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Chapter 4

In and Out and In Again

M

I, Maximillian Fly, must make haste. I flip down my goggles and am up the stairwell and out of the skylight in seconds. In silent flight—moving only my soft underwings and gliding with my outer wings—I drop down to the house next door and place the fouled neckerchief on the backyard wall. As I do, so I see the Vermin at work laying the charge. My dear old door will not last much longer I fear.

I pick up a pebble and fly over my yard. The Vermin are so intent upon the destruction of my door that the first thing they know of my presence is the pebble dropping on the head of the one with the net. It looks up. “Roach!” it yells in its unearthly, veiled voice.

The searchlight swings upward, pinning me in its glare as I hover above them. All three stare up at me and I indicate that there is something of interest on the wall. The searchlight swings around and the SilverShip symbol on the neckerchief shines like a beacon.

“How could you miss that, you idiots?” demands the netter.

“It wasn’t there before,” says the searchlight swinger. “I swear it.”

“Probably all that’s left of them,” says the rammer. “Blasted Roach has had its supper and left us the wrappings.”

This is offensive talk, but I cannot complain, for they have come to the conclusion I intended. I fly slowly away and settle on the roof of my neighbor’s house in order to observe.

The Vermin test the blood on the neckerchief; then they swarm over the wall in a frenzy. It is a good feeling when my Roach-hating neighbor’s door comes crashing down. I wait until they have disappeared inside and then I throw the second neckerchief through one of the upstairs windows and retreat. As I drop through my skylight into the stillness and tranquility of my house, I confess I am tempted to leave the young ones where they are for tonight and go straight to my nest. But a deal is a deal. They have had the wit to find me and I will not leave them alone in the darkness.

I get up from my landing mat and go downstairs with a heavy heart.

J

Me and Tedward are in prison. There is a huge Roach outside and soon it will come in and eat us. My foot hurts so much.

K

The cupboard smells of something dead. In the pitch-blackness I hear Jonno whimper. I tell him it’s all right, but I know it’s not. The truth is, I’m trying hard not to panic. I run my hands along the damp bricks of the wall, and then around the corner to the door that the Roach just shoved us through. I push against it, but it feels as solid as a rock. I follow the wall back into the cupboard, which is longer than I expected. My fingers trace their way along the bricks until they touch metal bars. This is not good. I shove my arm through the bars and there is nothing beyond but empty space. I trace the smooth chill of the metal all the way down to the floor and then up to an arched stone ceiling. There are no gaps. There is no doubt about it—we are in a Night Roach pantry.

I’ve heard stories of rogue Roaches who collect victims for the Night Roaches—and, some say, for themselves. And now I understand that is what has happened to us. Jonno and I have been collected.

In a panic I throw myself against the door. It is locked. Of course it is. The thuds of the battering ram have stopped and all is silent. This must mean that the Enforcers are inside the house now, padding around looking for us. I come to a tough decision—our only chance to get out of here alive is to make as much noise as we can and hope they hear us. So I start yelling and kicking and hammering on the door.

M

I, Maximillian Fly, hear loud banging and shrieking. I am stricken with guilt. I have left the young Wingless ones alone and the Vermin have discovered them. I have failed in my pact with you. Mama is right: I am a bad creature.

I drop down the stairwell in such haste that I tear an underwing, and as I go I realize that I am angry. How dare these Vermin terrify my innocent young ones? I reach the foot of the stairs and turn the corner at a run, expecting to confront three vicious Vermin with my two young guests caught in a net. But I find nothing. The passage is empty, and yet the shouts and the thuds continue.

It is now that I realize the noise is coming from the entry to the Underground, where I placed the young ones for their safety. Something must have come up from the tunnel and frightened them. A Bludd Owl maybe? Or a Fingal Spider? I hurry to the lever and pull hard. The door swings open, bringing with it the girl who is shouting so loudly that I fear my ear tubes will become dislocated. She gives me a shove so powerful that I stagger backward and feel the click of my carapace hitting the wall. A jarring shock runs though me and I fear I have cracked something. We Roaches are delicate creatures in some respects. Our exoskeleton is light and strong, but we do not bounce. You Wingless ones have so much meaty padding that you have no need to consider these things.

The girl rockets off down the passage, dragging the small boy with her. She hurls herself at my door and wrenches at the bolt. She is trying to get out. I do not understand why she is doing this, but she is obviously in great distress and the least I can do is to offer assistance. At the sight of me she emits a dreadful noise. But I persist, for I am a helpful creature. I undo the lock, draw the bolts and stand back. My poor, battered door swings open. I bow and indicate the way out.

Tick-tick. I hope you will agree that I have done my best.

K

Out in the night air, my panic subsides and I realize that something strange just happened: the Roach opened the door for us. It even bowed as we ran out. I begin to wonder if I’ve misunderstood the Roach. That maybe I have made a massive mistake . . .

The other weird thing is I can hear crashes and shouts from the far side of the yard wall—the Enforcers are trashing the house next door. All they need to do is take a look out of one of the windows and they’ll see us.

My brain is racing through the options. I could hurl Tedward over the wall into another yard and hope no one finds him, but Jonno won’t let go of the stupid bear without yelling, so that’s not going to work. Or we can run for it—but where can we go? There are patrols everywhere, not to mention Night Roaches, and there is no sign of the night fog to hide us. The truth of it is, we don’t stand a chance out there.

M

I confess that for my own comfort I am relieved that the young fugitives—not to mention the filthy piece of fur the small boy clutches—are leaving. I can now look forward to a peaceful night after what has been an hour of turbulence and woe. But I fear it will not go well for them. I see them standing in the basement yard, holding hands and looking lost. I feel sad. I slowly close the door and give them a little wave to wish them well.

K

I am watching the Roach’s door slowly closing and I feel as though a friend is leaving us. The Roach gives a sad little wave and at last I understand—it is on our side.

So I throw myself at the door and I beg it to let us back in.

M

I am a gullible fool, as Mama once said. The girl now wishes to come back in. It is only because of my pact with you who are reading this sorry tale that I agree. I open the door, bow once more and let the annoying creatures back into my home. Immediately the small boy with the vile scrap of fur falls flat on the floor. He stays thankfully silent, but the girl throws herself onto him and begins to emit choking noises.

Once again I lock and bolt the door. Tick-tick. So much for a peaceful night.
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Chapter 29

Countdown

K

It is SilverShip dawn and the sound of birdsong is being piped into my cabin. As the light slowly brightens—look, kids, just like the rising sun—I lie on my sleeping shelf and think how yesterday I was waking in Maximillian’s house to proper daylight and those two real little birds were hopping and tweeting outside on the parapet. So much has changed since then.

I listen to the increasingly loud dawn chorus—which will end with a series of shotgun blasts—and I feel wretched. I couldn’t sleep last night. I kept thinking about Tomas up there in the sky. And when I wasn’t thinking about Tomas, I was expecting any minute to be marched up to the Astro Room myself. Because by now they surely must have discovered that the DisK isn’t inside Tedward. So why haven’t they come for me?

The birdsong is becoming increasingly frantic. The sound of the cuckoo kicks in and I know that in sixty-six seconds the shotgun blasts will begin. It is time to face the day. I am out of the cabin just before the first blast and confronted by something very weird. The walkway is lined with ground crew, blank-faced and formal, repeating in unison, “Silence, please. Proceed to the refectory. Silence, please. Proceed to the refectory. Silence, please. Proceed to the refectory. . . .”

But it’s not silent. There is a low, rumbling roar filling the air and our ears. It is a little like what they call thunder in the Outside storms we sometimes hear, but unlike the thunder, it just keeps going. As we move along the walkway in anxious silence, the low-level rumbling and the impassive gaze of the ground crew add to my feeling of dread. I am convinced they are going to make an example of me. They will tell everyone that I’m a traitor and take me away to be Astroed. Later this morning both Tomas and I will be floating beneath the Orb together.

Feeling so scared that I’m shaking, I walk into the refectory and see six huge numbers projected on the blank white wall: 00:34:47. I’m so stuck in my terror that it takes me a few seconds to get it. Duh, Kaitlin. It’s the Countdown to Exit.

I want to sink to the floor in relief—I’m not going to be Astroed. Okay, so I’m going off into the unknown and I’ll never come back, but at least I will be with friends. And who knows, Mom might be wrong. The Island might really exist and all will be lovely. After all, no one has proved it doesn’t exist, have they? I head over to the table where my tribe—the Lions—is sitting. I join Mattie and three others: twin girls, Pia and Mia, and a lanky boy, Marlon, who never speaks. We’re a small tribe, us older ones. We exchange nervous smiles and I sit next to Mattie, who is watching the moving numbers counting down: 00:33:05 . . . 00:33:04 . . . 00:33:03 . . .

At 00:33:02, with my terror gone, I begin to think straight. Unfortunately. I realize that if we are on Countdown to Exit, then they must have taken the DisK from Maximillian by force—he would never have freely handed it over. I feel Mattie’s arm around my shoulders. “Hey,” she says, “we’ll be fine.” I look up and see she is smiling and there’s a new light in her eyes. “And Tomas will be fine too,” she whispers.

I shake my head. “No, Mattie. He’s . . . ,” I begin.

Mattie puts her finger to her lips. “Don’t tell me,” she says. “Whatever happened to him yesterday is all right now. This morning, just before Birdsong, I suddenly knew he wasn’t scared anymore. He’s all right, Kait. I know he is.”

I look at Mattie, doubtfully. “Really?”

“Yes,” she says very decidedly. “So don’t tell me what happened. I don’t want to have it in my head. Okay?”

“Okay,” I agree. Truthfully I feel anything but okay. Because I am sure that the reason Mattie feels that Tomas is no longer scared is because he can’t feel fear anymore. In fact, he can’t feel anything. Because he is dead.

J

Leon and me are with the Bears in the refectory. There isn’t any breakfast. I look over at Katie and she has her serious face on. There are lots of guards all around the wall and everyone is very quiet. I think we must have done something really bad.

K

The guards are standing elbow to elbow, arms folded, feet planted firmly apart. They remind me of the strings of concertina cutout figures Mom used make for us. On 00:30:00 one of them steps forward and announces the names of the Leavers—the ones who get to leave before Exit. This is where we hear our fate.

The Leavers are either kids who were taken as hostages to encourage their parents’ good behavior, or whose family have paid a ransom to set them free. On the last Exit—a lifetime ago when we were still living in our house by the fields—the farming family on the other side of the Wings gave the Bartizan their entire farm in order to get their son back.

The list of Leavers is read out to hushed attention, and at our table the twins and Marlon stand up. The twins cannot stop smiling, but Marlon is glum. He once told Mattie that he was looking forward to his new life on the Island. He planned to spend his time hunting bears and living in a cave. Mattie said she was unsure whether he meant the Bear tribe or the actual animals. But now, along with the other Leavers, he files quietly out and is gone, back to his old life. The canteen is half-empty now; those of us left are what they call the core group—the bit with pips that no one wants. Mattie takes my hand and squeezes it. I give her a nervous smile.

There is an uncomfortable silence in the refectory as the reality of Exit begins to sink in. The Wolves and the Bears huddle into their depleted tribe groups and, along with Mattie and I, the last two Lions, we watch the relentlessly diminishing numbers on the wall suddenly vanish. We steal glances at one another, wondering if Countdown is canceled, but then these words appear: A Message from Madam Guardian to her SilverSeeds. They fade away to be replaced by an image of the woman I remember all too well. Her hair shimmers like a pewter helmet, below which a pair of intense eyes set deep in her shield-shaped face stare at us like two dagger points. One of the Bears begins to cry.

Madam Guardian’s mouth is moving but no sound comes out. We watch the thin lips opening and closing, showing perfect little rat teeth, and suddenly one of the ground crew, looking terrified, races across the room and throws a switch in the sound system.

Madam Guardian’s voice kicks in: “. . . ulations to you all. Today, at long last, you are leaving behind your cares and woes in our besieged city and embarking upon your journey to our Island of Hope. In the magnificent SilverShip you will soon be flying across the beautiful blue skies of our planet, passing over ruined cities, great oceans and vast deserts. On the threshold of your brilliant future you SilverSeeds are ambassadors of Hope, you are our . . .”

The spiel continues, and I disconnect myself from the words and look around the room. The kids are staring up at the screen with a dawning look of apprehension: this is for real.

And then it is over. The image of Madam Guardian dissolves into moving shapes of what we’ve been told are ocean waves breaking on sand. The SilverShip anthem, “This World Is Our World,” begins to play and we all stand and cross our arms over our chests and watch the waves. They do look amazing, although I have trouble believing they are real. I mean, what are they for exactly? The anthem finishes with its rousing clash of cymbals and then all is quiet. As the waves wash silently onto a distant shore we file out of the refectory and walk into the wild roar, which is, we now understand, the noise of the SilverShip balloon being inflated.

At once we kick into Exit drill. We’ve done it so often that it is automatic. First we put all objects containing metal, including pens, belts and even glasses into the store capsule, which will, we are told, be attached to the ship separately, for safety reasons. But I remember Mom telling me about a friend who saw her son’s glasses in a shopwindow six months after his Exit. He’d scratched his name into the bridge and when she went into the shop and asked to see them, there it was: Derek. She was distraught. How, she’d asked Mom, could he manage on the Island without his glasses? I said that I supposed Derek got new glasses on the Island and Mom just ruffled my hair and said, “Oh, Katie, that poor, poor boy.”

As I hold my precious combi-tool, which was a present from Dad, I know it will not be coming with me, despite what they say. I am expendable—my combi is not.

J

I don’t want to leave my fishing rod in the store. And I don’t want to leave Nettie either. She will be scared on her own.

K

On my way to the store I see Jonno in a small group of Bears solemnly walking ahead and he glances behind him. Our eyes meet and he hangs back and waits for me. I’m unreasonably happy about this, because I’ve hated things being bad between us. Jonno is carrying his fishing rod and a small brown bundle with a piece of fishing twine tied around it. It looks a little like Tedward minus his arms and legs. “Hey, Jonno, what have you got there?” I ask.

Jonno smiles sheepishly. “She’s Nettie,” he says. “I hope Tedward won’t be jealous.”

“I’m sure Tedward won’t mind at all,” I tell him.

Jonno looks at me, anxiously. “I know Nettie is really a net, but I don’t want to put her in the store. She’ll be frightened. Do you think I can take her with me?”

This tears me apart. “Well, let’s see, shall we?” I say and then change the subject. “Looking forward to all that fishing?” I ask, way too jovially.

Jonno grins. “When we get to the Island I’m going straight out to catch enough fish for everyone, because we’ll be hungry after the flight,” he says.

“Good idea,” I tell him.

He looks surprised. “You don’t usually say stuff like that,” he says.

“I’m sorry. I’m sure you’re going to catch lots of fish. It will be really great.” I don’t think I sound very convincing but Jonno doesn’t seem to notice.

“So you do believe that we’re really going to be hunting and making dens and fires and catching fish and keeping pets and . . . and everything?” he says all in a rush.

What can I say? “Yes,” I tell him. “Of course I do.”

Jonno reverts to his old irritable self. “Well, you might have said so before,” he grumbles. He looks down at his fishing rod, a telescopic one with a fancy reel. I don’t know how he got hold of it but it’s a good one, even I can see that. “I wish I didn’t have to put this in store,” he says, regretfully.

“I wish I didn’t have to put my combi in store either,” I say. “But I guess we have to.”

J

Katie is being nice again, but when she smiles her eyes looks sad. I thought going on Exit would be exciting but it’s not. It feels nasty and I don’t like it. Everyone is rushing and the roaring noise sounds like an angry monster.

I don’t want to be a Bear anymore. I want to go home.





[image: image]


Chapter 14

Sun Biscuits

M

I, Maximillian Fly, am on my way to my dear friend Andronicus. I am running low through the Underground with the smell of the blood in my head and fear for my young Wingless one in my heart. I cannot help but imagine her terror as the Vermin took her away. How the Vermin got free I do not know. Do you know, young watcher? Yes, I know you’re here. I can feel you following me through the darkness. You do know, don’t you?

I am in the most ancient part of the Underground now, on a crossing where the well-worn cobbles tell of many hundreds of years of footfall. I turn left beneath a brick-lined archway into a wide, low tunnel and, with my goggles casting their two green pools of light before me, I begin to climb upward again. This is a very civilized tunnel, lined with pleasing little brick archways at regular intervals, numbered for the houses they lead to above. The house of Andronicus is number twelve and it is toward the end. I reach his barred gate and, on two legs now, I flip open the catch. I hurry through the earthy cellar, up the rickety wooden steps and pull hard on a lever. The hatch above flies open and I hear a shrill scream on the other side. I stick my head up and the scream is repeated. It is Minna Simms. I apologize and then I wonder why it is I who apologize, for it is my delicate ear tubes that are buzzing, not hers.

Minna recovers herself and gives a little simper. “Oh, Maxie, it is you in your silly glasses. You are such a tease.”

I do not reply.

It is considered good manners to help someone out of a hatch, but Minna merely turns on her heel and stomps away down the passage on her sturdy beige tree-trunk legs. I wait until the kitchen door is firmly closed behind her and then I begin the task of extricating myself. It is not easy due to the fact that someone has added extra beading around the inside of the opening. Given that Andronicus would not know a hammer if it hit him—I push that thought quickly to one side—I know this must be Minna’s work and done this morning by the look of it. She is both petty and thorough.

As I slowly pull myself upward, I reflect that despite the pall that the presence of Minna Simms casts over the house of Andronicus, I still love to come here. I have learned so much of the world from my dear friend and I regard him as a person of great insight, which is why I do not trouble him with my doubts about Minna Simms. Andronicus clearly considers her to be a trustworthy person—she is his sister after all—and I must be content with that. Oh, this hatch is a trial. But I will not call for help. I will not. Aha! I now have my middle limb free.

As I wriggle my way upward, easing my wing cases through the infernally narrow gap, I feel that you are still watching me. But it is not with amusement—which would be understandable—but with disapproval. I suppose it is because the affinity you young ones feel for one another. I believe you are anxious about the small fugitive who is still in my house. Alone. I shall confess to you that I too was concerned about leaving him. But he was sleeping soundly and I feared that if I woke him and he found that his sister was gone and he was alone with me, he would panic. I have left him supplied with water and fruit. I have also locked his door so he does not wander and come to harm. So he is safe enough for now, unlike his poor sister. I need to find a Rat to take him to safety and Andronicus will know how to contact one.

But first I must . . . get . . . out of . . . this hatch. I am stuck with my lower segment in the chill of the cellar and my top two segments and three limbs sticking up into the passageway. It is utterly ridiculous. It is also suspiciously quiet in the kitchen and I have the distinct feeling that Minna Simms is watching me through the keyhole. The thought of this spurs me on. Using my two powerful lower limbs to push against the steps below, I lever myself upward, and suddenly I shoot out of the hatch and land with a clatter upon the floor. It is most undignified. I dust myself down, refold my underwings, and as I set off up the stairs, I hear a splutter of laughter from the kitchen.

On the first floor I open the door to Andronicus’s private room and find a monstrosity. Like the Vermin, it is superficially attractive. It is tall with a healthy shine and is even the possessor of six delightful, delicately slim, bowed legs. “What,” I ask Andronicus, “is that?” However, I know full well what it is, and I also know why it is there.

Andronicus has the grace to look embarrassed. “It is a dining table. A gift from my sister,” he says in his soft, deep voice.

“I am shocked you accepted it, Andronicus,” I say.

My friend pulls out one of the four-legged, high-backed ancillary creatures that accessorize this thing and are kept tucked neatly beneath its flat carapace. I believe they are called dining chairs. “Try it, Maximillian,” he says. “It really is not so bad.”

I regard the creature with disgust. “This is not respectful of us, Andronicus,” I tell him. “This custom does not suit us. I see no reason to use this . . . eating equipment. It is an insult.”

“It’s a dining table, Maximillian, not an attack,” Andronicus protests.

“It is both,” I tell him. “But mainly, it is an attack.”

I see hurt and confusion in Andronicus’s eyes and I feel bad, especially when I remember how he saved me last night. “Forgive me, my friend,” I say. “I am a little overwrought.”

“Forgiven,” Andronicus replies with a sparkle in his eyes and he quietly shuts the door. “I am humoring her, Maximillian,” he whispers as he leads me into the room. “Minna is leaving tomorrow and I do not wish to part on bad terms.”

I at once feel better. “Leaving tomorrow?”

“Indeed. First thing in the morning.”

I am very pleased with this news—so pleased in fact that I agree, against all my better judgment, to have lunch sitting at the eating apparatus. Among friends we Roaches prefer to lie upon rugs and cushions. In mixed company we sit upon stools, for our wing cases need to be free to drop down behind us when we sit, and a chair back does not accommodate this. I wince as I bend my carapace in order to fit upon what Andronicus calls a Chippendale dining chair. I gingerly arrange my wing cases so they hang down either side of its bony back and their tips graze the floor, and then I place my three upper limbs upon the table’s high carapace in order to keep me steady—until Andronicus tells me this is bad form and I should put them in my “lap.”

I do not like the word “lap.” It sounds unsavory. I feel my temper fraying. “What, pray,” I demand, “is my lap? Where might it be situated? On top of my head? Folded inside my underwings? Precisely where do I find it, Andronicus?”

Andronicus sighs. “Please, Maximillian, this is only for today. Your lap is the inner lower half of your segment that is now bent forward. Just rest your upper limbs on there.”

This feels rather unhygienic to me, for it is in close proximity to our exit valves, but I have given up any protest. I do as Andronicus asks and I am grateful for one thing only—that Mama cannot see me now.

The door opens and Minna strides in carrying a tray with two bowls of steaming sludge, which she places in front of us with an exaggerated flourish. With a filthy cloth she wipes the edges of the bowls where the sludge has spilled, and with that most annoying of instructions, “Enjoy,” she sashays out of the room.

Reluctantly, I pick up the eating implement that Minna has provided—a long, fat dropper with a brown rubber bulb on the end. It smells vile. I dread to think what it has been used for in the past. I wait until Minna’s creeping footsteps have gone all the way down to the kitchen and then I speak. “Andronicus, dear friend,” I say. “I do not wish you to think I am ungrateful for your delightful luncheon invitation, but surely you must see, this thing”—I hold up the dropper between my thumb and forefinger with some disdain—“is most disrespectful toward us.”

Andronicus sighs. “I know. I can only apologize, Maximillian. But Minna will be gone soon and there is no point upsetting her now.”

Personally I can see many good points to upsetting Minna right now. However, Andronicus is a considerate person—if he were not I would have been left out on the roof last night and by now might very well be an exoskeleton at the foot of the Night Roach Silo—and I must respect that. I poke my finger into the lukewarm bowl of thick, lumpy sludge, which although Minna knows we are vegetarian, has an unpleasantly meaty smell.

“Give that muck to me,” Andronicus says. He gets up awkwardly from the eating accessory and disappears with the bowls. I hear him emptying them into the dry waste composter in the bathroom. He returns with the empty bowls and two paper bags from our favorite shop, Parminter’s Pantry, the small bread-and-vegetable emporium run by Parminter and her mother using produce from their farm. “I knew lunch would be vile,” he says. “It always is. I’ve been living on Parminter’s takeouts ever since Minna arrived. It’s lucky for me she can’t bear to see me eat.” He giggles. “Although I must admit to being particularly revolted the first time she stayed for supper.”

I laugh. I am so happy that my dear friend has not been completely cowed by his sister. I extricate myself from the dining equipment and join Andronicus beside his tall bay window, where there is an array of sumptuous velvet cushions on a delightful silk rug. My dear friend has exquisite taste. In this happy state we graze our way through the finely seasoned strips of vegetables and at last I get the chance to tell him of my terrible discovery this morning—and of all my foolish misjudgments that have led up to it.

Andronicus does not berate me for my recklessness in taking in my young fugitives—indeed, he praises my bravery. He says that if you stand aside and allow barbarity to happen you become part of it yourself. Which I believe to be true.

But something is troubling me. “Andronicus,” I say, “you talk about barbarity, but last night, before I arrived, Cassius and two of our group voted to effectively murder that young Vermin. What has happened to us?”

Andronicus nods sadly. “Things have changed since Cassius joined,” he says sadly. “People seem . . .”

“Nastier,” I finish for him.

“You’re not wrong.” Andronicus sighs.

“The thing is, Andronicus,” I tell him, “I like the young Wingless ones. Yes, they are noisy and unpredictable, but they are passionate and remarkably brave. I admire how they have overcome their inability to fly. They are damp, soft creatures, but they have good hearts and they make me smile. And now I find I am very worried for my young Kaitlin.”

Andronicus is gloomy. “If the Vermin has taken her, it will surely return her to the SilverShip. And then she will be gone.” He leans toward me, while keeping an eye on the door as if he thinks Minna Simms might be listening. “Do you believe what they say?” he asks. “That there truly is an island over the ocean where the SilverShip colony thrives?”

I shake my head. “Parminter says that if they are thriving, why doesn’t the ship bring back messages from them? Which is a good point. She says it is a disgusting form of population control. And terror.”

Andronicus smiles. “And what do you say, Maximillian?” he asks.

“I say that if it was so good, why would those young SilverSeeds be so desperate to escape?”

Andronicus nods. “My thoughts exactly.”

“I wish I could help my Kaitlin Drew,” I say.

“I do not know how you can,” Andronicus says sadly. “But at least the brother is still with you.”

“Yes. I wanted to ask you about him. I need to find a Rat to take him to a safe house.”

“Shhh . . . ,” Andronicus hisses. Minna’s slow and heavy footsteps are coming up the stairs.

We hide the Parminter’s Pantry bags beneath the cushions and, with some difficulty, seat ourselves at the dining apparatus. I feel my segments lock painfully but I manage to take up the position just in time for Minna to swan in bearing a large plate covered with a cloth, which she proudly places upon the table and with a flourish pulls off the cloth. We both gasp with pleasure—and this time it is genuine. For upon the plate lie an excitingly large array of round golden sun biscuits. My mouth waters in appreciation.

“Don’t say I don’t spoil you, Andy,” Minna says gaily as she takes the empty bowls and their revolting brown droppers. “Now, you boys enjoy yourselves. I’ve plenty more in the kitchen.”

“Oh, Minna,” Andronicus says, looking as thrilled as I feel, “you really shouldn’t have.”

Minna stops at the door and swings around to look at us. “Oh, yes I should,” she replies with a creepy smile that seems to have a peculiar air of victory about it. I feel uneasy but I tell myself that Minna is merely pleased with the biscuits, which are not easy to make. Sun biscuitsit upoing a large plate covered with a cloth, which she proudly places upon the table and with a flourish pulls off the cloth. We both gasp with pleasure—and this time it is genuine. For upon the plate lie an excitingly large array of round golden sun biscuits. My mouth waters in appreciation.
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