re handling it real well.”
I shrugged. “Okay, you know me. I just . . . I’m worried I’m leading us down the wrong path. Again.”
He leaned back and propped his legs up on a log. “I’ve been doing some research of my own,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about the map, too. I think you’ve got this. You know what you’re doing, Silver. It’s just a fluke that you missed it.”
“Twice.”
“Okay, twice. You missed it twice. Who’s counting?”
“You mean besides me, Fiona, and Maestro?”
“I’ve had about enough of this attitude, Silver. You want to do this, right? Isn’t this what you want?”
“Yeah,” I said. Despite myself, I felt my lower lip stick out a bit.
“Well, stop acting like a kid who needs someone to tell him what to do and when. You’re an adult. You have a goal. You know what you’re doing. Get out there and do it. Stop bleating around about it. ‘Oh no,’” he said in a falsetto voice. “’Something might go wrong, and it’ll all be my fault.’ Well, yeah, something might go wrong. We all might die. The mountain might cave in. The Earth might explode. Are you a man or not?”
“I’m a man,” I said.
“You’re damn right; you’re a man! So, you’re going to find that evidence. It doesn’t matter if it’s in the town, or a city, or under the ocean. You are going to seek it out and find it.”
“Wait. What did you say?”
“I said you’re going to seek it out and find it.”
“No, not that part. About where I’d look. About a city.”
He shrugged. “That’s what I said. You might find it in a town or a city. So?”
“That’s it. We’re thinking too small. We need to think big. Like a skyscraper. Enormous.” I got out my tablet. “We’d need to go to the closest city that had skyscrapers. You saw them in your programming, right? They can be a hundred floors high. That’s got to be like a thousand feet high, at least.”
“Yeah, they’re big. But, the mountain was basically in the middle of nowhere, pre-winter. What city could we even get to?”
I tapped on my tablet, looking for the closest city with buildings large enough to be called “skyscrapers”. Not many cities still had them at the beginning of the winter. But, I found a candidate without too much effort. “What do you think of heading to Denver? It had the tallest buildings in the mountain states. Surely, some of those have survived.”
“Denver? How far is that?”
“About 500 miles, point to point. But, we won’t be able to go straight there. It would probably be a lot easier to go between the mountain ranges to the north, and then cut across here to the west,” I said. I traced the route on my tablet with my finger and showed it to him.
He let out a low whistle. “Looks like it’s actually closer to 600 miles that way.”
“That’s a long way,” I said. “What do you think? Would you go with me?”
“Sure, I can do that,” he said, shrugging. “But, we need to tell Fiona. We can’t just sneak off.”
“Okay,” I said—though I expected that to be an unpleasant scene at best.
We talked deep into the night about how we’d go about it: What we’d take; when we should leave; how long we’d be able to hike in a day. By the time we rolled up in our sleeping bags with Bo between us, it was all settled. We’d leave in a week.




Chapter 7

“You can’t be serious,” said Fiona. She dropped the bundle of dirty clothing she was carrying, a disgusted look on her face. “You want to leave? Again? And this time, you want to go all of the way to Denver? Do I even want to know where that is?”
I cleared my throat. “It’s about 500 miles southeast of here.”
“Oh, is that all? How do you propose to get there?”
“We’ll walk. See? Let me show you the route we have planned.” I took out my tablet and brought up the map, but she slapped it out of my hands. It fell onto my boot, then clattered to the floor.
“I don’t care what your planned route is. You don’t need a plan, because you aren’t going.”
“Fiona. I love you, I do. But, we’ve already had this conversation. You can’t keep me here. I’m an adult.”
“Well, so am I. An older adult with a lot more wisdom, and I’m telling you, that isn’t a safe thing to do, and I won’t let you do it.” She kicked at the dirty pile of clothing at her feet. “I can’t believe you’re persisting in this nonsense. Can you just take a minute to think this through?”
“We’ve taken days to think it through,” I said. “We’ve got a solid plan, and it’ll help us learn how to live in the wilderness. That’s a skill we’re going to need at some point. We can’t stay in here forever.”
“Who is this ‘we’? You’ve convinced someone else that this plan isn’t going to end in death?”
“Leif. We worked it all out together. He’s fully aware.”
“He’s aware, but he lets his loyalty to you blind him. This is dangerous, Silver. You’ll be going further from the mountain than anyone has ever gone. We don’t know what’s out there. There could be felines, bears, more dogs, or other animals we’ve never even seen, and that’s not even counting dangers like snakes, falls, frostbite . . . geez, Silver. The list of dangers is longer than you can imagine.”
“The rewards far outweigh the dangers,” I said.
“No, they don’t. The pre-winter history is real. I don’t need proof of that. Why do you?”
“Because there are others who do,” I said. It was a valid point. Was it really important to prove something in the past was real? It wouldn’t change anything. I hesitated.
She saw my weakness and pounced. “Maestro’s opinion of recorded history is just a drop in the bucket,” she said. “Who cares what he thinks?”
“Everyone here cares what he thinks. He’s turned them all against us.” I grabbed her hand and held it close to my heart. “Please, Fiona. It’s important to me. This isn’t just to prove that the history is real. It’s to prove that I can do it. I need to do it. I need to succeed in this thing that’s bigger than any of us. Can’t you just support that? Why does it always have to be about danger and safety?”
“Because someone has to be practical around here,” she said. She extracted her hand from mine and sighed. “I understand that you have this drive in you, Silver. I don’t want to extinguish it. I just wish you’d choose something else to drive towards.”
“That isn’t going to change,” I said.
“You’re right about one thing,” she said. “We can’t stay in here forever. I don’t want to any more than you do. But, I’ve gotten old. Changing is hard when you’re old.”
“Let Leif and I help you,” I said. “We could learn so much on this trip. Stuff that we could share with everyone. Stuff beyond history.”
She raised an eyebrow. “What about Tennessee?”
“What about her?”
“Does she know about this trip? Why isn’t she going?”
I shook my head. “She doesn’t know yet.”
“You don’t want her to go?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know. I—I can’t say. But, I don’t think it’s a good idea for her to go. She’s physically capable, sure. But, I just have this feeling that she shouldn’t go.”
“So, you didn’t tell her about it.”
“No, not yet. I wanted to talk to you first.”
“Your relationship with the two of them . . . it’s stronger than any other bonds in the colony. Nobody else has paired off like you three. Are you sure you want to break it up?”
I looked down at the floor. I didn’t want to admit that the possibility of a relationship between Leif and Tennie made me uncomfortable. It would change our whole dynamic if the two of them took up with each other. “I’m scared for her. That’s all,” I said.
“Hm. Well. I wouldn’t be surprised if she argues with you the way you’ve just argued with me.”
“Are you saying we can go?”
“I’ll think about it,” she said. “This is too big for me to just let you do it.”
I gathered up the clothes on the floor and kissed her on the cheek. “I know you’ll give it fair consideration,” I said. “Thank you, Fiona.” Then, I dashed from the room to take the dirty clothes to the laundry before she could say no.
◆◆◆
 
“When were you going to tell me about this trip of yours?” demanded Tennie. “I had to hear it from Fiona! Like an outsider. Why would you do that to me?” It was Leif’s turn to be inside, and she’d waited until he left to pick the fight.
“Calm down,” I said. “I was going to tell you. I just wanted to get permission from Fiona first.”
“You were going to leave without a word, weren’t you? You thought Fiona wouldn’t say anything, and you two could just waltz off on your adventure without me.”
“No, that isn’t it at all,” I said. “It’s just . . . I feel this thing in my gut, this instinct, that says you shouldn’t go. That something bad would happen to you if you came.”
“You’re psychic now? You can see the future?”
“No, of course not.” I grabbed her by the wrists. “Listen, Tennie. I couldn’t live with myself if you got hurt out there. It’s not going to be an easy trip. We’re going to walk nearly 600 miles just to get there.”
“I can walk just as well as you,” she said, snatching her arm away.
“I know that. Please, Tennie. Please, don’t be mad.”
“You don’t want me there. With you. That’s it, isn’t it?”
“No, of course not.” I clenched my eyes shut. I needed to provide some reason that she’d believe. Anything. “Fiona said she wouldn’t agree to us going if you came, too,” I finally said.
Tennie stilled. “Really?”
Relief washed over me. She believed it. “Really. Look, she knows it’s not going to be easy, and she thinks you’re more fragile. She just doesn’t want you to get hurt, and neither do I. I would be heartbroken if something happened. How would I ever be able to tell Fiona if it did?”
“You aren’t afraid to demand what you want from Fiona. So, if you’re letting her dictate that, it must be what you want.” She turned her back to me and went into the tent. Bo followed, and she pulled the zipper down behind her.
Fiona found me not long after I went back inside. “I’ve come to a decision,” she said, directing me towards her room.
“Okay,” I said.
“I thought long and hard about this. Before I tell you, though, I need to know why you don’t want Tennie to go.” She sat at her desk and turned to study me.
Heat crept up my neck and cheeks.
“You don’t want to tell me?”
I shook my head.
“Are you in love with your sister, Silver?”
My head snapped up. “What? No. Of course not.”
“Then, if not that, what? You’ve spent nearly every waking moment with her since you got out of the tank, and now, you want to slough her off?”
I didn’t answer.
“It’s not you. It’s Leif. You think she and Leif are in love.”
“You can’t tell them I think that,” I said. “They’ve never said it.”
She leaned back in her chair. “Now, it makes sense. That’s why you offered to take turns staying with the dog.”
I nodded. A sickening feeling settled in my stomach.
She sighed. “Nature demands that we follow our instincts, Silver. Our instincts are to procreate.”
I nodded again. I didn’t like where this conversation was heading.
“I don’t think I’ve ever told you that when I was your age, I lived in a village outside the mountain. Most of the people in the village—including me—had no idea the mountain—and all the people inside it—existed. We were intent on expanding our numbers. Our leaders believed that we were meant to populate the Earth. So, when we were young, we mated with the sole intention of procreation. In fact, those who failed to procreate were looked down upon, and eventually, were cast out of the village into slavery. Love was something that came later—when the babies had been had, and there was time to devote to caring for someone who wasn’t your offspring.”
I shuffled my feet on the floor. I didn’t like thinking of Fiona with a brood of children that were really her own.
“I never had any children,” Fiona continued. “Adam was born out of the tanks from my genetic material. But, I never produced any children of my own.”
“Fiona, I really don’t need to know these things about you,” I said. “This all sounds very personal.”
“It is personal, Silver, and so is your relationship to Tennie and Leif. You can’t just drop out of their lives because they’ve found each other. You should be celebrating that they’ve come to this. Children born out of love, in a real relationship . . . that is the only way for humanity to move on.”
“But, we’re siblings,” I said, my voice rising. “It’s an abomination.”
“No. It’s a beginning.”
I stared at her, not understanding what she meant.
“I’ve decided that you can go, Silver,” she said.
“I can?”
“Yes. You, Leif, and Tennie . . . and Bo. You can’t leave that dog here.”
I pushed aside the bristle I felt when she called Bo ‘that dog’. “Okay,” I said.
“I mean it; you have to take Tennie. I won’t have you trying to manipulate their feelings.”
I nodded.
“You might think that something about them being together is wrong. Maybe it is; maybe it isn’t. But, what other choices do any of you have?”
“We could produce others from the tanks,” I said.
She slammed her hand down on the desk. “No. Absolutely not. Those tanks are what got us into this hard spot in the first place.”
I backed towards the door. Clearly, I was not going to change her mind about the tanks just now. I should be glad to take my victory and run.
I went right outside to tell Tennie and Leif. Tennie still wasn’t speaking to me, and she turned away as soon as she saw me emerge from the tunnel.
“What are you doing out here?” asked Leif. “Did you forget something?”
My face heated. “No. I wanted to talk to you.”
Leif looked on expectantly. Tennie kept her back to me.
“Um, okay,” I continued. “So, I just saw Fiona in the hall. She wanted to tell me that we can go to Denver. But, she had some conditions.”
At the mention of Denver, Tennie’s back stiffened. How should I put this? If I said Fiona wanted Tennie to go with us, Tennie would want to know why she’d changed her mind. But, Tennie had to come with us if we were going to go. “All right. Um. Before I tell you about the conditions, I wanted to apologize. To both of you.” I scratched my head. “This is hard to say, and it’s going to sound bad. But, just try to hear me out.”
“I’m listening,” Leif said. Tennie didn’t move.
I took a deep breath. “Okay. Here it is. The other day, when we got back to the mountain, I suddenly had the feeling that maybe there is something between you two. I mean, more than just being friends and siblings. I saw you grab hold of Tennie’s hand, and maybe I read more into it than I should have. It made me kind of uncomfortable.” I shrugged and stuffed my hands into my pockets. Unable to stop rambling, I continued, “I like how we are together. You’re my best friends, and I didn’t want our group relationship to change. So, that’s why I offered to switch places with Tennie, so she could go inside. I was trying to . . . I don’t know . . . put a damper on the situation.”
Leif nodded and waited. I couldn’t even look at Tennie. “Then, when Leif gave me this idea to go in search of a city,” I continued, “I was worried that we’d be out in the wilderness somewhere, and I’d just be in the way. You know, a third wheel.” I turned to Leif. “So, that’s why I told you I thought she shouldn’t come. I didn’t have a crazy premonition.” I turned to face Tennie’s back. “That’s also why I told Tennie that Fiona wanted her to stay home. It was just me being selfish and afraid, and I’m sorry.”
Exhausted, I plunked down on a log next to the fire.
Tennie whirled around. “What gives you the right to decide what I can and can’t do?”
“I never said I had the right,” I said, holding my hands up in defense.
“That’s right,” she said, stalking back and forth. She kicked at a rock that flew across the ground, then struck me in the shin. I winced. A look of guilt rushed across her face but was quickly replaced by anger. “You don’t get to decide what I do, Silver. You aren’t my keeper.”
“I know that,” I said.
“You just keep quiet! You had your turn, and now it’s mine.”
“Okay,” I said.
She stalked back and forth some more. Her lips moved, and she gestured wildly, but she didn’t say anything.
I glanced at Leif. He was hiding a smile behind his hands, looking at her. But, when he saw me looking at him, he straightened and gave a serious nod. “Well?” Leif prompted her, after several minutes of silence.
“We’ll go.” She stopped pacing and abruptly sat down beside Leif. Bo snuggled up to her side, and she stroked his head. “I want to make something clear.” Her voice was deceptively soft. “I’m really angry about this. You both hid this plan from me, and I don’t appreciate it. But, we can’t stay here. None of us will find happiness here.”
Leif nodded and put an arm across her shoulder. “I think we can all agree that’s true,” he said. Tennie shrugged his arm away, and Leif grimaced. “I’m really sorry that we kept you out of it, Ten,” he said.
She frowned. “Silver, I don’t know what you think is between Leif and me. Not that it’s any of your business. But, you aren’t and could never be a third wheel. We love you.”
I bowed my head. “Thanks,” I said. I wasn’t sure what else could be said.
“So, what’s the plan, then? Are we leaving soon? I can’t wait to get this mountain out of my sight.”
“It’ll be out of our sight, for sure,” Leif said. “Denver’s a good four or five-hundred miles away.”
Tennie’s eyes widened, but then she grinned. “This is gonna be fun,” she said.
◆◆◆
 
The first week of the trip was uneventful. We hiked about 25 miles each day, following what felt like the path of least resistance towards Denver. We’d had little trouble finding enough to eat: Blueberries on the second day; a small, trapped squirrel our third day; a turtle we caught on the fifth day. When we didn’t find something, we had enough nutrient packs to keep ourselves satisfied—though we only had enough of those to last a few more days.
At the end of the eighth day, we fell into a routine. When the sun dipped down to late afternoon, we started looking for a spot to camp.
“I think if we adjust our trajectory a bit south, we’ll find a nice spot a mile or two ahead,” Tennie said, pointing to the map on her tablet.
We followed her lead, and soon came to a spot with an area that was just right to set up camp in. I put up the tent, while Tennie built a fire and got fresh water, and Leif and Bo went in search of something we could eat.
I was just finishing up the tent when Tennie grumbled about the water. “It tastes funny. I don’t think we should drink it,” she said. She held out the canteen she’d just filled.
“It’s salty,” I said. “Where did you get it from?”
“From a stream, over that way,” she said, pointing at the woods.
“I guess we shouldn’t drink it,” I said. “We still have one canteen left from yesterday, right?”
“Yeah,” she said.
“We’ll just have to find another source in the morning.”
Leif returned to camp with a small rabbit that Bo had caught, and our attention fell to fixing dinner. We sat around the fire and ate, then cleaned up and headed for bed as the sun dipped below the horizon.
In the early morning, I woke up when Bo began to growl. “What is it, boy?” I asked, though I knew it was silly, since he couldn’t answer me. With a shaking hand, I unzipped the tent to look outside. As the tent flap opened, I could see that Bo’s teeth were bared, and the fur on the back of his neck was bristling.
I poked my head outside and looked around. I stepped out of the tent and didn’t see anything, but Bo dashed around me and planted his paws right before the fire. Was it another pack of dogs?
Something emerged from the woods across from the fire pit. It was tall, walking on two legs, and . . . human?
“Hello?” I called out.
The man started, and his eyes met mine. He walked toward me but didn’t say anything. Bo began barking in earnest, his fur bristling all over his back. The man turned his attention to Bo and tipped his head slightly. Bo sat on his haunches and whined.
“What’s going on?” asked Tennie, her voice groggy.
Leif didn’t wait for an answer. He came out of the tent to stand beside me. “What the hell? Who is this?” he asked, gesturing towards the man.
“I don’t know,” I said.
The man turned his attention back to us and moved towards us, his empty hands raised slightly in the air.
“Who are you?” demanded Leif.
The man smiled; his face was serene. He blinked several times in rapid succession. Behind him, three more people were coming out of the woods. They were strangely dressed, draped in wild-colored fabrics that looked stretchy and thin. None of them spoke. They walked towards us with their hands raised and faint smiles on their faces.
Tennie came out of the tent and started screaming. Bo sprang to her side and resumed growling at the newcomers, while I shushed her as best as I could. “Where did they come from? What do they want?” she finally sputtered out.
The leader looked back at the others. He didn’t speak, but the woman bowed her head, as if she was agreeing with him. They retreated from us and sat down so that the fire was between us and them. The leader dipped his head slightly and indicated the other side of the fire.
“You want us to sit down?” I asked.
He smiled wider and nodded.
I stepped forward and sat across from him. Tennie and Leif hung back. The man nodded again and pointed to me.
“That’s what he wants, for us to sit,” I said. I patted the ground beside me. “Come on.”
“Do you speak English?” Leif asked them.
He tipped his head slightly to the side and looked upwards. Then, he nodded.
“Are you going to hurt us?” Leif asked.
The man frowned and shook his head.
Slowly, the two of them came to sit beside me. Bo took up residence in front of us, his fur dangerously close to the embers of last night’s fire.
“Can you talk?” I asked.
The leader squinted at me, and his face took on a look of intense concentration. Then, he shook his head.
“Where are you from?” Tennie asked. “Are you from the mountain?”
He pointed south, away from the direction we’d come from.
“You’re from that way?” I said.
He nodded. This was getting tedious.
“Can you read and write? English?” I said.
He nodded.
“Tennie, go get the tablet,” I said.
She dug around in the tent and gave me the tablet. I wrote on it, We’re from the mountain. Cache Peak, Idaho. Where are you from? Then, I handed him the tablet. “Just use your finger to write the letters,” I said.
He nodded and widened his eyes. He moved his fingers over the tablet and handed it back. From Salt Lake City. We speak internally. You can’t hear us?
I shook my head and handed it back. “Your people, they’re from before the winter?” I asked.
He nodded. He wrote, Only city to survive.
“Wow,” I said. “A whole city?” A flicker of excitement was growing in my stomach. This was someone who could prove that history was real.
The man nodded.
“Can we see it?”
His posture shrunk slightly. Maybe, he wrote. But, not now.
“Why not?” I asked.
We’re waiting, he wrote. Someone who can talk is coming.
The three of us exchanged glances. “Why are you here?” I asked.
Smoke. From your fire. We came to check for wildfires, he wrote.
“What are your names?” Tennie asked. “I’m Tennessee, but please, call me ‘Tennie’. This is Leif and Silver.” She pointed at us, then turned to the leader expectantly.
He nodded and raised a hand; I supposed, in greeting. Then, he turned to the tablet and wrote four names, indicating each of them in turn. His name was Becket. The others were Ronan, Orson, and Paisley.
“We have a sister named Paisley,” Tennie said, as she smiled at the woman. The woman wrinkled her brow.
There are more of you? wrote Becket.
“Yes. We left all our siblings and our mother behind,” I answered. “They didn’t want to leave our home. But, we’re in search of evidence to confirm what we know about history before the winter.” I started to get excited, and I leaned forward to say more. But, Becket leaned back from me—even though the dog and the smoldering fire was between us. “I apologize,” I said, checking myself. “Have I said something to offend you?”
Becket pursed his lips. No, he wrote. We don’t like to speak of the time before.
“Well, you don’t really speak at all, do you?” I laughed and nudged Tennie. But, Becket’s face remained smooth. “Sorry. That was a joke.”
“Why can’t you talk?” Leif asked.
“The implants make it unnecessary, so we never learned,” Becket wrote.
“So, you could, if you learned,” Leif said. “We could help you with that. We only learned to talk ourselves recently.”
Becket didn’t respond. He wrote on the tablet, We’re waiting for Tabitha. She can talk. She can also hear us. She will interpret.
There was a ruckus in the trees behind the telepaths. “All right, I can do it myself. You don’t have to bully me,” a female voice said. A woman dressed the same as the others crashed through the underbrush, apparently pushed along by the incredibly large man behind her. She brushed leaves and dirt from her garment. “Becket. What do you want?” she demanded, and then she looked up and saw everyone around the fire. “Who are they?”
Becket didn’t turn to look at her. He maintained eye contact with me, but from her response, he must have been speaking to her.
“You dragged me out here for this?” She released a long sigh. I stood up and went around the fire to her. Her hair was short and very red. Freckles were sprinkled over her nose, and her eyes were a green the shade of our nutrient drinks. She was beautiful.
“Hello,” I said. I extended a hand to her. She put her hand in mine after glancing at Becket. “I’m Silver. These are my siblings, Leif and Tennie. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“Hi,” she said. “Becket wants me to interpret for him. He, uh, doesn’t trust you.” Her face screwed up. “Well, if you don’t want me to say things that you’re telling me, you have to say so,” she said, throwing a glare over her shoulder at Becket.
“I don’t trust Becket, either, so we’re even. Right?” I asked.
She smiled, and my heart skipped a beat. Her front tooth had the cutest chip in the corner. “He says you’re from a mountain. Nearby?”
“No, we’ve come 100, maybe even 150 miles,” I said. “We’re searching for a pre-winter city. Denver. Have you heard of it?”
“Denver was lost. Every city was lost. All but ours,” she said. “I don’t think I understand exactly where you came from. Nobody survived. The only reason our city did was because of the temperature inversion.”
“Temperature inversion?”
“It’s a weather phenomenon. It causes warm air to be trapped by the ground, despite the cold weather. Look, I’m trying here, Becket. Can you stop talking while we’re talking? I can’t hear myself think.” She cast an annoyed glance at Becket.
“Our ancestors survived by building a colony inside a mountain. When the winter began, they were underground,” said Leif. “They thought that everyone else perished. They lost communication with everyone.”
“Your family. Are they coming, too?” Tabitha asked.
“No. They don’t want to leave our home,” I said. A tendril of suspicion began to uncurl in my stomach.
“Great. Okay. Well, then, if you’ll just follow us, we’ll head back to the city now,” she said.
“Oh,” I said. I glanced at the others. “Should we leave our things here, then?”
She shrugged. “Yeah. That’s fine.”
I was excited to see where she wanted to take us. But, their change in direction seemed abrupt. “Wait, are we safe with you? I mean, you aren’t going to hurt us, right?”
“No,” she said. “Though, we might chain you up and make you serve us fruit and cheese.”
My eyeballs felt like they were goggling out of my head. “I beg your pardon?”
She laughed and slapped me on the back. “Just kidding. Nobody is going to hurt you or do anything weird to you. We’re perfectly hospitable. Becket said you wanted to see it. So, let’s go.”
The others had risen and were already disappearing into the trees. “You guys okay with going there?” I asked.
“I guess,” Leif said.
“What’s the worst that could happen?” asked Tennie.
Tabitha laughed again—only this time, it was sharp. “They’re asking about you,” she said.
“You can hear them, even when you can’t see them?” I asked. I started walking along beside her, almost not even realizing I was consenting to follow her. Almost.
“I can hear anyone who addresses me, no matter where they are in the city,” she said. “But, they can’t hear me. That’s why I speak.” She smiled.
“Why can’t they hear you?” Tennie asked.
“I have a brain tumor,” she said. “It impinges on the part of the brain that’s required for the implant to broadcast my thoughts.”
“I’m sorry,” Tennie said. “I didn’t mean to pry.”
“It’s okay,” Tabitha said. “It’s benign.”
“How far to the city?” I asked, trying to change the subject.
“It’s really just right over this hill,” she said. “You would’ve stumbled upon it yourselves if you’d walked another mile.”
Over the peak of the hill, I caught sight of strange shapes protruding into the sky. “What’s that?” I asked, gesturing towards them.
“Buildings,” she said.
“Skyscrapers?” I asked. A rush of excitement chased away the worry about going to a strange place with a stranger.
“Nah. We tore most of those down. Too much specialized maintenance required. Most of the buildings are less than four floors high. But, that sharp point—that’s the steeple of a church, and that one that’s round? It looks a bit like an onion bulb? It’s a water tower. The others are just regular buildings. Where people live and work and stuff.”
I forced myself to continue walking up the hill. I wasn’t going to be the person who couldn’t keep control of their emotions. Not today. I finally crested the hill, and the city came into full view. It was enormous, and the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. There was a large, wooden fence surrounding the city. We could see over it from our vantage point. Nearest to us, there were box-shaped houses with peaked roofs, and squat, flat buildings. Sprinkled here and there were a few taller, flat buildings. The largest buildings were clustered towards what looked like the middle of the city.
“What’s the fence for?” Leif asked.
“Keeps out the bigger wildlife,” Tabitha said. “We don’t want bears or even deer wandering around. They ruin gardens, and I’m sure you know the bears are dangerous.”
“Bears?” Tennie said.
“Oh, sure. There’s lots of bears around. Some panthers and mountain lions, too. You haven’t seen any?”
Tennie shook her head, her face somewhat pale.
“No need to worry about them inside the city,” Tabitha said. “They’re mostly afraid of humans, anyway.” She pointed slightly off to our left. “There’s a gate in the wall over there.” We headed towards the gate. Ahead of us, the three telepaths were just arriving at the wall, and I watched as the gate rolled open and let them pass. Becket gestured behind him, probably to tell them to wait for us, then he and the others disappeared beyond the fence.
The gate swung open as we approached, and two men came over to us. “Hey, Tabitha,” one of them said. His eyes raked over Tabitha’s trim figure. “These the visitors?”
Tabitha looked away from him, a bored expression on her face. “Yeah—Silver, Leif, Tennie. They’re from Idaho.”
“It wasn’t easy to get these on short notice, you know,” he said to Tabitha. “You owe me a favor.”
The other man held his hand out to me, as if to shake mine. I extended mine, and he grabbed it, but then turned my hand over and stamped his other fist onto the back of my hand. It felt like he’d stabbed me with a needle. “Hey,” I said, as I pulled my hand away. “What was that?”
“Nothing you need to worry about,” said the man flirting with Tabitha.
At the same time, Tabitha responded, “It’s a tracker.”
“I didn’t consent to that,” I said.
Tabitha shrugged. “It’s no big deal. They just want to know where you are while you’re in the city.”
“So, this won’t work when I leave?” I asked.
“Why would you leave.” She said it without the lilt of a question.
The man turned to Leif and held out his hand. “I don’t know if I want to come in,” Leif said.
“Suit yourself,” said Tabitha. He looked at Tennie. She raised her eyebrows at me.
“I’m not missing this,” I said. “I understand if you want to go home.”
“We can’t let you go home,” the flirt said. “Our orders were to bring you in with a tracker. There’s no alternative course of action.”
Leif locked eyes with the flirt. Then, his eyes slid over to mine.
“Let him give you the tracker,” I said.
Leif and Tennie each allowed the tracker to be installed.
“You’re expected at Preia’s,” the flirt said to Tabitha. He raised an eyebrow. “Maybe they’ll finally leave you alone if you cooperate.”
Tabitha sighed. “Whether they do or don’t is nothing to you,” she said. “Follow me,” she said to the three of us.
The flirt was already rolling the gate shut as he laughed to himself. The other man openly stared at us. “They don’t look any different,” he said to the flirt as we moved away.
“Why should they?” asked the flirt. Then, we were too far away to hear any more.
We continued into the city, our path paved with a smooth, black surface. The buildings we passed looked to be homes. Here and there, people were sitting on their porch or tending to the gardens planted around the buildings. Tabitha waved at many of them.
“How many people live here?” asked Tennie.
“Around 50,000,” Tabitha said.
“You seem to know a lot of people,” said Leif.
“I grew up around the corner.”
“Can you tell us something about what we’re passing, or the city?” I asked. “I’m really curious to know how you’ve been out here all this time.”
Tabitha shrugged. “These are mostly single-family houses. When we get closer to the center of the city, the residences are clustered together in one building. But, these houses have as few as one person, or as many as 10 people. They’ve all been here since the beginning—”
Leif interrupted. “These buildings look to be built from organic materials. How did they survive?”
“People here take proper care. These buildings are all original in the sense that they’ve been here since before your winter. With proper maintenance, anything can last indefinitely.”
We reached a spot where two black paths crossed, and Tabitha turned left, off our current path. “Up over here, there’s a business district. Everyone comes here for trade. We don’t use money anymore.” She looked at me. “Do you?”
“No,” I said. “We don’t have a need for it.”
She nodded. “Neither do we. But, you can trade for just about anything. Food, clothes, maintenance materials.” She looked pointedly at Leif. “Just about anything you can think of, really.”
The business district was coming into view, and it looked much the same as the residential area, except the buildings were situated closer together, and many of them were fronted with glass windows.
“Can we go and look?” Tennie asked, craning her neck to see.
“We don’t have time, and anyway, what do you three have to trade besides a dog?”
Tennie frowned in disappointment but didn’t argue. We continued on. Someone whizzed by on a two-wheeled device.
“Was that a bicycle?” I asked, staring at it openly.
“Yes. A lot of people use them to get around. I can’t ride one, though.” She tapped a finger to her head. “The tumor also hurt my sense of balance some.”
I tore my eyes away, feeling guilty. I hadn’t meant to point out her shortcomings.
“Let me tell you a bit about the mayor,” she said. “She’s in charge of the city; she makes all the decisions on infrastructure, public maintenance, crime . . . you know, government stuff. She’s very reasonable.” She glanced around before continuing, waiting until nobody was near us to resume speaking. “But, don’t provoke her. She can be unpleasant when provoked. The basic protocol here is you use your manners. You know, say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ and smile. It should all be over pretty quickly. She’s busy, and I don’t know why she even cares to meet you.”
“What’s her name?” I asked.
“Preia. But, don’t call her that. You don’t need to address her at all; just wait until she speaks to you.”
“She can speak?” Leif asked. “I thought only you could do that.”
“Preia is unusual. There is a faction of people who prefer to be verbal. Mostly politicians. They think it makes them seem sincere.”
“What do you think?” I asked.
Tabitha pulled a face, then pointed to a building up ahead. The road led straight up to it. It was larger than those surrounding it and painted white. It featured a domed roof over the center and columns across the front. Stone steps, worn into a dip at the center, led up to a door with a series of small, glass panes in it.
Tabitha took us inside. We entered a tall room directly beneath the dome. The underside was curved and painted to look like a blue sky. Below the dome, there were several floors, all open to the room, with railings to keep people from falling into the center. On floors above us, there were people bustling around, but down where we were, there was no one—except a scowling man sitting at a desk, next to a set of metal double-doors.
“Hey,” Tabitha said, approaching the desk. “These are the newcomers. I’m supposed to escort them up to the mayor’s office.”
The man’s expression didn’t change, and he didn’t answer. His eyes flicked to each of us in turn, then ticked somewhat when his gaze settled down to Bo. He looked pointedly at Tabitha.
“Right,” she said. She turned to Tennie. “The dog has to stay here. Don’t worry; he’ll watch him.”
The scowl deepened into an outright frown. His eyebrows knit together.
“I don’t think we’ll be long, eh?” Tabitha said. Then, she moved off towards the doors.
“Bo, stay,” Tennie said. At first, Bo’s tail whumped enthusiastically on the stone floor. But, as Tennie edged away, he began to whine. “It’s okay, Bo. I’ll be right back.”
The metal doors slid open to reveal a tiny room. Tabitha entered, and we all followed, except for Bo. He’d risen onto all fours and let out one sharp bark as the doors slid shut behind us.
The room jerked suddenly, and Tennie, Leif, and I instinctively pressed up against the narrow walls.
“What? Never been in an elevator before?” asked Tabitha.
I smiled and stepped away from the wall, keeping a hand against it because I felt unbalanced. “No, we don’t have those in the mountain,” I said. “But, we know what they are.”
Tabitha nodded. “Right.”
There was a ding, and a slight jiggling of the room, then the door slid open. Tabitha stepped out of the elevator, and we trailed along behind her. The floor was covered in a deep, intricately-patterned carpet that muffled the sound of our footsteps.
Tabitha stopped before a large set of doors with colored glass set in the panes. Behind the glass, there was faint movement, but the glass was distorted, and I couldn’t make out anything concrete. “Here we go. Remember what I said: Manners.” She swung the door open and stepped up to a woman standing at a small podium next to a door. “Janeeta. These are the newcomers. Can you present them to the mayor?” asked Tabitha.
The woman behind the podium locked eyes with Tabitha. “She wants you to accompany them,” she said.
Tabitha snorted out a quick breath. “Fine. May we enter?”
Janeeta touched a button on the wall behind her, and the door swung open. “Go right in. The mayor is waiting.” She smiled so wide that I could see her molars. It wasn’t a natural expression at all.
We followed Tabitha, and as we entered the room, the door swung shut behind us.
“Good morning, Madam Mayor,” Tabitha said. She lowered her gaze to the floor, and the three of us mimicked her posture—though I kept trying to peek without moving my head.
“Tabitha. I see you have the newcomers.” The mayor came forward and reached out her hand to me. “I’m Preia, the mayor here in Salt Lake City. And you are?” Her hand clasped mine as I extended it to meet hers. Her grip was quite strong, but before I could reciprocate, she’d loosened her hand and offered it to Tennie.
“I’m Silver, and these are my siblings. May I present Tennessee and Leif, Madam Mayor?”
Preia tipped her head. “Well, I do like a well-mannered man. What brings you here, Silver?”
“Actually, your people brought us here,” I said. “We were camped not far north of here. We were on our way to Denver.”
“Denver. Hm. Why would you want to go there? It’s been dead for ages, just like everything else.”
I nodded. “Yes, I know. At least, I know that Denver is dead. We expected it to be, anyway. Finding you was unexpected, though. We had no idea that there were humans alive anywhere—other than the mountain.”
Preia licked her lips and studied me for a moment. Then, she indicated a couch and sat on one opposite it. “Please, have a seat.”
Everyone sat, except Tabitha. “Now that you’ve met them, I’ll just be going,” Tabitha said.
“Don’t be silly. Have a seat, please. Right here.” Preia patted the cushion next to her.
Tabitha moved to take her seat, her face flushed.
“Now,” Preia began, “why were you going to Denver?”
“We were looking for confirmation of human history prior to the winter,” I said. “We thought, in a big city like Denver, there would be ruins to find. Have you been there?”
“I’ve never been more than a few miles from this city,” Preia said. “There’s no need to go anywhere else.”
“Silver has ambition,” Leif said. “Where we’re from, most believe that history is nothing but stories that were made-up. Silver intends to prove them wrong.”
Preia’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that right?”
“I wouldn’t say I’m motivated by ambition,” I said. “Maybe it’s more about . . .” I trailed off, unable to put my thoughts into words.
“Revenge?” said Tabitha. “You want to make someone else admit you’re right?”
“I suppose that’s true,” I said.
“But, you’re going awfully far out of your way to do that,” said Preia. “I’d bet this isn’t even your first attempt. Am I right?”
I nodded. “Yes, I’ve tried before.”
“What do you hope to gain by being right?” she asked.
I shrugged. “Respect.”
“Ah, well, you already have mine. You’ve travelled farther than any other humans have in quite some time. That’s quite an achievement.”
“Thank you,” I said. “I couldn’t have done it alone.”
Preia nodded and turned her attention to Tennie. “What do you hope to gain? Why did you come along?”
“I’m supporting my brother,” she said. “It meant a lot to him, and he asked for my help.”
“I feel the same,” said Leif.
“You have altruistic purposes, then. I see,” said Preia. “That’s to be admired as much as ambition.”
“Thank you,” Leif said.
“Now. Your guide here, she could learn something from you. She has taken her community—and her role here—for granted, and she has done some unbecoming things, and so, she’s serving out a sentence of good works. Bringing you here is one of her works. Would you say she did well in providing you this service?”
My eyes flicked over to Tabitha. Her cheeks were red, but it was impossible to tell whether it was from embarrassment or anger. “Yes, she did very well. Thank you for your service, Tabitha,” I said.
“The pleasure was mine,” Tabitha said.
“Aren’t you wondering what it is Tabitha did?” Preia asked, pressing forward in her seat.
“Not at all,” I said. “It seems like she’s doing her best to pay her dues.”
Preia snorted. “Well. All right, then. Allow me to explain the terms of your visit.”
I shifted in my seat. “Terms?”
“Yes. We can’t have strangers just running around, doing whatever they please,” Preia said.
“Aren’t we the first strangers you’ve ever encountered in the city?” Tennie asked.
“Yes.”
“Then, how do you have terms to apply?”
Preia’s eyebrows pulled downward, causing them to appear as one large eyebrow, instead of two. “The terms are my own. For the safety of the people in my charge.”
“So, you’re just making them up?”
“Of course not,” Preia said, sitting up, ramrod-straight. “I’m simply enforcing terms handed down over the generations. These have existed since everything began dying off.”
“I thought you said they were your own,” Tennie said.
Tabitha’s eyes widened, and she made a slight motion with her hand.
Tennie frowned. “I apologize, Madame Mayor. You were saying?”
Preia’s eyebrows relaxed, and she resumed her friendly expression. “Now. You will not leave the city for any reason without my in-person permission. You can’t just get this over someone’s chip, understand? You have to hear from my own lips that you have been granted permission to leave. You’ve already submitted to a tracking implant, correct?” She cut her eyes at Tabitha.
Tabitha gave a stiff nod. “They were inserted at the gate,” she said.
“Very good. You must also surrender any communication devices you have with you. Becket has already provided me with your tablet. A very interesting device, I have to admit. I’ve never seen a computer that seems to have no moving parts at all.”
“We don’t know how the tablet works,” I said. “It wasn’t part of our education.”
Preia appeared not to hear me. “Lastly, you must each be accompanied by a resident of the city at all times. For now, I will assign Tabitha, which naturally means that the three of you need to stay together.”
“What about our dog?” Leif asked.
“The dog must be under your control at all times. Tabitha will provide you with a restraining device to allow for that.” She patted her knees. “Are there any questions?”
“We don’t want to be residents,” Tennie said. “We’ll want to leave. At some point.”
Preia steepled her fingers under her nose. “Why don’t we just take one step at a time?” She stood. “All right, then, Tabitha. Take them to their residence. Someone will be bringing your effects by shortly.”
“Oh, that’s good,” I said. “We didn’t think to pack up our things—”
“I meant Tabitha,” she said. “The three of you will be provided with everything you’ll need.”
I couldn’t think of how to respond to that, and anyway, we were being herded out the door. There wasn’t really room to respond. Janeeta watched us from the corner of her eye as we went by, and Tabitha guided us around the corner, then back to the elevator doors. “I think that went fairly well,” she said. “Considering.”
I grunted. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Preia, or her terms. What did she mean, we’d take this one step at a time? Were we being held prisoner?
Tabitha pushed the elevator button and studied me in the reflection of the doors. “It really could have been much worse,” she said.
“I can’t imagine how,” said Tennie. “We’re confined here against our will, without our things, without freedom of movement, and nothing to our names, and that’s good?”
“She’s trying to appear calm,” Tabitha said. The elevator doors slid opened, and we followed her inside. “She doesn’t really know what to make of you. None of us do. She’s scared of you, and what you could mean. So, be happy she didn’t throw you in a cell—or worse, throw you to the animals after dark. Things worked out in your favor, whether you think so or not.”




Chapter 8

The residence was a two-story house made of pink bricks that Tabitha said had once been red. It had a wide porch that extended the full distance of the front of the house, and a bench swing that hung from the ceiling on one side of the door. Inside, the rooms were basic. We each had a room upstairs with a bed and a dresser. Tabitha’s room was downstairs, next to the only entrance and exit—the front door. Tabitha also showed us a bathroom, a kitchen, and a room she called a “parlor”.
“You all probably want to freshen up, right? Shower, maybe?” Tabitha asked after she’d given us the tour.
“We don’t have anything else to change into,” Tennie said. “We left our clothes at camp.”
“The dressers in your rooms should have everything you need. Preia is thorough, if nothing else.”
Bo whined by the front door.
“I think Bo has to do some business,” Tennie said. “I’ll just take her out front.”
She moved to the front door, but Tabitha stopped her. “He has to have the restraining leash on,” she said. She opened a closet behind the front door, opposite her bedroom door. But, it didn’t lead anywhere; it was just a small room with hooks in it. She removed something from the hook. It looked something like a belt with a few buckles and snaps on it. She bent and placed one of the straps over Bo’s muzzle, but he started to growl. “Maybe you’d better do it,” she said, handing it to Tennie.
“What is the point of this?” Tennie said. She accepted the leash but made no move to put it on Bo.
Tabitha ran a hand through her hair, making some of it stand awkwardly on end. “I know you don’t have to cooperate with me,” she said. “But, it would really make things a lot easier on me if you did.”
Tennie narrowed her eyes. “How so?”
“I’ll be held partially responsible if you break any of the terms that Preia gave you, and I’m already paying out good works.”
“So, we have to cooperate with you because you already broke the rules,” Tennie said.
Tabitha sighed. “I know it sounds selfish. But, besides not wanting to be punished further myself, I like you guys, and I don’t want them to punish you, either.”
“Let me,” I said. I took the leash from Tennie and carefully buckled it into place, as Tabitha murmured directions from a slight distance. Bo whimpered, and I smoothed back his ears and gave him a little scratch before standing. “We understand being a victim of circumstance,” I said. “We’ll do our best to follow the terms.”
Tennie frowned but didn’t disagree. Leif shuffled where he stood.
“You’d better get him outside before he makes a mess,” Tabitha said. Tennie took the leash from me and went outside with Bo. Tabitha followed.
“This is majorly messed-up,” Leif said. “We shouldn’t have come with them here.”
“I don’t think they were asking,” I said. “It’s like they’re afraid of us. What could three people do against a city of thousands?”
“But, we aren’t just three. There’s more of us. In the mountain,” he said.
“They’re over 100 miles away.”
“We got here, Silver. That means the rest of our siblings could, too—and they can go there.”
“You think they would? Preia said she’d never been far from the city.”
“They never had a reason to go anywhere. You heard them. They thought the whole world was dead, just like we did.”
The door opened, and Tennie came back inside with Bo. Tabitha brought up the rear. “So, you guys going to shower or what?” she asked.
“I have a feeling that means we smell,” I said.
“It’s hard to tell whether I’m more uncomfortable from being stinky or being hungry,” Leif said.
“Why don’t you take turns with your shower, and I’ll make us something to eat?” Tabitha offered. “Do you like hamburgers?”
“What’s a hamburger?” Tennie asked.
Tabitha frowned. “Maybe just go take your showers,” she said. “You’ll probably eat anything if you’re hungry enough.”
◆◆◆
 
She was right about eating anything. We cleared the table of every edible item, even a stick of butter.
“I’ve never seen anyone use so much butter,” she said.
“What did you say it’s made from again? Milk?” I asked.
“Basically,” she said. “You shouldn’t eat so much of it.”
“We didn’t want to waste it,” Tennie said, pouting a bit.
Leif sat back in his chair and patted his stomach. “Thanks, Tabitha. That was great.”
Tabitha ducked her head and started clearing dishes. I jumped up to help. I was stacking the dishes in a miniature dishwasher when I heard Leif ask her, “So, when is Preia sending someone to the mountain?”
I dropped the dish I was holding into the washer, and I scrambled to quiet it so that I could hear Tabitha’s response. “They’re already gone,” Tabitha said. I dropped the dish again—this time, cracking the flimsy glass.
“They won’t find it,” Tennie said. “Even if they do, they can’t get inside.”
I moved to where I could see Tabitha, teetering back two legs of her chair, her arms behind her head. “That’s Preia’s problem, isn’t it?” she said.
“Why’d she send someone there?” Leif asked.
“She’s paranoid, I guess.” She dropped the chair legs with a thump on the wooden floor. “Anyone want to go see the markets?”
“I broke a plate,” I said.
Tabitha shrugged. “Breaks happen.”
“That seems like a pretty cavalier attitude,” Leif said.
“Nothing lasts forever,” she said.
Tennie met my eyes from across the room. “Are we still talking about the plate?” Tennie asked.
“Yeah,” Tabitha said. “It’s just a thing. Who cares?”
“No one,” I said. “It was just a plate.” I went back to the kitchen to pick up the pieces.
◆◆◆
 
By breakfast, Tennie was ready to go home. “Honestly, Silver. What more proof do we need? These people remember that there used to be a world full of people, just like history says—and I don’t like the way we’re being treated.” She paused and listened for movement from Tabitha’s room. “I don’t trust her, and I certainly don’t trust Preia. Let’s just tell Preia we’re going and go.”
I chased eggs around my plate with my fork. I didn’t want to leave, not yet. I wanted to get to know Tabitha, especially, but I also felt like I could be something here—that my ambition would carry me far. I glanced over at Tennie. She was looking out the window. She was wearing her own clothes that she’d rinsed out in the bathtub yesterday and hung to dry overnight in the bathroom. Even from here, I could smell the slight damp emanating from her.
“Aren’t you going to answer me?” she asked.
I set my fork down. “I can’t stop you from going home,” I said, “if that’s what you want.”
“I thought it’s what you wanted, too.” She swung her arms wide. “You wanted to go home a hero, right? To show them you could do something—and you did. You not only found proof, you found that we’re not the end. That’s pretty big, and it’ll definitely show Maestro.”
“It’s not about Maestro anymore,” I said.
“Who’s Maestro?” Tabitha asked, slipping into the room.
“Nobody,” I muttered, picking up my fork and shoving eggs into my mouth.
“Ah. The person you want revenge against, right?”
“Yes,” Tennie said. “That’s him.”
“Don’t act like he’s never hurt you, either,” I said.
“I wouldn’t worry about him anymore,” Tabitha said.
“Why not?” asked Tennie.
She went into the kitchen and scraped the rest of the cold eggs from the pan onto a plate. “These look good. Did you make them?” she asked.
“Why not?” Tennie asked again.
“I don’t want to upset you,” Tabitha said. She opened the fridge and fished a red, goopy liquid out of a jar with a spoon, then spread it over her eggs. “Catsup?”
“You’re already upsetting her,” I said. “Just answer the question.”
“I think it’s pretty obvious that Preia doesn’t intend to let you leave.”
“She can’t just keep us here,” Tennie said. She crossed her arms over her chest. “We’re not prisoners. We haven’t done anything wrong.”
“Nope,” said Preia. She turned her attention to eating.
“So, why can’t we leave?” I asked.
She paused, a forkful of eggs halfway to her mouth. She set it back down on her plate.
“What?” I sat down in the chair next to her. “What aren’t you telling us?”
“You’re not the first people that have come to the city,” she said. “Our beliefs limit us.”
“Limit you, how?” Tennie asked. “What beliefs?”
“You have to understand the history of the city,” she said. “Do you know anything about it, from your studies?” she asked me.
“Not really,” I said. “Nothing more than a vague idea of its location.”
“Have you studied religion at all?”
I shook my head.
“All right. At one time, the city was populated mostly by Mormons. They were members of the Church of Latter-Day Saints. But, a segment of the church broke off and formed a new church after the original leadership decided to no longer allow polygamy. That group left the city and started fresh, and they continued to allow and even encourage polygamy.”
“What’s polygamy?” I asked.
“It’s when the group has far more members of one sex than the other, usually women. So, they allow the smaller group to take multiple spouses,” she said.
Tennie’s eyes widened. “You mean, multiple spouses at the same time?”
“Yeah. Great; I see you’re following along.” Tabitha rolled her eyes. “Back to the story. So, the new group, they got run out of town. They were mostly viewed as a curiosity, and in the United States, polygamy was illegal. The religion faded to a sort of secret society because nobody wanted to get caught. Eventually, though, a more aggressive leader took over the group. He felt that we should be proud of our heritage, and our beliefs, and he built a plan to take back the city and expel all those who wouldn’t adopt the doctrine. It was he who orchestrated what you call the ‘winter’. He thought the true path to acceptance was simply to remove those who didn’t accept. There were pockets of humanity that survived the winter all over the world. Yours was one of them. We’ve encountered others before, and what happens is always the same: We accept anyone who comes willingly to the city, and we assimilate them into our culture, and any who won’t come are extinguished.”
Tennie let out a little squeak. “Extinguished?”
“Sorry, I thought that was more polite than saying, ‘We kill them.’” She picked up her fork and resumed eating her eggs. “These really are good,” she said. “But, can you pass the salt?”
I pushed the shaker towards her. Numbness was spreading through my body. I couldn’t say I’d be terribly upset by the deaths of my siblings still in the mountain. Most of them were just strangers who happened to share my DNA. But, I was worried for Fiona. “What if they can’t find their way inside the mountain?” I asked.
She shrugged. “We’ve never failed at extinguishing. I mean, the winter, right?” She laughed at her own joke, but inhaled sharply when she saw my expression of horror. “Look, it’s humane. We’re Christians, after all. There’s no need for suffering.”
“Do you agree with this policy?” I asked. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. All this time, we’d thought the winter was a natural phenomenon, brought on by man’s misuse of the planet. But, someone—a single person—had killed millions of people and desolated the land, just so they could have multiple spouses?
“How I feel about it is irrelevant,” she said.
“It’s why you’re being punished, isn’t it?” said Tennie. A flush crept up Tabitha’s neck. Tennie pointed. “Yeah, that’s right. You don’t like how things are.”
“Like I said,” she said, swiping up her plate and taking it to the sink. “How I feel about it is irrelevant.”
“You can’t possibly believe that the winter was justified,” I said.
“Of course not. Nobody these days really does, but it’s over and done with. What’re we going to do about it now?”
“You could stop killing other people; that’d be a start,” said Tennie.
“I didn’t say I agreed with that, either. Look, I’m just trying to get through my course of good works and get back to my life. I’m here, doing what Preia demands, because I just want things to go back the way they were.”
Tennie narrowed her eyes. “Why, exactly, do you have to do these good works?”
“Someone wanted me to marry them, and I said no. That’s all there is to it. See?” She splayed her hands in front of herself.
“Why would you be punished for saying no?” I asked. A tingle of relief was rushing up and down my arms. She wasn’t married.
“It wasn’t exactly for saying no,” she said. “He’s Preia’s nephew, and he already has three wives. I didn’t want to be one of many.” She turned her attention to her feet but glanced up at me once through her eyelashes. “I want to be the, uh, special one. I want to marry for love.”
Leif entered the room. “What smells so good? Eggs, I hope.”
Tennie couldn’t contain herself. “They caused the winter, and they’re going to the mountain to kill Fiona and our siblings, and if we won’t take on their way of life, they’ll kill us, too.”
Leif blinked. “Good morning?”
“You can’t even ask Preia to leave,” Tabitha said. “Just put it out of your mind. You’re here now, and there are plenty of opportunities to build a nice, stable life without leaving the city.”
“But—” Tennie started.
Tabitha held up a hand. “No. You can never ask to leave. The moment you do, they’ll turn against you. Preia won’t stand for you questioning our way of life.”
“I think maybe we need some time to absorb this,” I said to Tabitha. “Can you give us a little time alone?”
She nodded. “I understand. You got a raw deal; I get it. Just don’t leave the house, okay? I’ll be in my room.” She got up without waiting for our agreement, and we listened as she crossed to the front of the house. Her bedroom door clicked shut behind her.
“I need some coffee,” Leif said. “That’s one way to start the day with a bang.”
“This isn’t a time for jokes, Leif,” said Tennie. “We’re never going to see Fiona again.”
“Oh,” he said. “I was hoping you were joking.”
“No. They went to kill anyone who won’t join up.”
“Maybe Fiona will. I bet some of the siblings will,” he said.
My mind flicked to Maestro. I could imagine him easily giving up the mountain to come here, with the right motivation. But, would any of the others? More importantly, would Fiona? My heart told me no; she’d stay in the mountain to die.
“I’m going back to bed,” Tennie said. “Maybe when I get up, this nightmare will be over.” She left the room, and I listened to her steps, heavy and slow; first, on the stairs, and then, to her room. Bo followed, his nails clicking on the hardwood floors. The door shut with a soft click.
“What’re we going to do?” Leif asked.
“What can we do?” I returned. “We’re prisoners here. You heard Tabitha; if we ask to leave, they’ll get rid of us, too.”
“You’re all just about self-preservation, then? Don’t want to put yourself out there?” he countered.
“What would you suggest? I mean, they’ve never failed to kill off other people they’ve found. Never. So, how are the three of us going to stop them?”
“We’re not—not with a shitty attitude like that,” Leif said. He stomped from the room and went upstairs. He knocked on Tennie’s door, and as he opened it and entered, I heard them speaking to each other in low, soothing tones before the door clicked shut again.
It left me feeling hollow and alone. I stood and paced around the room, but I kept stopping and finding myself staring at Tabitha’s door. My stomach flip-flopped, and I realized I wanted to talk to her—maybe even needed it. I approached several times but kept turning away, my hand raised midway but always retracting at the last moment. On my fourth or fifth attempt, the door swung open just as I raised my hand.
“What?” she asked. She cocked her head to the side and smiled.
“Um, nothing, I guess,” I said. I wanted to kick myself. What had I decided to say just a moment ago?
“Nothing. So, you walked over here six times to tell me nothing?”
“I think it was only four,” I said. My face felt hot.
“I know this is upsetting for you. For all of you. Why don’t you talk with the others? They seem to have found comfort together.”
“Yeah,” I said. I slid my gaze to look out the window on the front door. Outside, there was a boy with a satisfied look on his face, bouncing a red, rubber ball down the street. It made a smacking sound on the pavement, and I imagined the sound was the source of his satisfaction.
“Hey, the conversation is over here,” Tabitha said.
“Right. Sorry, Tabitha.”
“Call me Tabby. Okay?”
I tried to say okay, but my mouth dried out. I nodded instead.
“So, is it a secret? Why you don’t hang with them?”
“I do, usually. I mean, we all get along very well. It’s just, they don’t share in my . . .” I struggled to find the word.
“‘Ambition’ is what you called it before,” she said.
I sighed. “Right, that, but there’s something more. The two of them always clicked together better.” I shrugged. “I’m sometimes the odd person out.”
“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” she said. “Are they a. . .you know, a couple? Because that’s kind of weird, if they’re siblings.” She looked at me from the corner of her eye.
“Says someone who believes in having their own harem,” I said.
“Hey, I don’t believe that. I already told you that I refused—”
I held up a placating hand. “Whoa, I was just kidding. I agree; it’d be weird if they had a thing together. But, I don’t think they do. I’ve asked before, anyway, and they said no.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to be defensive.” She looked down at her feet and wiggled her toes. “Let’s go out on the porch. Have you ever people-watched?”
“Everyone I know basically looks like me,” I said. “It’s not a very interesting thing to see.”
She cuffed me on the shoulder. “Come on out here.” She went out onto the porch and sat down on the swing. “Sit down,” she said, patting the seat beside her. “It’s a great view. A lot of people are heading off to do their work for the day, so. . .lots to see.”
I sat down beside her with my butt-cheeks clenched. I wanted very much to have contact with her, but touching butts didn’t seem like the best plan.
She pointed out things around the neighborhood: The oldest house; the tree that someone she knew as a kid fell out of; how the squirrels were red because the black ones were considered a delicacy.
“Newsflash,” I said. “They all taste the same.”
“Hey, I didn’t make that one up. It’s been a thing for two or three-hundred years. I’d be willing to bet it was because the black ones were more numerous during a famine,” she said.
“Famine? You’ve had those kinds of difficulties here?”
“Sure. Didn’t bad stuff happen in the mountain?”
I frowned. I didn’t want to tell her the weird history of the comings and goings of the people in and out of the mountain. Anyway, she’d probably be disgusted that I lived inside a tank longer than I’d been outside of one. “Yeah, of course,” I said.
“Well, that’s a loaded answer if I ever heard one,” she said. “What happened?” Someone rode by on a bicycle, slowing down to gawk at me. Tabitha jerked her thumb at him. “Get outta here; it’s not a zoo,” she said.
“You think you could teach me to ride one of those?” I asked.
“I can’t ride one, remember? But, there’s probably one around; you can try if you want. I used to like it a lot, before the tumor.” She tapped the side of her head as she said it.
“How long have you had that? The tumor?”
“I know you’re changing the subject,” she said.
“I know you are, too.” I turned and half-smiled at her. She burst out laughing. I couldn’t help it, then, and I started to laugh, too. We laughed so hard that someone walking by on the street stopped and stared for a moment. Tears squeezed out the corners of my eyes, and I took a deep breath to try and quiet myself, though I didn’t know why; it felt great to laugh. It felt wonderful to watch her laugh.
I let out a long sigh as the laughter finally faded. Inadvertently, I relaxed my butt-cheeks. My thighs felt like they were melting as they spread into their relaxed state, and my leg just barely touched hers. Then, her leg relaxed, as well, touching mine. I looked at our legs, then at the spot where we were touching, and finally, up at her. She sprayed my face with spit as she started to laugh again, and even though it was gross, I wiped the moisture away and laughed, too.
◆◆◆
 
We spent most of the rest of the day in the street, trying to learn how to ride a bike. I crashed multiple times, and over the course of the day, I scraped both knees and my left elbow. Tabby pushed me from behind at first, holding me up awkwardly as I wobbled along. When I graduated to short distances on my own, she stood between the rows of vegetables in our front yard, calling out corrections that weren’t specific enough to make sense to someone with no experience, like “Push!” and “Keep it straight!”
“Keep what straight?” I yelled back, as I tipped into a large zucchini plant next to the street.
She ran over to me and picked the bike up as I struggled. “You’ve got to keep the handlebars straight, silly,” she said. “You point it in the direction you want to go. So, if you want to go straight, you hold it straight.”
“I wasn’t turning it on purpose,” I said, as I tried to wipe dirt from my palms by wiping them down the side of the strange, wrap garment I’d found in my dresser. “I was concentrating on getting the pedals moving.”
“That’s important, too,” she said. “You need to push to keep up your momentum.”
I kept at it, and by dinnertime, I was able to ride up the street, almost as far as the fence, then make a big, sweeping turn and return to the house without falling. A few times, I even managed to negotiate an obstacle.
We went into the house laughing and in a good mood after we put the bike away. Tennie and Leif were sitting at the table, and they cast an immediate pall over our moods.
“I’m just going to make some dinner,” Tabby said, slipping past Leif and Tennie.
“I’ll help,” I offered. “I’d like to learn how to cook.”
“Sorry; you’re guests. Have a seat. I’ll do it.” She retreated to the kitchen, clattering dishes and things around as she hummed a strange song. I sat down at the table.
Tennie leveled a look at me. “Spent all day with her, huh?” she asked.
I shrugged. “She showed me how to ride a bike,” I said.
Tennie nodded. “Yeah. We know.” They exchanged a glance.
“What?”
“You don’t want to go home,” Leif said.
“I don’t think I ever made it a secret that I’m not happy there,” I said. “Maybe I could be happy here instead.”
“You mean, with her?” Tennie said.
My face got hot. “Maybe.”
“What about Fiona?” asked Leif.
I grunted. “I don’t know, Leif. I don’t know what we can do to save her. They’ve surely found the mountain by now. I hope she agrees to come back with them. But, what else is there to do?”
“We could try to contact her. To warn them,” Tennie said.
“They took our tablet,” I said. “Remember? How would we contact them?”
“I don’t know,” Tennie said. “But, these people have technology. Maybe we can use something of theirs to contact her.”
“There’s a pretty strict restriction of tech in the city,” Tabby said, as she set a pile of dishes on the table. We’d been so intent on our conversation, we hadn’t even noticed her enter the room. “Most people only have the chip implant. The materials are pretty rare, so only people like Preia get to have more than the chip.”
“Oh,” I said. “So, we couldn’t get a hold of any type of communication device?”
“Nope,” she said. “Even the chips are recycled. When you die, the mortician removes it, so they can implant it in someone else.”
“Ew,” Tennie said.
“You’ll learn all this when you start your orientation,” Tabby said. “Can you set the table, please?” she asked, then retreated to the kitchen.
“Orientation?” whispered Tennie. “What’s that, Silver?”
“I don’t know. This is the first I’ve heard of it.”
“You spent all day with her,” Leif said, “and she never mentioned this?”
I shook my head. Why they thought I was holding out on them, I didn’t get. I began placing the plates around the table.
Leif turned towards the kitchen. “Tell us about this orientation,” he said, loudly enough for her to hear over her kitchen sounds.
“Oh, it’s nothing, really. Easy. Every child here goes through it. You guys won’t have any problems.” She paused and looked away from whatever she was stirring in a bowl. “You all know how to read, right?”
“Of course,” I said.
Tennie grunted her annoyance. “We’re not stupid,” she said under her breath.
“I didn’t say you were,” Tabitha said. “Intelligence isn’t correlated with the ability to communicate in written form.”
Tennie blushed and slumped in her chair.
The smell of cooking meat and onions wafted from the kitchen. My stomach growled. “How much longer until we eat?” I asked.
Tabby laughed. “Patience,” she said.
“Back to the orientation. What is it?” Leif asked.
“It’s a series of classes,” she said. She bent and put a dish in the oven, then flipped the door closed with her foot, while she set a mechanical timer on the counter. “You’ll learn about our culture, how things are done here, what’s expected of you, that sort of thing.”
“When is it?” he prompted.
“We’ll probably receive your summons today or tomorrow,” she said.
“Summons?” he said.
“Yeah, it’s just the notice of when and where it’ll be—”
“It sounds like we don’t have a choice in going.”
She came into the dining room and locked eyes with Leif. “The choice is yours,” she said. “But, if you chose not to go . . .” She trailed off. “Let’s just say, if you choose not to go, it’s the same as asking to leave.”
“So, we have to go,” Tennie said in a small voice.
“You have to go, and you have to pass the test, and you have to swear allegiance. After that, you’ll be regular citizens, free to stay here without me interfering in your lives anymore. Nothing to it.” Tabitha smiled.
Tennie and Leif jumped from their seats and began arguing with Tabitha at the same time. Tabitha backed away.
“What do you mean, take a test?” demanded Leif.
“I’m not swearing allegiance to anything,” Tennie said.
“Whoa,” I said, coming around the table to stand between Tabitha and the others. “We don’t need to take it out on Tabby. It’s not her fault.”
“Tabby?” asked Tennie. “Did you just call her Tabby?”
“Now, wait just a second—” I said.
Tennie interrupted. “Are you telling me that you’ve already gone and gotten so attached to her that you’d just forget our lives—forget us—to be here?”
Fire licked at my cheeks.
“Silver?” Leif asked. “Are you two, you know . . . romantic?”
“Of course not,” I said. “We just met.” But, Tabby made a wounded sound and went back to the kitchen. “Wait, Tabby.” I followed her into the kitchen. “I didn’t mean I don’t like you; I just meant we’re not involved.”
She picked up the timer and shook it, then frowned. “Dinner’ll be ready in a minute. Just go sit down.” I moved closer to her, trying to meet her eyes. But, she busied herself with trying to get something out of the oven. “Just go sit down. I’ll bring it out in a minute.” Her back was now to me, but I reached out to touch her shoulder. At the last moment, I pulled back and retreated to sit at the table.
“I can’t believe you,” Tennie said. “We’re your family.”
“Look, the two of you went off together, and she’s cool, all right? If you got to know her, maybe you’d like her, too.”
They exchanged a glance.
“See? Right there. You do that thing between you, and it makes me uncomfortable. Clearly, you two don’t need me around. So, what? I’m just supposed to wait around for whatever table scraps you want to throw me?”
“I’d hardly call following you 100 miles ‘table scraps,’” Tennie said.
Tabby came in and dropped a platter with something brown on it in the center of the table. She came back a moment later with a large bowl of salad, and another bowl of green beans. She set them heavily on the table, too. “There you go. I’m not hungry, so you just go ahead and eat.” She went to her room and closed the door.
We ate in strained silence. I wanted to point out that liking Tabby had nothing to do with my feelings for them—that they’d always be my siblings, no matter what. But, somehow, I couldn’t swallow the lump in my throat to say it.
When I was done, I began cleaning up. Tennie frowned and left me to it, but Leif stayed behind. “I can get it,” I said.
But, he picked up the remaining dishes and followed me into the kitchen. “Look, I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight,” he said, as he began putting plates in the dishwasher.
“Me neither,” I said, “and she won’t replace you and Tennie. You’ll always be my favorite brother and sister.”
He smiled. “Yeah. Same.”
“She really is pretty cool, though,” I said.
“Probably,” he said. “Except for being one of the enemy.”
“I don’t think she’s one of them,” I said. “She’s just trying to get by.”
“She sure doesn’t pull any punches when she’s delivering bad news.”
“She’s only telling us the truth. What’s she supposed to do? Pretend nothing bad is going to happen?”
He shrugged and stuffed his hands into his pockets. “I don’t know.”
I put the last dish in the dishwasher and started it up. “She’s nice,” I said. “I like her.”
He tilted his head towards her room. “You should go talk to her.”
My eyes drifted upwards, towards Tennie’s room upstairs.
“She’ll get over it,” he said. “She doesn’t even know what she’s upset about.”
“I am upset about Fiona,” I said. “It breaks my heart to think she’ll die if she refuses to come. I know you don’t think I am, but I just don’t see what we can do to help her.”
“It’s been too long,” he said. He clenched his fists several times. “We couldn’t help her now, even if we tried.”
“She’ll come. She’ll come because she wants to see us,” I said. “You’ll see.”
“I hope you’re right,” he said. He left me in the kitchen and went upstairs. His footsteps bypassed his own door and went to Tennie’s. Hopefully, he’d get her in a better mood.
I stood still, trying to collect my thoughts. What should I say to Tabby? Was she expecting an apology? I cleared my throat and moved on heavy feet to her door. I raised a hand to knock, but before I could get my knuckles against the wood, Tabby’s muffled voice bade me to come in. Tentatively, I poked my head in first. The lights were off, and the curtains were drawn, making it hard to see. “Tabby?” I asked.
“Yeah?” she said, from somewhere to my left. “Are you coming in?”
“Okay,” I said. I entered, then shut the door behind me. “I’m sorry to disturb you.”
“What do you need.” She didn’t say it like a question.
I licked my lips and took a step towards her voice. “Um, I just want to apologize, for earlier?”
“Do you? It sounds like you aren’t sure.”
“I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I just wanted to say, I didn’t mean it like it sounded.”
“It’s clear where your priorities lie. I get it.”
“No, look.” I sighed. “I’m screwing this up, and I didn’t mean for it to go this way.”
A light snapped on, revealing Tabby, sitting on the bed. “How did you mean for it to go?”
I took another tentative step towards her. “I meant to tell you that I like you. A lot. I don’t really know where to go from there. It’s supposed to be instinctual, right? The courtship ritual?”
Her eyebrows clenched together, then released as she began to laugh. “The what?” she finally managed to say.
Heat crept up my neck. My entire face must have been red. “My programming didn’t include anything about, um, love?”
“You love me?”
“I don’t know what it is I feel for you,” I said. “I don’t really have a frame of reference for this.”
“You had enough of a frame of reference to think Tennie and Leif were together,” she pointed out.
“I only knew they had a stronger bond, and it made me uncomfortable,” I said. “I don’t really know how they feel. Do they think they might vomit at any moment? Do they feel like some part of them is going to go flying out of their chest because the other one smiles? Do they feel compelled to constantly touch?”
She lowered her eyes and traced her finger over a design on the blanket she was sitting on. “Is that how you feel? Are those your feelings?”
I licked my lips and nodded, but she wasn’t looking.
“Are they?” she demanded again—this time, looking up at me.
“Ye-Yes,” I said. Against my better judgement, I rushed to the bed, sat beside her, and caught her hands in mine. “Is that love? It’s agony,” I said.
“It’s attraction, at least,” she said. She tipped towards me, and my eyes shifted to her lips. They looked soft and inviting.
“Do you feel that, too? Attraction?” I asked. I leaned just a little closer, my gaze still on her mouth.
“I can’t tell for sure until you swear your allegiance,” she said. “But, maybe.”
My lips tingled, and I realized I wanted to touch mine to hers. Not with affection, like with Fiona, but with something deeper. I closed the gap between us and brushed my mouth across hers. Her hands tightened in mine, but she didn’t pull away. “Tabby,” I said. “I’d swear to anything to make you happy.”
“Oh,” she said. She leaned away from me. “I think we probably shouldn’t spend time alone. Not until you’ve sworn your allegiance.”
“Okay,” I said. “Why?”
She withdrew her hands from mine, and I fought the urge to snatch them back to me. “If Preia suspects there’s anything between us . . . it could be bad. Once you’re a sworn citizen, though, she can’t object.” She jumped from the bed, as if she’d been pinched. “Come on,” she said. “Janeeta is asking for all four of us to come to Preia’s office.”




Chapter 9

We were, once again, settled on the couch in Preia’s office, though Preia wasn’t there. Janeeta offered us a cup of tea and retreated from the room.
“Why are we here, Tabitha?” Leif asked. “You must know something.”
“I don’t know any more than you do,” Tabby said. “All I know is that we were sent for.”
We sat in uncomfortable silence, until the door slammed open violently, revealing Preia. The four of us jumped nearly out of our skins at the sound.
“Oh, dear. Janeeta, do have maintenance come and fix this door. I want to make an entrance without doing damage to the walls.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Janeeta said, pulling the doorknob free of the wall it was now embedded in. Plaster and dust fell to the floor as she exited and shut the door.
“Thank you all for coming over so quickly,” Preia said. “I trust you’re enjoying your time in our fair city?”
Tennie scowled, but I answered before she could. “This is a lovely city. A place we’d like to call home.”
“That’s good news,” Preia said, smiling at Tabitha and nodding, “and I have more. You know that a group was dispatched to your home, correct? That’s been explained?”
“You mean, how you sent someone to kill our family?” Tennie said.
Preia was unruffled. “Yes, that’s right.”
“Then, yes, that’s been explained,” Tennie said. She crossed her arms over her chest and set back against the couch, a huffy expression on her face.
“But, we only kill those who won’t join us, as you know,” Preia continued, “and I’m delighted to tell you that your entire family chose to return with our delegation. They’re here in the city now.”
“They’re here? They came here?” Tennie asked, her voice rising with excitement.
“Yes, I’m pleased to say they are, and they’ll be joining you tomorrow for your orientation. I’m sure Tabitha has mentioned orientation, and the requirements?”
Before Tennie or Leif could argue, I answered, “Yes, she has. We’ll be there.”
“Very good. I want you to know this is a rarity. We’ve never had so many people choose to come with us to the city before. Usually, only a handful will abandon their way of life for ours.” She smiled, but her eyes somehow looked angry.
“We’ve got a strong familial bond,” I said. “Since we’re all genetically the same.”
“Uh-huh. I’ll leave you to Tabitha. She’ll take you to your first orientation session.”
“Oh, so after that, she won’t be with us anymore?” Leif asked. A flutter of panic rumbled through my chest.
“Oh, my. No. She’ll attend everything with you, until you’ve sworn your allegiance.”
Tennie snorted.
Preia looked at Tennie. “I assure you that we take the oath very seriously. It isn’t enough to pass the test. You have to swear your allegiance, as well.”
“We understand,” I said, trying to smooth things over. “We’ll let you get back to your work now,” I said, standing.
Preia nodded, and we filed out of the room.
Tennie managed to wait until the elevator doors were sliding shut to burst. “The nerve of these people! To demand that we just assimilate, like. . .like robots! We’re human beings with thoughts and feelings of our own!”
Tabitha calmly pushed the first floor button. “I think you’ll find there are few people who take the oath seriously,” she said. “They’re just words. Words that don’t have much meaning anymore. Frankly, I wouldn’t be surprised if the time is coming when this sort of thing falls to the wayside.”
Tennie goggled at her. “I take an oath seriously, and I don’t want to swear to believe something that I don’t.”
“That’s your choice, of course,” Tabitha said. Her eyes slid up to watch the numbers descending to 1 on the display. “I hope that you’ll say what they want to hear, though. What harm is there in words?”
“You sure didn’t like words when you thought Silver said he didn’t like you,” Tennie said.
“Hey,” I said. “Back off.”
The elevator doors slid open, revealing the guard, seated at the desk. “Have a good night,” Tabitha said to him as we walked by. Her back was stiff, and she kept her eyes averted from Tennie.
Out on the street, Tabitha suddenly turned on Tennie. “I don’t know why you dislike me so much, but I’m pretty sure it isn’t any of your business how I feel about Silver, or how he feels about me. Go stick your nose somewhere else.” She stalked off down the street, giving us no choice but to follow.




Chapter 10

We arrived at orientation with plenty of time to see Fiona and the others. I couldn’t wait to see her—and even, to some extent, my siblings. Tabby took us to a building behind the fancy one where Preia’s office was. It was made of red bricks, with large, paned windows across the front. She told us it had once been an elementary school.
I saw Fiona from a distance. She was standing at the edge of a cluster of the siblings, who were tittering together without taking much notice of anything else. Fiona was scanning the area, and when she caught sight of us, her face brightened, and her mouth turned up into a smile. “Silver!” she called. She started to walk towards us, but someone watching over the cluster of them—he must have been a telepath—shook his head at her and motioned for her to stay put. It didn’t matter because the three of us broke into a run when we saw her and were soon wrapping our arms around her.
“Fiona,” I said. “I’m so glad to see you. We didn’t think you’d come.”
“Of course, I came,” she said. “I came to see you three. I couldn’t believe when they came. How have these people survived? Just look at this place.” She gazed around for a moment, but then her eyes locked back on me.
“I’ve missed you,” Tennie said. She started to cry.
Leif and I backed away to allow Fiona to comfort her with soothing shushes as she stroked her hair. “It’s all right,” Fiona said.
“No, it isn’t.” Tennie flashed a look around to see if anyone was near. Only Tabitha was within earshot, and she already knew how Tennie felt. “We’re being held here, and they want us to swear some kind of oath of allegiance—to live like them.”
“It’s not all that bad,” Fiona said. She looked at me. “You could find a mate here. Have a family. You wouldn’t have done that in the mountain.” Fiona’s eye twitched a little as she said it.
“We could all find mates,” Tennie said. “But, we won’t be free to live as we like.”
“Actually,” Tabitha said, stepping up to our group. “There is very little interference. The rules are basic.” She ticked them off on her hand. “Don’t steal; don’t kill; perform a useful job—which you can choose; contribute to the community garden. That’s pretty much it.”
“And marry as many people as you like. At the same time. And be punished if you don’t do that?” Tennie asked.
“There were extenuating circumstances,” Tabitha said. She paused for a moment. “It’s time to go inside.” She pointed to the doors, where two men were standing to hold them open for us. We moved inside and were ushered into a room with chairs, where we were told to have a seat.
The day passed in a blur, mostly with me thinking about Tabby. I tried to pay attention, but with her sitting so close, it was hard. She was sitting at the front of the room, next to where our instructor stood. The instructor was a telepath and was using her to speak to us. She repeated his words with little intonation, and from the way she ground her teeth and glared at him when he wasn’t looking, I’d bet he was critical of her performance.
At the end of the day, we were given a practice exam. I didn’t pass, and Tabby gave me a look of concern when she handed me my results. But, then, it was time to separate from Fiona and the others—who’d largely ignored the three of us—and return to our own house with Tabby.
She lectured me the whole way back. Even Tennie had passed the exam, after all her talk of resistance. “You’ve only got one more day to figure this out, Silver. You’ve got to pay attention,” Tabby said.
“I’m trying. But, the teacher is so pretty,” I said. I thought I’d been quiet enough that Tennie and Leif wouldn’t hear me. But, Leif gaped over his shoulder at me. I widened my eyes at him, willing him to turn back around, and he did, but Tabby laughed.
“The teacher’s a jerk,” she said. “It’s your translator that’s pretty.” I smiled, but she nudged me in the side with her elbow. “This is serious. I’m going to have to tutor you.”
That didn’t seem like a punishment to me, but I left it alone.
Three days later, I was a sworn citizen of the Great Salt Lake. With such dire consequences, nobody failed the exam, and even Tennie managed to blurt out the oath of allegiance well enough to be accepted. When the ceremony was over, we were given our individual housing assignments and allowed to select from a pool of available jobs. Preia directed me towards a job at the power plant, which Tabby told me I should refuse. It was a high-ranking job, but Tabby thought I wouldn’t enjoy it. Several of my siblings did take Preia up on the offer, though. I took a job in the food-services department, delivering food to people who couldn’t leave their homes for some reason or another.
We were all assigned to small, separate apartments in the same building. It wasn’t as nice as the house we’d stayed in before, but it had a bed, a table and chairs, a bathroom, and a tiny kitchen. I settled into life amongst my siblings and the Great Salt Lake citizens alike. I saw Tabby as much as she would consent to, and everything seemed good.
Then, Maestro got sick.
Fiona came to my apartment to tell me. Her face was drawn and pale, and her hands shook when she accepted a cup of tea. “He’s really bad, Silver. I don’t know what to do,” she said.
“There are doctors here. Have you taken him to see one?”
“The doctors say it’s nothing, just the flu. But, you should see him. He looks terrible.”
Without meaning to, I tsked. “You know we don’t get along. He doesn’t want to see me, and what can I do about it, anyway?”
Someone knocked on the door, and then it swung open to reveal Tabby. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you had a visitor,” she said, lurking in the doorway. “Should I come back later?”
I stood up and kissed her, not caring that Tabby didn’t want others to know about our relationship. She blushed and glanced at Fiona. But, Fiona didn’t seem to register it at all. “One of my siblings is sick,” I said. “Fiona was here, telling me about it.” I guided Tabby to sit at the table beside Fiona and went about getting a cup of tea for her. “My brother, Maestro. You remember him?”
“The one you wanted revenge against,” Tabby said.
Fiona laughed. “I like you,” she said. “You’ll be good with Silver.”
Tabby started to protest, but I set her teacup in front of her. “I know,” I said.
“But, I’m worried about Maestro, Silver. Please, won’t you visit him? There’s something very wrong.”
“What are his symptoms?” Tabby asked.
“Vomiting, headache, diarrhea, fever,” she ticked them off on her hand. “Yesterday, he started to complain of dizziness, as well. The doctors say its influenza—that he needs rest and fluids. But, he’s had those for over a week. How can he still be ill?”
Tabby licked her lips and nodded.
“You don’t seem surprised,” Fiona said.
“I’m not,” Tabby said. “It’s happened before.”
“So, what do we do? Will he get better?” I asked.
Tabby shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
A prickle went down my spine. In my days of historic research, I remembered cases of one group of people bringing a disease to another group and killing them off. Were we susceptible to some virus here because we were outsiders? “Is it contagious?” I asked.
“Not from him, no,” she said.
“How did he get it? What is it?” Fiona demanded.
Tabby shook her head. “I can’t say.”
Fiona inhaled a sharp breath. “Can’t or won’t?”
“Fiona,” I said. “Tabby is in a precarious position . . . ”
She cut me off. “Aren’t we full-fledged citizens, just like her? Why shouldn’t we know how to protect ourselves from some known disease?”
“I can’t really talk to you about this,” Tabby said. “I could get in a lot of trouble.”
“But, Maestro could die, Tabitha. Surely, you don’t want to be responsible for that,” Fiona said.
Tabby shrugged. “I’m sorry to say that he’ll die, no matter what you or I do. The doctors can’t save him, and he’ll probably die within the week.”
Internally, I flinched at her blasé attitude. How could she be so callous, to just shrug this off? But, I put a hand over hers. “Why can’t you talk about it?”
“My service of good works isn’t over. But, the punishment for talking to you about this is way worse than doing good works.”
Fiona squinted at her. “Maybe I don’t like you and Silver together after all,” she said. “You don’t seem to have a very strong moral center.”
Tabby stood. “My moral center is trying to keep me and the rest of my family alive.” She went to the door and glanced back over her shoulder at Fiona. “I thought you, of all people, could relate to that. I guess not.” She went out into the hall and was closing the door when I caught the knob.
“Wait, Tabby,” I said, pulling it open. “Don’t go like this.” I managed to grab her arm, but she wrenched it away.
“She thinks she can judge me for not protecting her family. Well, I’m protecting mine, and what has she ever done for me, anyway?” She turned and stalked away.
“It’s not like that, Tabby,” I said. “Wait!” But, I could already hear her feet slapping down the stairs. She was gone. I turned and went back into the apartment.
Fiona whirled on me as I came back to the table. “She’s hiding something from us. From you.”
“She’ll come around,” I said. “She needs time. She’s afraid.”
“You should be afraid of losing your brother.” She jabbed her finger at me as she said it. “Whether you get along or not, you’ll be sorry when he’s dead, and you did nothing.”
“Fine. I’ll go with you to see him. Let’s go.” I stalked back to the door and held it open. Fiona went out into the hall, and I followed her to Maestro’s apartment, two floors above mine. She opened the door without knocking, and as she did, a cluster of my siblings sitting at the table turned to look. They brightened as Fiona entered, but as each of them registered my presence behind her, their expressions dulled.
“How is he?” Fiona asked.
“The same,” Opal said, popping up from the table.
“We’d like to see him,” Fiona said. She didn’t mean it as a request; she was only stating why we were there. But, the atmosphere immediately turned sour.
“He isn’t welcome here,” said one of my siblings, whom I’d never bothered to remember. He tossed his hair back as he said it, lifting his nose high, as if he’d smelled something rotten.
Fiona shot him a withering look. “He’s here with me, and you can sit down and mind your own business. Come on, Silver.”
Heat flooded my cheeks, and I cast my eyes down to the floor as I followed her into the bedroom. The smell of urine and feces came at me as I entered, and I had to pause to suppress my instinct to gag. Maestro was in the bed, looking somewhat smaller than the last time I’d seen him. His eyes were closed, and his mouth was hanging open.
Paisley sat in a chair next to the bed, reading. She glanced up when we came in and put her finger in her book to keep her place. “Fiona. Silver,” she said.
“How is he?” Fiona asked.
Paisley shook her head. “No different. I don’t really know what more to do for him. Maybe we should take him back to the doctor.”
Fiona sighed.
“What?” she asked. “Maybe the doctor could help him now. He’s stopped vomiting.”
I shook my head. “The doctor isn’t being straight with you,” I said. “I don’t think he’s going to survive.”
Paisley dropped her book on the bed and rushed toward me, crowding me towards the open door and shushing. “Don’t talk like that,” she hissed. “He’ll hear you.”
“Don’t,” Maestro said, his voice a low croak. “Silver’s right. I’m dying. I don’t need him or a doctor to tell me that.”
Fiona dropped to her knees next to the bed and took Maestro’s hand into hers. She rubbed his knuckles over the back of her cheek for a second. “I’ll do everything I can for you. I promise. So will Silver. Right, Silver?” She didn’t look at me as she said it. But, her meaning was clear: I had to get what I could out of Tabby.
I coughed into my hand once and shifted my feet. “Yeah, uh. Right,” I finally said.
“Hey, come here, Silver,” Maestro said. He patted the bed with his free hand. “Give us a minute, would you?”
Fiona got to her feet and swiped imaginary dirt from her pants. Then, she gave me a pointed look and announced they’d be right outside the door. She guided Paisley out, then swept out herself, pulling the door almost shut behind her.
“Thought they’d never leave,” he said, smiling weakly. He opened his eyes for a moment and looked at me. I hadn’t moved, and he gestured towards the chair with his fingers, making an obvious effort to move as little as possible. “I love them, but they sure know how to smother.”
I sat in the chair Paisley had vacated and looked around the room. I struggled for something to say. “Your apartment’s nice,” I said.
“You don’t have to make small talk,” he said.
I cleared my throat. “Okay,” I said.
“It’s obvious I’m not going to get better, and I wanted to clear the air between us. You know, as brothers.” He met my gaze and held it. “So, I wanted to say I’m sorry about the hard time I gave you over your, uh, project. I shouldn’t have done that. It was uncalled for, and I should’ve been supportive. I apologize.”
I gaped at him. “All right,” I said, half-convinced I hadn’t heard him right. “I accept your apology.”
“Do you have anything to say to me?”
“Um, I appreciate the help you gave me, when I got out of the tanks,” I said.
“I did that for everyone. It wasn’t anything special.”
“I’m sure it wasn’t easy, though, and I appreciated your help.”
“Yeah. I didn’t mean that.”
I suppressed the urge to sigh. “Then, what did you mean?”
“I mean,” he said, in the strongest voice he’d summoned since I came into the room, “that I’m lying here, dying, because of you. Because of your stupid quest.”
I drew back as if he’d taken a swing at me, though naturally, he hadn’t. He didn’t have the strength.
He shook his head. “You never even thought of that, did you? How if you’d just stayed where you belonged and did what Fiona said, we’d all still be back in the mountain? Healthy and happy?”
“I didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” I said. “I didn’t know there were other people. We all thought we were alone—the last of our kind.” My hands were starting to sweat, and I wiped them on my pants. “Do the others feel this way? That being here is my fault?”
“Of course, they do. Only an idiot wouldn’t be able to see that.”
I felt frozen to the seat. They’d all been brought here, against their will, because I’d gone looking for something. Something that didn’t need to be found. Something of no consequence at all.
“So? Are you going to apologize?” he asked.
Before I even knew what I was doing, I’d shot up out of the chair and was out the door. Fiona and Paisley were standing beside the door, and I nearly knocked Paisley over in my rush.
“What’s the matter? Is he all right?” Paisley demanded. Her face was pinched with concern.
I paused only long enough to say he was just as they had left him. Then, I made my way to the apartment door. More siblings had collected, and I pushed my way through them.
“Silver,” Fiona said. But, I didn’t want to speak to her.
I finally reached the door and exited. But, I didn’t want to return to my apartment. Fiona would be at my door momentarily, and I didn’t want to talk to her. My feet skimmed over the stairs, hardly making any sound in my rush. Or maybe it was just my labored breathing, drowning out the sound. I pushed out the door and onto the street. I glanced behind me, but nobody was following. I didn’t know where I was going, but I had to move—had to escape this feeling—and it wasn’t until I got there that I realized what I was doing.
I steeled my resolve, and I went inside.




Chapter 11

Preia didn’t look up from her desk when I barged in to her office. My chest was heaving, and I stood in place, the door creaking on its hinges as it slowly came to a stop from my violent entry. “I need answers,” I said, when my breath started to slow.
She still didn’t look up, but she pointed towards the couch, and I did as she asked. “I’ve been wondering when you’d come,” she said. “Tabitha just can’t learn, can she?”
“Can’t learn what?” I asked.
Now, she did look up, her expression mildly surprised. “What sort of answers?”
“The sort I deserve,” I said. “Am I not a member of this community?”
She clucked her tongue. “That’s debatable, of course.”
“What’s wrong with Maestro?” I asked.
“Ah. Your family has prevailed over you.”
“I don’t know what you mean. He’s my brother, and he’s ill. Clearly, the doctors are hiding something from us. He’s not getting better. What’s wrong with him?” My voice started to shake, and I took a deep breath to calm myself.
“I know he’s the one whom you wanted revenge against. Did he eat some shit? Tell you he was wrong, and you were right?”
“No. Okay, he did apologize. But, it wasn’t sincere. He wanted me to apologize for getting him into this mess, and I can’t say I blame him. I mean, he came here to avoid being executed, and he ended up lying in bed, wasting away towards death anyway. Of course, he’s mad.” I clamped my mouth shut. Why was I telling her these things? Was that how I really felt—I didn’t blame him?
“I’m going to tell you something, Silver. Something that’ll change the way you view our great city, and its inhabitants. But, before I tell you, I need you to agree to something. Can you do that?”
“What is it?”
“For someone like you, it should be easy. I want you to consider taking my place. Would you like that? To be the leader?”
“Why would I do that?” I shifted in my seat uncomfortably. Even as I asked why, I knew why. Because of my ambition. “Nobody would want an outsider to do that. I can’t even hear half of what’s going on around me, since I’m not a telepath.”
She waved a hand dismissively. “They’ll see you as incorruptible. Nobody can get in your mind, you see?”
“I don’t see how that logic pans out.”
“Well, I do. I can make you into my successor. You only need to do what I tell you.” She patted her hair against her head. “Now, will you consider it?”
“Fine, I’ll consider it. What’s wrong with Maestro?”
She shrugged. “The same thing that’s wrong with every outsider, eventually. You know, it takes a lot to keep this city humming along. A lot of work, some of it dangerous. Of course, I can’t go risking my own residents, right?”
“Something at his job made him sick,” I said.
“Yes. The radiation,” she said. “He really did help us out, though. It’ll be years before we’ll need someone to flush the cooling tanks like that again. He’s a hero, if you ask me.”
“I’m not asking you,” I said, clenching my fists against my legs.
“I think most would agree with me.” She folded her hands neatly, sat even more erect than she was before, and smiled. “If you’ll consider what I asked, you’ll never have to do this dangerous work. You, or your children, or Tabitha.”
“What about my siblings? I can’t just abandon them to this . . . dangerous work.”
“Some of them will never be called to serve. Some like . . . Tennie? Leif? Who else?”
“The rest of them,” I said.
“Oh, that would be a foolish and empty promise,” she said. “It’s hard work, finding outsiders to come here and assist. I couldn’t possibly give up the collateral they represent.”
I sat back in the seat and closed my eyes. She was asking me to forget who my family was—to cast them aside, in favor of my own success. What kind of a monster did she think I was? On the other hand, most of my siblings hated me, thanks to Maestro.
“Fiona,” I said. “Tennie, Leif, and Fiona.”
She nodded. “A boy who loves his mother. That’s great material. I can sell a boy who loves his mother.”
“Fiona’s not my mother,” I said. But, that was beside the point. I changed the subject. “What can I do for Maestro? He’s suffering.”
“There’s nothing you can do for him. Unless you don’t want nature to take its course?” She raised her eyebrows, her expression hopeful. “An accident. Or just a pillow over the face.” She got up from her desk and paced back and forth. “I like it. It shows you’re decisive. Empathetic. Merciful, even. That’s golden. A politician couldn’t ask for better material.”
“He’s a human being,” I said. “One that I don’t get along with, but human, and my brother. I’m not going to kill him for your stupid agenda.”
She stopped and studied me for a moment. “You meant it, right? That you’d consider it? Because I’m going to be angry if you didn’t mean it.” She shook a finger at me. “There could be consequences if you didn’t mean it.” She spoke the last words in a hiss, and my mind flicked to Tabby.
I had to humor her.
I held up my hands. “I meant it, okay? I just . . . it’s disrespectful to use my brother’s illness for my own gains. I won’t do it, and I hope you understand.”
She continued to study me, but she didn’t stop me when I stood and moved towards the door.
“Just so I’m clear,” I said. “There’s no treatment, no medicine, not even pain management. Nothing that can be done for Maestro.”
“That’s right,” she said. “But, don’t worry. He won’t suffer much longer. Most that are exposed to that level of radiation die within a few weeks. It’s already been over seven days.”
I nodded once and left the room.
“I’ll be seeing you soon, Silver!” she called to me as I moved toward the elevator. The carpet felt like sludge beneath my feet, sucking me down and making each step harder than the last.
◆◆◆
 
Tabitha didn’t answer her door when I went to her house. I thought she might be ignoring me, so I opened the door and went inside. She wasn’t there, and I retreated as quickly as I could and went home. I should’ve gone there to begin with; she was sitting at my table waiting for me. “Where’ve you been?” she said. Her face was smooth and impassive, but from the way her shoulders were bunched up to her ears, I could tell she was still angry.
“I know about Maestro,” I said. “That he’s got radiation poisoning.”
Her shoulders sunk, almost to their normal position. She was softening. “You talked to Preia?” she said.
“Yes.” I sat next to her and gathered her hands in mine. “She asked me to do something. To consider something.”
Tabby’s eyes glossed over with tears. “She offered you a job at the power plant?”
I shook my head. “She wants me to consider being her successor. You know, to be the next leader of the city.”
Her mouth dropped open, and after a moment of staring at me it, snapped shut. “Oh,” she said.
“I’m only considering it,” I said.
“No. It only appears grey. It’s black-and-white. You’ll either do it, or you won’t. She thinks you’ll do it.”
“How would you feel about that?”
“You couldn’t possibly,” she said.
A twinge of anger shot through me. “You think I can’t do it?”
“No, that’s not it at all. I . . . she didn’t offer you that for free, did she?”
“She told me about Maestro, in exchange for saying I’d consider it.”
She pulled her hands away and sighed. “You’re a good man—a good brother—to do that for Maestro,” she said. “But, Preia’s path for a man like you won’t end in happiness. Do you see what I mean?”
“No,” I said.
“She does terrible things—orders others to do terrible things. Sends people to their deaths and kills anyone who defies the way things are. You can’t do that, can you? Could you live like that?”
I pushed the thought of my siblings who would die doing dangerous jobs, because I’d only secured safety for three of my family. But, I hadn’t meant it; I’d only said those things to smooth things over with Preia. Things didn’t have to end up that way.
But, if I didn’t follow Preia, wouldn’t we all die? We’d all eventually be forced into some awful job that ended in an untimely death. Wasn’t saving at least three people worth it? Once I was in a position of power, couldn’t I effect change for the better?
“You need to leave,” she said. “You can’t stay here.”
“Where would I go? She’d just send someone to find me.”
She started to cry. “This is all my fault. If I’d just done my job and left you alone, things would be fine.”
“She would still be sacrificing the outsiders,” I said. “I’d be one of the people waiting to die.”
She shook her head and went to the door. “You don’t understand.” She opened the door. “No matter what happens now, you’ll die. It might only be inside, but there’s no coming back from that.” She slipped out the door, and it clicked shut softly.
I sat at the table for hours, not moving. Numb.
◆◆◆
 
I woke with a jolt and nearly fell from the chair. Someone was tapping at the door. “Come in,” I said. I stood and stretched.
Tennie poked her head around the door. “May I?”
“Of course,” I said. I pulled her to me when she approached and hugged her tight. “I’ve missed you. You and Leif.”
She tolerated my hug but only returned it halfheartedly. I tried not to hold that against her. “I came to tell you that Maestro’s gone,” she said. Her voice was small. I wondered about that. Hadn’t he treated her nearly as badly as he’d treated me?
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.
“Fiona says you visited him.”
“I did. He apologized for the way he treated us.”
“Wow,” she said.
“Don’t give him too much credit. He wanted me to apologize for getting him killed.”
Her expression turned wistful. “Didn’t we?”
“No,” I said. “We couldn’t know these people were here, or that they meant us harm, or that they’d hunt down the rest of our people. How could we have known any of those things?”
“We didn’t,” she admitted. “But, we could’ve just stayed in the mountain.”
“Tennie, I went to Preia. To find out what was wrong with Maestro.”
“What did she say?”
“She made me promise to consider becoming her successor before she would tell me. So, I did.”
Tennie’s nose crinkled up. “What do you mean, her successor?”
“She wants me to take her place. To be leader of the city.”
“Why would she want that?”
I sighed. “I wish I knew. I’m no different than anybody else.”
“But, you are different, Silver. You’ve been different since the day you came out of the tank. You’re driven. Ambitious. Anyone can see that.” She patted me on the arm. “You’d be a good leader, I think.”
“Tabby doesn’t think so. She thinks the leader is required to do awful things, and once I do those things, I won’t be able to live with myself.”
“Look, Tabby barely knows you. She doesn’t know you like I do—like Leif does. I know you’d be a good leader. You wouldn’t do awful things, because a good leader wouldn’t do awful things. You’ll do what’s best for the city.”
“Well, I guess they consider what’s best is bringing in strangers to do the dirty work,” I said. “They hunt for people who aren’t in the city so that they can bring them here. They pretend to incorporate you into the population, but really, they’re just waiting until something needs to get done that nobody who lives here wants to do.”
She cocked her head. “What are you saying? That they knew we were in the mountain?”
I stopped and thought about that. I didn’t think they had; it was a coincidence that we’d come close enough for them to find us, and they hadn’t done anything to entice us out. “No,” I said. “But, once they knew where we were from, they sent people there to get the rest of us, didn’t they? They’re using us to do dangerous things so that they don’t have to. Maestro died from radiation poisoning. Tennie, they made him do something at the power plant that exposed him to lethal doses of radiation.”
Her mouth formed into the shape of an O.
“That’s not the worst of it,” I said.
“I don’t really see how there could be more.”
“Preia said that if I agreed to succeed her, she’d spare some people, and I chose people to be spared.”
“You what?” she demanded.
“I tried to ask for everyone. I wanted all our siblings, and Fiona, to be spared. But, she said that was too many. It’s getting harder for them to find other humans, and she can’t give up a group as big as ours. So, I picked three.”
“Only three?!”
“You’re one of them,” I said, trying to placate her. “You, and Leif, and Fiona.”
“The rest are going to die?” she said. She was staring at me with a blank expression, her face flushed.
“Well, not right away. Maybe never,” I said. “Some of them may never be called upon to do this sort of thing, and anyway, they won’t know. Maestro had no idea that what he was doing was dangerous. He died not knowing the cause. It won’t seem like a death sentence when it comes.”
“That’s not really a comfort,” she said. “I can’t believe you. You’d leave all our siblings to this kind of fate? It’s not like you.”
“Look, if I didn’t take her bargain, we’d all die. Including you, me, Leif, and Fiona.”
She shook her head, as if she were trying to clear cobwebs from her vision. “You just said that maybe some of them would survive.”
“Yes, but we’d all be in the pool, waiting our turn. Don’t you see? We’re free to live normal lives now, without fear.”
“I think we should be very afraid of any situation in which that is the thing to be grateful for,” she said. She brushed past me and out the door. She didn’t bother to close it behind her.
Fiona was standing there, and she’d obviously been listening at the door. As Tennie rushed down the hallway, Fiona entered and closed the door behind her. “What did she mean by that? That we should be afraid?”
I didn’t want to hash it out again, and I didn’t feel like I could tell Fiona about this. Not only would she not approve; she wouldn’t keep it quiet, either. Besides, even though Preia hadn’t told me to keep her proposition and all the things she’d told me a secret, my intuition told me that if I wanted to stay off the death-job list, I’d better not let it get out. “I’m sorry about Maestro,” I said. “She told me he passed.”
Fiona dissolved into tears and collapsed into a chair. “I can’t believe he’s gone,” she said.
“This must be difficult for you.” I stood beside her and put an arm around her shoulders, letting her lean against me as she blew her nose into a tissue.
“I knew a day like this would come. It’s unbearable. Even worse than when Adam died. I just can’t believe this is happening.” She blew her nose again. “Where did you go? Why didn’t you stay? He asked about you. After you left.”
“I just didn’t like seeing him like that,” I said. It was true; I hadn’t liked seeing him looking like the ghost of his former, healthy self—though it wasn’t why I’d left.
I wondered for a moment if I’d been cruel to include Fiona in the surviving group. Would she grieve each of my siblings this way? Would it break her to watch all but a few of them die? But, then, I realized the will to live would outweigh any loss.
“I heard what he said to you,” she said. “He was wrong to think you needed to apologize, Silver. I hope you know that.”
I nodded. I did appreciate her telling me she disagreed with Maestro’s opinion, but her new eavesdropping habit was cause for concern.
She stiffened against me and abruptly stood up. “Anyway. I just came to make sure you knew, and I can see you’ve been told. So, I’ll be on my way.”
“Wait, Fiona. What can I do? I mean, do you need me to do anything?”
She pulled me to her in a fierce hug, and as she pulled away, she put a hand on either side of my head and pulled my forehead down to kiss it. “Is it wrong that you’ll always be my favorite?” she asked.
I twisted away. “You shouldn’t say that,” I said.
“I’ve always had a special bond with you. I don’t know what it is, exactly. But, from the time you were a baby, you were always so much more interesting.”
While I liked being the interesting one—and it certainly felt nice to be a favorite—I was sure I didn’t deserve it, especially after I’d agreed to let most of her grandchildren die. I didn’t respond to her statement.
“There’s nothing to be done, really. We called the doctor’s office, and they said someone would be sent to collect the body. He hardly had any possessions—at least, none that he brought here with him.” She hesitated.
“What?”
“It’s just—” she clutched at my arm, her nails digging into my skin. “I’d really like for him to be buried back at the mountain. Next to Adam, I mean.”
“I seriously doubt they’d let us go back to the mountain,” I said. “We’re not allowed to leave.”
“Yes, I know.” She dropped her hand from my arm. “You know what? Never mind. It doesn’t matter what they do with the body. It isn’t him. Not anymore.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” I said. “But, I’m not making any promises.”
A tear welled up in her eye and fell down one cheek. She brushed it away. “Thank you, Silver, and thank you for coming to see him. Maybe it didn’t mean much to you, but it meant a lot to me.”
I nodded, and she left. I sat down at the table.
How could I get Maestro’s body home to the mountain?
◆◆◆
 
Of the three I’d agreed to keep alive, I hadn’t yet seen Leif. He’d always been a good sounding board, so I made my way to his apartment. I knocked, and he opened the door, nodded at me, and walked away with the door open, apparently inviting me inside.
I went in and shut the door behind me. He sat, stiff-backed, at his table, and I took up a spot next to him. “You’ve talked to Tennie, then,” I said.
He nodded. His jaw flexed.
“I won’t pretend it wasn’t a flattering offer,” I said. “Being offered leadership of a place like this . . . that’s beyond my comprehension, really. Who wouldn’t want to do something like that?”
“I wouldn’t want to,” he said. “Can you imagine? The responsibility of thousands of lives being on your shoulders?”
“There already are lives on my shoulders,” I said. “Everyone’s here because I wanted to find evidence of others. Well, here we are. We found it. I don’t know why it never occurred to me that others wouldn’t be friendly towards us, but there it is.”
“We didn’t know anybody was alive,” Leif said. “You were looking for historical evidence.”
“We found that, too,” I said.
“Forget about what Maestro said. It isn’t true. Tennie and I followed you here because we wanted to help you succeed, and we did. We succeeded.”
“I just can’t stop thinking about the other siblings. I didn’t want them to die. I don’t want them to die. I just don’t know how I can save them.”
“Now, you lost me. Who’s dying besides Maestro?”
Tennie hadn’t told him everything, then. So, I spilled it. Leif was even more angry than he’d been when I got there. “Look, I did what I could,” I insisted. “She wasn’t offering me a lot. I tried to negotiate for everyone, but she wasn’t buying. What was I supposed to do?”
Leif smacked a fist on the table, making me jump. After a long silence, he blew out a sigh. “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know what you were supposed to do.”
“I know we have to figure something out,” I said. “We can’t stay here and let them all die.”
“They won’t let us leave, Silver.”
“No, not under normal circumstances,” I said. “But, what about for a funeral?”
He stared at me, then shook his head.
“No, really,” I insisted. “Fiona asked me to find out if we could somehow bury Maestro’s body back at the mountain. What if we all went? For a funeral?”
“I don’t even really know what that is, other than it had historical significance,” he said.
“Right. It’s a ceremony people used to do, before the winter. When someone died, they’d have this gathering to say goodbye and comfort each other. Then, they’d most often bury or cremate the body.”
“There’s no way Preia will let all of us leave to have a funeral,” he said.
“Maybe not. But, does it hurt to ask? They don’t know anything about our current habits, or what rituals we might follow. As far as they know, a funeral is how we do it. So, why not insist we be allowed to do it?”
“I guess it’s worth a try,” he said. “But, I think it’s a little cruel to let everyone see home, and then drag them back here for this . . . death march, or whatever Preia calls it.”
“That’s just it,” I said. “Who says we have to come back? It’d be the perfect time for us to make a run for it. They know how far we’re going, and where we’re going. So, we just get there and keep on going. By the time they realize we’re gone, we’ll have days on them. They won’t be able to find us.”
◆◆◆
 
I went back to Preia’s office the next day.
“You’re here to accept my offer, I hope,” she said. Her mouth twisted up into what was probably supposed to be a smile—but instead of looking pleased, she looked rather predatory.
“I’d like to,” I said, sitting on one of the couches. A bowl of apples sat on a low table in front of me. I took one and bit into it. The crunch was loud, and it nearly drowned out her response.
“You want something more,” she said. She inclined her head, a look of respect lighting up her eyes. “You’re a clever man; I’ll give you that. What is it?”
I wiped apple juice from my chin. “I’m sure you heard that my brother died. The brother you sent to the power plant?”
“Unfortunate,” she said, clucking her tongue. “All reports are that he was a dedicated and hard worker.”
“We have a strict tradition of burial in our culture,” I said. “Fiona wishes to bury Maestro alongside his father back at the mountain. We all wish it, really. It’s of great importance that he return to the earth from which he was born.”
“That is a very lovely tradition,” she said. “Tell me more about this ritual.”
“It’s a return to earth. We take turns digging the hole; he’s lowered in; we take turns throwing the dirt back over. Then, we all share a memory of him—generally, a good one, if you have one. We’ll spend time thanking him for his presence in our lives. Then, we’ll pray for his speedy return to Heaven.”
“Heaven.”
“Right, Heaven. Where souls go after they leave their bodies?”
“Uh-huh. So, it’s a good thing we have plenty of earth here for him to be buried in. I’ll find a suitable plot of land for you to begin this charming . . . ritual.”
“That won’t work,” I said. “It’s of the utmost importance he be buried amongst those who went before him. They’ll guide him to Heaven.”
“What if he doesn’t go back to the mountain and have this ritual?” she asked.
“His spirit will wander the earth and take revenge on those who stood in the way,” I said. I bit into the apple again, letting her think on that for a moment. “Maestro was a vengeful and strong-willed person in life. Let’s just hope he isn’t that way in death.”
“Right. You can’t scare me with your silly ghost stories,” she said. “I’ll not allow you, nor any of your siblings, to leave for this. The risk is too great.”
“I’m sorry you feel that way,” I said. “Even though I’d love to accept your offer, I couldn’t do it in good conscience, without being able to properly bury all my siblings you wish to kill. I’d be bringing a lifetime of hauntings on myself if I didn’t secure that privilege.” She was silent. I finished chewing through the apple and spit the seeds into my palm. “Cooperation can be bought in many ways,” I said. “I’m sure someone in your position can appreciate that.”
“Your cooperation was already bought,” she said. “When I named Maestro’s sickness.”
“Yes. But, you haven’t yet bought the cooperation of my siblings, have you?”
“They don’t need to be bought. They only need to pursue life as they know it.”
I leaned forward and dropped the seeds, one by one, on the table. “Maybe they know more about life than you bargained for.”
“I don’t believe that for a second. You didn’t tell them. I know you didn’t tell them.”
I shrugged. “Believe what you want. I’ll give you some time to reconsider. Maybe a week? That should be long enough.”
“Long enough for what?”
“For you to know if Maestro is seeking revenge on you.” I stood and went to the door. “I hope you can see how important this is to me. To my siblings. Please, just give it some thought.” I didn’t wait for her to respond. I closed the door behind me and went home.
◆◆◆
 
It turned out that she didn’t need a week. I was summoned to see her the next day—only at her home, instead of her office. A telepath came to get me, and he led me to Preia’s home in silence. I caught him looking at me with a strange expression, but he was unable to tell me what he was thinking.
Preia lived in a much more lavish home than any of the houses near mine. It was large, made of brick, and covered in some places with dense ivy. The front door was covered by a large porch, and on either side of the steps leading up to it, a concrete animal of some sort stood guard. Their faces were eroded away by time and the weather, but their mass still made them imposing.
The telepath indicated that I should go up the steps. He must have communicated with someone inside, because the door swung open, and another man guided me inside. The foyer was dark but felt large and impersonal. The new telepath pointed to a door off to the right that stood ajar.
I tapped at it and swung it open. “Hello?” I asked.
“Silver. There you are. Come in.” She was sitting at a large desk, a fire burning in a fireplace beside her. For as large as the foyer felt, this room felt small and cloistered by comparison. She pointed to a chair beside the fire. “Please,” she said.
I sat and looked around the room. One wall was entirely filled with bookshelves; book after book took up the space. I knew they were pre-winter relics just from the strange, musty smell under the veil of woodsmoke. I’d never seen a book, though.
I must have been staring, because she stood and motioned me to look at the books. “These have been handed down to the leaders over time,” she said. “The city leader always lives here. You’ll live here if you accept my proposal.”
I ran a finger over the spine of a book.
“You can look at them, if you like,” she said.
I pulled one from the shelf. It was a lot heavier than I thought it would be. I rested it flat in my palm and opened the cover. Flakes of something fluttered out of it like little wings.
“They aren’t in the best condition,” she said. “Not really usable anymore. But, they do look lovely, don’t they?”
I closed the book and returned it to its place on the shelf. “Have you thought about my proposal?” I asked.
“As it happens, yes. I have thought it over, and I think it isn’t such an unreasonable request, after all. If your siblings are condemned to die for the sake of the city, then I think we can certainly grant them the kind of burial they prefer.”
“That’s good news,” I said. “Do you mind if I ask what changed your mind?”
She blinked and went back to her seat at the desk. “I just had a night to think about how the services your people provide should be properly appreciated. That’s all.”
“Well, I do appreciate you making that commitment,” I said. I tried to suppress my smirk. A friend of Tabby’s had tampered with the elevator at her office, and right after Preia had gotten off the elevator yesterday, it had crashed to the basement in a spectacular fashion.
Preia believed that Maestro was haunting her.
“There are conditions, of course,” she began. “You’ll be escorted to your mountain by a group of my guards. You may stay at the mountain for no more than 24 hours, and you may not enter the mountain. The guards will always be with you, even during the ceremony. The group must stay together and obey all commands from the guards. Do we understand each other?”
“The guards must maintain a respectful distance for the ceremony,” I said. “I think a few hundred feet is fair?”
A loud pop from a log in the fire caused Preia to flinch. “All right. That’s fair.”
“Wonderful,” I said. “I believe we have a deal, then. I agree to be groomed for leadership, and you agree that Tennie, Leif, and Fiona will not be eligible for any dangerous jobs, and when a sibling does die, we’ll be allowed to take them home for their burial. All burial trips are to be held within your parameters, of course.”
“Agreed,” she said. She held out her hand, and I shook it. “I’m relieved this was so easy.”
“Yes. Me, too.” I hid a smile behind my hand and turned again to study the books so that she wouldn’t see my expression.
◆◆◆
 
“We won’t be able to fight off her guard, Silver,” Tennie said. Her face was flushed, and her teeth were clenched.
Leif put a hand out to calm her. “Nobody said this was going to be easy,” he said. “But, we have the upper hand. We know the area, there’ll be more of us, and we’ve got a lot more to lose than they do.”
Tabby nodded. “He’s right, Tennie. The guards she sends will be little more than farmers with guns. She won’t send her best people, and they won’t expect you to be anything more than docile. You’re in mourning, after all.”
“We’ve got to tell the others, though, Silver. It won’t work to keep them in the dark,” Leif said.
“If they know too much, it’ll be easy for someone to talk,” I said. “We’ve got one shot at this, and I just don’t trust them to see it through.”
It was Tennie’s turn to calm me. “You’ve got to have more faith in them. They may not have your ambition, but they’ve all got brains, and a will to live. They won’t want to stay here if they know about the jobs. They’ll follow your lead for no other reason than to get away from this.”
“We have to tell them something. Sooner or later, someone is going to make a comment about how this burial thing you made up isn’t something we do,” Leif said.
I sighed. “Okay. You’re right. We have to tell the siblings.” I glanced at Tennie. She was glaring at me. “All right, and Fiona, too.”
“You think you should tell them?” Tabby said. “I think they might take it better from these two.”
She gestured at Leif and Tennie. “I mean, they seem sort of angry with you already, and you did sell them out, so . . . ”
I sighed again. “Are you okay with that?” I asked Tennie and Leif. “If you want, I could be there and just let you do the talking.”
“No,” Tennie said before I could say anything else. “We’ll do it. Alone. You just stay out of sight, okay?” She jerked her head towards the door, and Leif followed her to it.
“Wait—you’re doing it now?” I asked. My voice squeaked as I said it. My gut clenched into a ball.
“We don’t have time to waste,” she said. “Maestro’s already dead, and if you want them to keep believing we’re so intent on this ceremony, we’d better be on our way fast.”
“Good idea,” Tabby said. “I’ll go tell the morgue that you’ll be leaving tomorrow.”
Then, I was alone to wait for the reaction of my siblings.




Chapter 12

We were on our way early the next morning. We were guarded by a group of a dozen men, all in various states of obvious physical neglect. The guards circled around us and kept us bunched together, while a wagon carrying Maestro, led by a sick-looking donkey, kept us bottled up from behind.
Tabby came along with us, and I was grateful for her presence at my side. The siblings regarded me with thinly-veiled hostility, and she kept my spirits up.
Preia had allowed us to have one tablet back to map our way home, and I nearly cried when I saw the mountain in the distance.
“I never thought I’d see it again—or, that I’d think it was so beautiful if I did,” I said to Tabby. I pointed it out to her, and she nodded. She put her hand in mine and squeezed.
The rest of the trip was uneventful. We arrived at the mountain just after dusk, and we started to set up camp inside the wall surrounding the entrance. The guards were on edge and didn’t like us being so close to the mountain door, so they forced us to move outside the walls. We were tired and irritable, but we did it. Nobody wanted to provoke violence when we were defenseless.
In the morning, the guards roused us at first light and insisted we begin our ceremony so that we could leave by the afternoon. We gathered around Adam’s grave, and Fiona set the plan into motion. “We need shovels,” she said to one of the larger guards. “Can we go in the door there? The supply shed just inside the door?”
The lead guard—the one with the smallest gut hanging over his belt—pushed through the crowd around the grave to confront Fiona via Tabby.
“He wants to know why you came out here without shovels,” Tabby said.
“I’m sorry,” Fiona said. “I didn’t think about it, but please, my son . . .” She pointed at Maestro, who was wrapped in a black, plastic bag with a zipper up the front. Like everyone else in the city, they never seemed to grasp that he wasn’t her son. Giant tears began sliding down her face, and I pushed forward to hand her something to wipe her face with.
“She’s in mourning,” I said to the guard in a harsh voice. “What did you do to her?”
He looked around like someone might rescue him, but the other guards backed away or looked at the ground.
“You didn’t bring any shovels,” Tabby supplied.
“Well, I’ll get her one,” I said. “There’s some right inside the door.”
He grabbed me by the arm as I tried to walk away and shook his head.
“You aren’t allowed in there. That’s one of Preia’s rules,” Tabby said.
“All right,” I said. “He can go get it. I’ll show him how it works.”
We walked together towards the door. He eyed it nervously.
“It’s like an air lock. See that inner door, inside, that’s shut? It won’t open until you close the outer door. Then, the shovel should be just inside the door. On the right.”
He nodded and approached the door.
“You seem a little nervous,” I said. “Maybe you should take someone with you? To show you?”
He frowned and shook his head again.
“Easy, easy,” I said, holding up my hands. “Maybe one of the other guards would go with you.”
Another guard came over, and they entered the chamber between the doors.
“Now, I just have to link my tablet up here and get the door shut, then the inside one will open. You get the shovel and come back in the chamber. I’ll reopen the door after five minutes. That should be plenty of time for you to find it. Make sure you stay clear of both doors when they shut. Ready?” I linked the tablet, thankful that somewhere inside the mountain, a power source had kept the main computer online.
The guard nodded. The hefty guard he’d called over turned to look at me, and I caught a quick burst of fear as the door slid shut. There were no lights inside the chamber.
But, the nanobots were still there.
Thankfully, we weren’t able to hear their screams. According to Fiona, it shouldn’t last long, anyway. I stood and waited.
A few of the remaining guards came over to observe the doors. One of them nudged me after some time had passed, and gestured at the door.
“Has it been five minutes?” I asked. “I want them to have plenty of time to find it. Might be kind of hard, in the dark.”
Tabby came over. “They’re saying give it a few more minutes. Those two aren’t too smart.”
The guard nodded. He elbowed the other guard in the ribs and laughed with a croak.
I smiled but kept my eyes on my tablet. It was almost time.
“Their time is up,” I announced, then opened the door. The chamber was empty except for the metal guns they’d been carrying, which apparently were the only inorganic things they’d had on their bodies.
“They must still be looking,” I said. “I Better shut it, so they can come back in.”
I shut the door and waited a minute. Then, I looked at the guards. “Now?”
They nodded.
I opened the door. Still, only the guns were there.
Tabby conveyed their thoughts. “They think this is weird and want to know where the missing two are.”
“I couldn’t say,” I said. “The shed is really just inside that door. Maybe one of you wants to go in and look for them? They must’ve gotten turned around in the dark.”
Someone handed one of the guards a lantern.
“Maybe two of you should go. In case you need to split up,” I said. Another guard shrugged and stepped into the chamber with the guard who had the lantern. I gave them the speech about what to expect and what to do, and I closed the door.
This was almost too easy.
After the allotted time, I opened it again. The guns and lantern were on the floor.
“They want to know what’s going on,” Tabby said. “They’re getting upset. Is someone inside?”
“Of course not,” Fiona snapped, coming up behind me. “There’s nobody in there because you forced us all out of our home. Remember?”
“I could go in,” I said. “Take a look around. I know that’s against Preia’s rules, but . . .” I trailed off, and waited for the guard still standing with me to make a decision.
He eyed me for a moment.
“He says he’ll go,” Tabby said.
He fumbled with the lantern and stood amongst the guns. He kicked at them but didn’t seem to question why they’d been left behind. He nodded that he was ready. The door closed. Half the guards were now taken care of. I glanced over at Tennie and signaled to Leif. He pushed another sibling—one whose name I couldn’t remember—and they began to argue. The remaining guards clustered around them, trying to keep the peace. From the corner of my eye, I saw Tennie slip away.
This time, I left the door closed a lot longer—maybe ten minutes. Finally, Leif was subdued, and one of the remaining guards came over to see what was going on. He commanded me to open the door. I opened it. The chamber was empty. Even the guns were gone.
The guard growled, poking me with the muzzle of his gun.
“What?”
“He wants to know where the other door is. He says when the people were taken from here, he knows they didn’t come out this door,” Tabby translated.
Crap. He’d been here before.
“All right,” I said. “I figured that door would be bolted from the inside, but I’ll take you to it.”
I led him up the path—nearly hidden at the base of the mountain—and up to the other door. Please, I thought, please, let Tennie stay out of sight while he’s going in. “Have you got a light?” I asked. “You don’t want to go in there without one. You’ll never find your way out to that other door.”
He shrugged.
I didn’t mention that the other door was on a different level in the internal structure of the mountain, and that he’d have to find his way to a stairwell, then down the stairs, then through a maze of hallways and more. I just nodded and tried the door handle. I hoped that if Tennie were near enough, she’d hear me rattling it and know to take cover.
The guard pushed me away and yanked at the handle, and it opened. He gave me a half-snarl, half-grin. He pulled the door open, then wedged his foot against the bottom so that he could lean in and look around. He was turning back to look at me when there was a loud cracking sound—so loud, I felt it deep in my chest. The guard staggered backward against the door, then started to raise his gun. But, there was a second, even louder boom. He dropped to his knees and fell face-forward. The door closed against his legs, his feet hanging out, almost comically resisting the closure.
The shock of the sound in the confined hallway had me reeling. My ears rang, and my head felt like I’d bashed it against a wall, even though I hadn’t moved. The door swung open a little. Tennie popped her head out. She was saying something, but I couldn’t understand her. Everything sounded the way it had back in the tank: Muted and warped.
Finally, I realized she was calling me to her, and I stepped over the feet and into the darkness inside the door. She put her mouth next to my ear. “Take his gun. Get ready. If they heard my shots, they’ll be here soon.” At least, that’s what I thought she said.
I picked up the guard’s gun, then dragged him inside and let the door shut. We’d have the outside light to help us aim. Tennie crouched to one side of the door, and I stood a few feet away, facing it, with the gun pointed squarely where I thought the door was.  The location of the door was questionable, since I couldn’t see even my own hands.
It wasn’t long before the door opened, but it wasn’t one of the four remaining guards. “Um, hello?” called out one of my nameless siblings. “Silver? Are you in here?”
I lowered the gun and moved backward, away from the light cast on the ground through the door. There was someone behind my sibling—a guard. But, he was shielded too well for any shot I could make, even at such a short distance.
“The guards want you to come out.” Her voice trembled. “They say, if you don’t come out, they’ll kill us one by one.” She sniffled and shuffled a single step inside. The guard stayed glued to her back. “Silver? Did you hear me?”
I looked to where Tennie was, crouched beside the door. I couldn’t make her out. Was she going to make a move?
The guard shook the sibling, and she cried out, “Please, Silver! I don’t want to die!”
I didn’t know what to do. I could shoot at them both, but I didn’t want to hurt the girl—even if I didn’t care enough about her to know her name.
The light from the door shrank a little. They were moving inside. If they’d move just a little more, maybe I could . . .
But, I didn’t have to do anything. There was a heavy thumping sound, and a groan. The sibling yelped and jumped aside, and the door closed, leaving us in darkness. Tennie pushed it open, so we could see. The guard was on the ground. His head was bleeding profusely, and his eyes were rolling around, as if he was struggling to maintain consciousness. My sibling snatched his gun and promptly began beating him with the butt of it, until his head looked more like a rotten watermelon than a person.
“Easy, easy,” Tennie said. “I think he’s probably dead.”
She collapsed on the floor in tears. “If we don’t go back out in a few minutes, they’re gonna kill someone.”
“All right,” I said. “Calm down. There’s only three left, right? We can take care of three with the guns we have.”
“We’re not going to get anywhere near them,” Tennie said. “They’re not stupid. They’ve got hostages.”
I could have debated with her about the stupid part. We’d managed to take out more than half of their numbers, and they likely hadn’t yet realized the extent of their losses. “Okay,” I said. “The other door. They aren’t watching that, right?”
“You left it closed?” Tennie asked.
“No. Sorry. I left it open,” I said.
“Then, we can’t get out that door. Not without them noticing.”
I began walking in a tight circle. We had to take out the other guards, and they had to be surprised. The sibling was squatting on her haunches, sniveling into her elbow. Tennie was looking out the door for any movement in the outer hallway. She must have felt my eyes on her, and she turned to look at me. “What?” she asked.
That’s when I knew what I had to do. “What did you do with the other guns?” I asked.
She pointed to the side of the door, where she’d left them before shooting the first guard.
“You each take two. Stick one in your waistband, if you want. But, one for each hand. Then, you’re going to go back out that way. You’re going to wait five minutes, and then you’re going to get out there and kill them. They’ll be out in the open; I’m sure of it.”
Tennie cocked her head. “How can you be sure?”
Before I could answer, the sibling wrinkled up her nose. “But, where will you be?” she asked.
“I’m going out the old door. When they see it close, they’ll come see why it’s doing that on its own. Then, I’ll be able to go inside the inner door, close it, and open the outer door. They’ll have all eyes on me.”
“Why would they come to see that? They don’t know anything about the door; they’re probably scared of it,” Tennie said.
I shrugged. “I’m hoping they’ll think it’s the guards the nanobots killed. They don’t know they’re dead; maybe they think they all got lost inside somehow.”
“This sounds kind of thin, Silver,” Tennie said. “They’re not going to go for it.”
“Then, when I open the door, I’ll be yelling and shooting, and they’ll have no choice but to come forward and subdue me,” I said.
“That could work,” the sibling said.
“Shut up,” Tennie said. “They’ll kill him.”
“Then, I’ll get what I deserve, Tennie. None of this would’ve happened if I’d stayed in the mountain. I can’t keep letting everyone else pay the price for my mistakes. This time, it’s got to be me.”
She stood and stared at me, the soft light from the doorway only partially illuminating her face. I watched as a sequence of emotions flitted across her features: Anger, disbelief, and horror. But, eventually, she settled. “I can’t stop you from doing this, can I?”
I shook my head.
“All right. We’ll wait here for five minutes. Then, we’re going out shooting, whether you’ve got your distraction in order or not. Got it?”
I pulled her to me and buried my face in her hair. “I love you, Tennessee. You’re the best sister anyone could ever ask for.”
She squeezed me back, but only for a moment. Then, she pushed me away with her palms. “We don’t have time for this, and anyway, you’ll be fine, right? We’ll take out the guards before they can do any damage.” She nodded to our sibling, who perked up and smiled—though I had the feeling she wasn’t entirely sure what she was signing up for.
I put a hand on her shoulder and started to say thank you but hesitated. “Um, what’s your name again?”
“Denali,” she said.
“Thanks, Denali.”
“Yeah,” she said. “Okay.”
I really hoped Tennie was going to be a good shot, because I wasn’t too sure about Denali.
“All right, let’s move,” Tennie said. I pecked her on the cheek and headed into the mountain to find my way to the outer door. Just like I’d told the guard, it wasn’t an easy trip, and I hadn’t been there in months. I used the light of my tablet to find the way, and miraculously, I made it back to the old door in only a few minutes. I linked my tablet up again and closed the outer door so that I could open the inner one and enter the chamber.
I set the tablet on the floor and brought up a map of the mountain. I activated the 3D view, and it projected upwards. Then, I opened the door and flung myself into the corner. I still had one gun, and if I could, I was going to use it on a guard.
As the door slid open, I heard commotion outside.
Somehow, they stood there—out of my sight—for a minute or two.
It was just long enough.
Suddenly, there were shouts and loud bangs as Tennie and Denali came out of their hiding spot. Confused, the guards turned their backs to me to defend themselves. But, none of them realized I was there. They backed into the chamber with me, their guns up and ready to fire. Without thinking, I dove for the tablet and closed the door.
As it slid shut, I saw Tennie’s face swim in front of the crowd, her gun still aiming ahead of her, her expression horrified, her mouth formed into the word, No.
Then, the guards blocked my view of her, and gunshots rang out as she mowed them down. It was too late; the door was nearly shut.
All four guards had come in. My siblings, Tabby, and Fiona would be free to go. An enormous weight lifted from me, and I fell to my knees. Gratitude flooded me. I’d never have to be the monster Preia wanted to make me into. I’d never have to watch as my siblings were sacrificed one by one, for the greater good of a community that would never fully accept them, and I’d never have to watch as they struggled to find their place in a hostile world after I’d ousted them from the safety of the mountain.
Tears ran down my face, and I closed my eyes. I could hear the hum of the nanobots, and I tensed, waiting to feel them peel me away, layer by layer.
But, nothing happened. The hum became more of a whine, and I opened my eyes.
One of the guards Tennie had shot lay in the path of the door, and it couldn’t close. Tabby was at the door, trying to claw it open with her bare hands, and the sound of her screaming at me, “Do something!” came into sharp focus.
I grabbed the tablet and opened the door. It halted its whining, and for several long moments, it didn’t move at all. Then, it opened, and I ran outside, straight into Tabby’s arms. Her knees buckled below her, and my own weakened knees couldn’t hold us up. We tumbled to the ground, clinging to each other, and I laughed. I pressed my cheek against hers, and I laughed. Pretty soon, everyone was laughing and celebrating, jumping around and whooping.
When I couldn’t laugh anymore, I pulled away from Tabby and kissed her. A hand reached down to me, and I looked up to see that it belonged to Leif. He pulled first Tabby, and then me, to a stand and threw his arms around me. “We did it,” he said.
Fiona horned in and took her turn squeezing me. “We’re free,” she said. “You’re free.”
I knew then that she was right. No longer would I be the different sibling. Instead, I’d be the one they looked to, the one they knew would do what was needed to keep everyone safe.
I’d be the ambitious one. The leader.
And I didn’t have to sacrifice anyone to become it.
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One Last Thing...

If you enjoyed this book—or even if you hated it—I’d be very grateful if you would post a short review on Amazon. I am an independent author trying to make a go of it, and your support really does make a huge and appreciated difference. I read all the reviews so that I can make my next book even better.
Thank you for your support!
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