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			For Caelan C., Skyler M., Dallas G., the Lufkin High School Book Club, and the rest of my amazing young fans. Thank you all for believing in me, for being my Light on the darker days we all face. Knowing you love my work gives me hope and fuels my passion for my craft even more. In return, know that I believe in you, too, that you can achieve great and tremendous things. Your lives are open books with blank pages spread before you. Write the life stories only you can write. Be true to yourselves. Let your lights shine always, especially in the darkness that may surround you from time to time. 

			And always remember: 

			Fear is the greatest illusion of all. 

			Face it, fight it, and be free.
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			With a long, crooked branch, I trace a circle in the sand, then peer into the dusky sky. A squawking flock of black birds flutters through the streaked palette of colors while a warm wind caresses me.

			I’m at peace.

			“You’ve made it, my dear. I always knew you would.”

			I stiffen, feet planted, and tear up before I even see his face. But it’s in my mind: the sideburns that accent the chiseled jawline; the thin mustache that offsets his handsome features with a boyish charm. I don’t want to discover it’s just my imagination, a voice in the wind. A far-fetched wish or a dream that’ll never come true.

			He rests a hand on my shoulder, turns me around until we’re face to face. Dazzling and soft, kind and mysterious—the eyes of Zephyr the Magnificent, Greenleigh’s only living magic.

			“Daddy?”

			He pulls me to his chest, enfolding me in an embrace I’ve yearned for, needed, for so long.

			“How—?”

			“Never mind the how, my daughter.” He lifts me up and spins me, his sleek, black cape twirling around us. “You’re here with me now. That’s all that matters.” He sets me on the ground, then crouches before me, traces the scar on my cheek. His eyes glisten with deep emotion, mirroring the darkening ocean. “So”—he places a hand on my belly—“I’m going to be a Papa, eh?”

			“Yes.” I nod through a whirlpool of emotions, both joy and devastation. “I’ll name him after you, Daddy. If he’s a boy.”

			“When will you tell Jax? Won’t he be overjoyed at this news?”

			 “I can’t tell him. Not yet.”

			My daddy stands, smoothes my short, brown hair back from my face.

			“Please, don’t leave me again,” I beg.

			“Joy . . . you know what this is—”

			“If it’s a dream, I don’t want to wake up! I want to stay with you!”

			“You must stop this, my girl. Be strong. Now isn’t the time for weakness. You’ve come so far, but your journey hasn’t ended yet.”

			“But I don’t know what’s real. Or who to trust.”

			Dark water rushes in around our feet, the sky has grown black. Nightfall, with not a single star in sight. Even the moon has disappeared, obscuring my daddy’s face. “You will always find the answers you seek inside of you. Trust your inner light to guide you, my daughter. And trust those who are awake, both human and not.”

			“You mean the machine people Raffai helped? Like Smudge?”

			“Yes. They have their secrets, but . . .” He pinches the end of his mustache with a wink. “Don’t we all?”

			The water has risen waist-high now, the air thick, stifling. He’s ripped away from me, a swirling coal wave surging between us.

			“Dad!”

			With arms outstretched, the ocean steals him into oblivion. “Be the light, Joy . . .” A fading echo.

			“No!” The water rises over my head, my mouth fills with it. Water everywhere, filling up the sky, drowning the horizon. I surrender to the ocean floor, welcoming that eternal solitude.

			I’ve lost him again.

			There’s no reason left to live.
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			I gasp awake in a safe, warm bed, my nightmare fresh, alarming. It was so real—how he held me, spinning us around like when I was little, after a winning streak or a good show. And the words he said . . . as if he’d been observing this tragedy called my life for the past seven years since his death. Tears stream down my cheeks, and I wipe at them, both solaced and distraught by his nightmare-visit. I clutch my belly where my tiny child grows. If only my daddy were really here, then maybe I wouldn’t be so terrified. But this precious, fragile being, oblivious to our fake paradise beneath the Earth, will be here in a few months, and I can’t help feeling guilty and inadequate. Our life was supposed to be better now that we’re free from the Tree Factory and the saltmine, but it’s not. And other than Smudge, I’m the only one from our group who knows the truth—that Zentao is deep inside the Earth, surrounded by illusions of paradise made possible by top-of-the-line technology. A well-camouflaged nightmare.

			Beside me, Baby Lou coos and babbles from her crib.

			My dream-self was wrong, though. My father may be gone, but I have many other reasons to live. It’s not the fantasy-land beyond The Wall I had in mind, but it is a home with Baby Lou, and the other ex-treemakers and saltminers. I’m not sure how much longer I can keep all of these secrets, though.

			In the two weeks since we arrived, it’s been easier to shut myself off from everyone. I don’t know how to tell them Zentao isn’t what they think. And Momma Joy—the hero? I’m not who they think I am. I’m a liar, and I’ve failed them. With each day that passes, telling them the truth terrifies me even more. I should’ve already told Jax, my best friend for seven years—the father to my unborn child—but things haven’t been the same between us since I found him and Aby together. They may never be the same again.

			Zentao’s digital sun has risen, painting the lavender curtains a rich burgundy. No alarm sounds, hurrying me to the chopper by the only window at the Tree Factory. No voices crackle over the intercom, threatening starvation while foul odors waft to my nose. No metal clanks, no machines screech, warming up for the dreadful day ahead. Aby, my sweet sister who I never forgave, doesn’t smile at me from her bed next to mine. Thanks to Arianna Superior, she never will again.

			This is my new life.

			Baby Lou sits up in her crib, clutches the bars to stand, and peer over at me. “Ma-ma!”

			“Morning, big girl.”

			I peel myself from my sweaty sheets, scoop her up, and kiss her all over her face, much to her giggly delight. She’s already gained weight, and her hair and skin have taken on a healthy luster. Her brown eyes are glossy and bright, which says she’s finally getting the care and life she deserves. Guess that justifies the lie. I snuggle with her for a moment, rock her in my arms, then change her into one of Zentao’s diapers, handmade in the factory beneath us.

			A week ago, I didn’t even know it was there. But then the haze of escaping the Tree Factory and the Subterrane cleared, and I dared to ask Raffai questions about this place. They make a variety of things in the two-level factory here: paper, toilet tissue, matches, soap, furniture, building materials, diapers, cans for food, etcetera. Raffai offered a tour, but I refused. Knowing Zentao is already so deep underground is enough. At least there’s the illusion of freedom. The thought of going any deeper doesn’t bring curiosity, but a strong opposition and intense distress. Though the memories of the Greenleigh bunker exploration with Jax have a comforting tinge, they bring to mind that despair, a soul-piercing ache to be free. It’s still there, and always will be, it seems.

			So I refuse to settle, to go farther down here. Instead, there’s the urge to shatter the mirrors of mirage and rise above ground, to search for the paradise owed us. Because it’s not here.

			I have to tell them.

			I will. Soon.

			I ready myself and Baby Lou for the day, all while fighting a fierce nausea that’s welcomed me every morning for the past week. When we emerge from our room, Smudge and Vila stand chatting at the top of the stairs. I smile, though only Smudge returns it. Looks like today’s one of those “Vila hates me” days again. There’ve been quite a few of those since we met her, Emerson, and Mateo at Gomorrah Grande after they escaped from the saltmine. But that’s okay. No one could ever take Aby’s place, but Smudge—my “not entirely human,” part-machine, new addition to our family—does make Aby’s death and Vila’s contempt easier to bear.

			“I’ll meet you downstairs.” Vila waves to Smudge, then disappears into the shadows.

			Smudge tickles Baby Lou’s belly. “Hello, sweetheart, did you sleep okay?” She zips her hooded jacket up to the serial number on her neck, and slips the hood over her short, sandy brown hair.

			“She slept okay,” I say.

			“You did not?”

			“No. I haven’t been. Nightmares, nausea, and—”

			Tiny feet patter down the stairs from the third floor and from behind, as a flood of hungry children exit their rooms and pass between us, headed to breakfast. Chloe, my littlest sister from the Tree Factory; Raven, Raffai’s granddaughter; and Pia, Mateo’s little sister, all wear matching dresses. Ms. Ruby, our caretaker here, made them a few days ago, with an ease and nimbleness that would’ve made my mother proud.

			I give each girl a peck on the cheek, then send them on their way. “I need to wash those dresses today, girls,” I call down the stairs. “You’ve been wearing them for three days—they’re dirty.”

			Chloe plucks her thumb from her mouth long enough to speak. “Okay, Momma Joy!” And they disappear together down the bend, giggling behind a trio of little boys.

			“Continue,” Smudge says.

			“I have to tell them. This secret’s eating me alive.”

			“What secret?” Mateo’s voice startles me from the shadows of the third-floor stairwell, where he sits, tying a shoe.

			“Oh . . . hey. I . . . didn’t see you there.”

			He stands, gripping his walking stick. “You’ve been ignoring me since we got here. Did I do something?”

			“No, Mateo, I . . . I’ve had stuff on my mind and—”

			“Like secrets?”

			I stare at him, heat building in my face. Ever since the night we met at Gomorrah, and that instant attraction that came at such a strange time, I’ve had conflicting emotions. There’s too much swirling around in my head at once for me to make sense of any of it. The truth about Zentao, the baby, Jax—I don’t know him or Mateo under normal circumstances. What I thought was love with them . . . was it a temporary need for solace in someone? I have no clue. These things are too complex to name.

			Smudge comes to my rescue. “Joy and I have things to share with the group when the time is right.”

			“Okay, well . . . I’ll save you a seat at breakfast. Though I have for the past two weeks, and you haven’t sat with me once.” The hurt in his voice further twists the guilty knife in my gut, and I stare at the floor. “The invitation’s open.” He limps down the stairs with not a glimpse back.

			“Eeee?” Baby Lou squeezes my cheek.

			“Yes”—I kiss her—“we’re going to eat.”

			Smudge removes the hood from her head. “When do you want to tell them, Joy?”

			“I don’t know, never? I wish I had already. It’ll devastate them. Now I understand why you told me right away.”

			“Nothing will change, besides their perception. They’ll still be free—”

			“Free?” I shake my head. “It’s a chained box.”

			“They may not . . . think of it that way. They’re resilient. If they are fed, loved, and have playtime . . . they are happy.”

			Oh, how I wish things would stay that simple.

			“I thought you might want these back.” Smudge raises her arm, releasing folded-up cloth held there. She places the neat stack into my free hand. “Ms. Ruby scrubbed the blood out with her miracle mixture: salt, lemon juice, and Kalzeene, a mineral found here.”

			I recognize the two fabrics without even unfolding them: my daddy’s work shirt and my mother’s jeans. The clothes I wore the night the Reaper attacked and slaughtered our brother, Miguel, as we escaped the Tree Factory into the underground jungle. Though I may never wear these clothes again, at least I still have these remaining pieces of my parents. A bittersweet victory. If only the memory of Miguel’s brutal death could be erased with a miracle mixture.

			At breakfast, I sit in the common area with Smudge at a table for two, Baby Lou strapped in a highchair beside us. To my right is a large bay window dotted with tiny, dusty fingerprints that bring back memories of the window by the chopper at the Tree Factory. Through it, I observe the people of Zentao and the Awakened Organic Artificial Intelligences—the AOAIs, or “machine people” as my brother, Johnny, says when he’s teasing Smudge. Zentao’s mix of human and partial-human townspeople mill about, tending to their yard plants or strolling along the beach, chatting. It’s a Wednesday sky, dotted with “faraway” puffs of small white clouds and a giant, “closer” one I remember from last Wednesday. The program is on a seven-day loop, with a light rain every Sunday.

			To my left, toward the center of the common area, Mateo slumps in his chair near Emerson, picking at his food with a fork. The white of Mateo’s hair gleams in contrast to the deep, warm brown of Emerson’s skin and eyes, as Mateo’s blue ones glance at me periodically. Across the table from them is Pedro, my one-handed brother we rescued from the cannibals and the evil queen at the Subterrane.

			A few tables over, Jax tucks his straight, black hair behind his ears and peeks at me from behind his hand of poker. He plays against Vila; Suellen, the food server; and Morris, the cook, whose facial scar is eerily similar to Emmanuel Superior’s. Rumor has it he escaped a Reaper attack. Everyone here has scars, it seems, both inside and out, due to life in Alzanei. Suellen has one on her right wrist, which must embarrass her, since she keeps it hidden with two wide bracelets, always fidgeting to keep the bands in place.

			Beside Jax are Tristan, his apprentice from the Tree Factory, and a few more boys. They all now learn from Jax, their forever mentor, the art of bluff. Jax lays his cards down, and the others groan; they deliver their antes, comprised of various edible treats and curious trinkets. Jax gives me a slight wink and a grin. I taught him everything he knows, everything my daddy taught me. They keep trying to get me to play, but . . . I’m uninterested in playing games. Could also be the confusion I feel about Jax.

			Now, I pick at my food. Nausea and jumbled thoughts form an irritating wall that hunger can’t break through. I do miss Jax, but I’m not sure he’s the same Jax from the Tree Factory. That’s the one I miss, my best friend, and I don’t know if he’ll ever be back.

			But I’m not the same Joy I was then, either. Maybe if I told him I was pregnant with his child . . .

			No. That might make things worse.

			Raffai enters the room, scratching his white beard, and taps Ms. Ruby on the shoulder. He mumbles something in her ear, and she nods, then Raffai stands before us.

			“May I have your attention, please?” He removes his hat, waves it over his head with one hand. The crowd grows silent but for the littlest ones who continue their conversations in a murmur. Raffai drops his hat down into place on his whitish-gray hair. “You’ve all been through a lot, but there’s something important I need to discuss with the olders among you.” He clears his throat.

			“For those of you who want to learn how to use weapons, and other forms of self-defense, training will begin after breakfast today. Far as we know, there’s no immediate threat to Zentao, but there’s always the possibility of a surprise attack. And if that were to happen, we’d need every able-bodied person trained to defend themselves and others.” He surveys the faces in the room for a moment, blotting away wetness from his forehead with a handkerchief before going on.

			“So . . . that said, any interested parties can meet me down on the beach by the bunker. And any of you younger children who’d enjoy learning various crafts—sewing, weaving, paper-and soap-making, and the like—may join Ms. Ruby for a tour of the factory. After that, there’s a performance at the amphitheatre. It’s been a long time since we’ve had children to entertain, so the theatre group is very much looking forward to this new audience.” He exaggerates a wink, and the youngers cheer, excited for the promise of fun, learning, and exploration.

			But me? . . . I’m still ready for war.
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			My fingers curl around the grip of a huge semi-automatic weapon and I steady myself in the sand. I tamp down the dread that accompanies the adrenaline, picturing the tiny seed sprouting in my belly. The weapon’s heavy; my hands, shaky, weak from lack of sleep and nourishment. Fear peeks its ugly head out from where it’s lain somewhat dormant—resting, perhaps—for the past week. I summon the courage of Zephyr the Magnificent to put it in its place, but even that’s a flimsy reed in light of my current circumstances.

			“All right.” Raffai mops his brow with his handkerchief and squints through thick glasses. “Before we begin, I need to know you’re all certain about this.”

			From my right, Smudge frowns at me, while next to her, Johnny cracks his knuckles and winks at her. “I’m sure.” He readjusts Old Jonesy’s hat and cringes, stretching out his sore back.

			On the other side of him, Emerson cleans the last specks of meat from a slender fish, and gives Raffai an okay signal with his forefinger and thumb.

			A trio of AOAIs races past, laughing, and dives into the waves. They know the truth about this place, but don’t seem too concerned about being prisoners in an illusion. Without the Nirvonic System control over their brains, forced to serve Lord Daumier above us somewhere in Alzanei, they are freer than they’ve ever been. Free, yet still not free. Same as us.

			Raffai directs his attention to me now. “Joy? Are you prepared to fight if necessary?”

			“Of course. We have to protect our new home, our families.”

			Jax and Vila mumble to each other at my left, and Smudge pulls her hood up over her head. She’s shed the protective hat, but still has the habit of putting the hood on whenever she’s nervous.

			“We want to learn, too.” Mateo’s voice startles me. He and Pedro approach, Mateo with his usual limp from his injured knee. They stand behind us, and Mateo peeks at me from his peripheral for a second, before refocusing back to Raffai.

			“I’m not sure that’s the best idea, not with your knee, Mateo”—he motions to Pedro—“and your hand . . .”

			Pedro folds his arms across his chest. “Look, man, if you think we’re just gonna sit here and daydream while you people have all the fun, you’re wrong. We’ve got ways to work around our ‘issues.’ Strap a knife to my stump. I don’t care. We ain’t damaged goods, man. We can help.”

			Another peek from Mateo and I’m swimming in a mixture of guilt and longing. I survey the children’s sand city a few yards over, dotted with rocks and shells and twigs, and sympathize with that one castle built too close to the shore. Water strikes it again and again, ravishing its base, washing away pieces when it recedes.

			Mateo’s gaze does this to my soul. It angers me . . . though I’m not sure if it’s him or me I’m angry with. Maybe my fury sits on the surface of something deeper, hidden in a dark place inside me, somewhere I’ve tried hard to steer clear of since we arrived.

			A wave of nausea blindsides me. I squat and puke onto the ground, placing the gun down beside me with an unsteady hand. Both Jax and Mateo come to my aid.

			“I’m fine.” I wave them away. “Nerves.”

			“Perhaps you should sit down,” says Raffai. “You’re pale.”

			“I said I’m fine.” I stand, wiping sand from my pants. “Continue.”

			“Okay, well . . . okay.” He adjusts his glasses and addresses the group. “We’ll start with the anatomy of the weapons you hold in your hands.”

			Raffai explains the parts of the gun, shows how to take it apart and put it back together, clean and operate it. But my thoughts drift over to the horizon in my peripheral. Amazing how real our paradise appears with the early morning sun rising, shedding heat onto our skin. Hard not to marvel at such compound and elaborate technology. Still, I wonder about life above, about Alzanei, and beyond. How do we get there? Will we someday? Would we even want to? These questions circulate through my mind a thousand times a day.

			I grip the metal bracelet I made in the scrap room for my mother as a girl, twist it around my wrist in deep contemplation. She used to do the same thing, though I believe her reflections were different. She was sure she’d never be free. But she vowed to help me find freedom in any way she could. Only . . . she didn’t know how. Then, she died, thinking she’d failed me.

			I won’t let that happen to these children who depend on Momma Joy. No. I’ll do everything I can not to fail them . . . more than I have already.

			After familiarizing us with a few weapons, Raffai moves on to self-defense and hand-to-hand combat. I opt out of this one, and instead rest on a log bench by the fire pit, trying my best to learn by observing the others. But the sickness is so bad, I envision digging a hole in the sand and crawling inside it. Shoveling the sand back on top and ending the agony now. Moving an inch in any direction jostles the juices in my stomach, and I taste them in the back of my throat.

			A squealing, giggling, bouncing flock of children exits the Watchtower up the hill. I watch as they make their trek to the amphitheatre. Many of them have never had more than a few feet of freedom in their young lives, much less a quarter-mile. They swing from low tree branches, chase each other, jump and run, and play . . . And after a day full of freedom, they’ll rest safe and sound in their beds, in their own rooms tonight. That brings me as much joy as sorrow.

			At lunchtime, Raffai stands on a small dock near the bunker to fish, and the rest of our group chats on the shore. I still don’t move, though. I think they’ve realized it’s best to leave me alone for now, considering talking, moving—basically anything—makes it worse.

			Ms. Ruby and Suellen bring the children from the amphitheatre to the beach, and soon after, Morris and an AOAI boy bring baskets of food down for a picnic. The sight of the delectable food makes my stomach turn again. I haven’t held a meal down in days, and it doesn’t appear as though this one will be any different.

			“Are ya hungry, dear?” Ms. Ruby hands me a plate of food.

			I turn away from it. “No, ugh . . . not at all. But thank you.”

			“Momma Joy!” Chloe skips toward me with Pia and Raven tagging along behind. “Look what we found at the amphitheatre!” She opens her hand to reveal a palmful of brown rocks, and hands a few to Pia. “Magic stones like Billy’s! We’re gonna keep them in our pockets for when we need ’em most.” Chloe drops three into Raven’s palm. “Put ’em in your pocket, they’re magic.”

			“Okay . . . ?” Raven inspects them, one eyebrow raised, and bites into her sandwich.

			“She’s never heard the story of Billy’s Dragon, Momma Joy. Will you tell it? Pleeeease?”

			“Oooh!” Pia claps, hops, pigtails bouncing. “Or the Butterfly Mermaid! I love that one!”

			“Yeah, you haven’t told one in forever. Will you, please?” Chloe sticks out her bottom lip and hops in place, hands clasped.

			“Not right now—”

			“Aww . . .”

			“But I will later, if I feel better.”

			“What kinda sick are you?” Raven furrows her brow, props a hand on her hip. “Are you gonna die?”

			At that, I chuckle. “No, I’ll be okay.”

			“Hopefully Momma Joy will be well enough to tell ya a story in a while,” Ms. Ruby says. “Now you three run along and finish your lunches.” She shoos them off with the wave of a napkin.

			“Okay!” Chloe leads the other two away in a skipping, giggling frenzy, back to the rest of the younger girls’ spot on the shore.

			“I’ll eat part of yours,” Smudge says, “and save the rest for you for later . . . ? I don’t want it to go to waste.”

			“Sounds good.”

			Ms. Ruby hands her the plate. “Sadie—I mean, Smudge. Forgive me, dear, I’ll get it right one of these days. Why don’t ya take Joy to meet Mr. Tanner? He should be able to give her some herbs for the nausea.” She leans in to my ear. “Make sure and tell him . . . ya know . . .” And she pokes a finger toward my belly. “So he can give ya some-ting suitable.” She lowers until she’s perched atop a large rock, and she laughs. “Oh, me . . . I’m not complainin’, but we’ve never had this many children before. Ms. Ruby’s tired!”

			“Weren’t there children rescued from Alzanei?” I scan the content faces of the Greenleigh orphans eating their lunches. Only now does it strike me as odd that Raven was the only child here when we arrived.

			Ms. Ruby picks something from her skirt. “That’s a discussion for another time, dear.”

			“Come on.” Smudge taps my arm, mouth full. “Let’s go find Mr. Tanner.”

			We trudge along the uphill sandy trail lined with a wood-and-wire fence, weaving through groups of residents enjoying the sunny Wednesday afternoon. Up ahead are the greenhouses, then past them is the amphitheatre. Past that, the two acre orchard, then the farm, which backs up against the fenced-off jungle. And beyond that fence, the jungle . . . is proof of the lie.

			Smudge kicks at the sand with each step, one hand holding the plate of food, the other stuffed down into her pocket. I swear, she’s more and more human every day.

			“What happened to the Zentao children?” I ask.

			“They took them.”

			“Who?”

			“The Clergy.”

			“Why would they take children?”

			“Children . . . and embryos.”

			“What’s—”

			“An unborn child, before it has developed.”

			I place my hand on my stomach, pain in my chest at her words. “Why?”

			“The success rate of young embryos in the Cekducellus Pods has been about fifty percent. Once the embryo has reached a certain age, the success rate goes up to almost one hundred percent. Human mothers provide a healthy, natural environment until that time.”

			“What’s a Cek . . . cek—?”

			“A Cekducellus Pod is the artificial womb where OAIs are created and held for the first three years of their life.”

			“They take people’s babies?”

			“Yes. It is a law now in Alzanei that all unborns be sacrificed to the Clergy. When I left, they were working on a new OAI prototype for these ‘human grown’ OAIs. Any illegal older children discovered are made slaves in the Monastery until the age of thirty, then they are transferred and . . . euthanized.”

			“That’s awful.”

			“And once they have enough OAIs to maintain the civilization, the goal is to wipe out the free human race in less than five years. They’ll keep a few caged in a dark chamber in the Impure Village, force them to breed. Lord Daumier finds much pleasure in fantasizing about this future.”

			“What a sick bastard.”

			“That, he is.”

			A breeze rustles the treetops, sending a swarm of butterflies fluttering up into the fake blue sky. I’m reminded of Sadie—my father’s lover who gave her life and her mind for an OAI mind-map. For Smudge. I’m reminded of her beautiful paintings we found deep within the bunkers of Greenleigh, as unbelievable and miraculous as her mind being used in the creation of my now dear friend. When I ponder the way it has all come together, I still have a hard time believing it’s true.

			“Butterflies.” Smudge grins to herself.

			“How did they get down here?”

			“They brought cocoons from Alzanei. Some came from the jungle.”

			We watch for a moment as the fluttering creatures disappear in the treetop perches again.

			“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” I say. “How did Sadie sneak into the bunkers where she painted? My dad said they could never get past the sixth floor.”

			“There are things your father didn’t tell you for the sake of keeping you, and the information, safe until it was time. Sadie was sure he didn’t even tell her certain things for those same reasons. They’d met a man who could control the elevator; an old model OAI named Seraphim. A good man.”

			“He’s still alive?”

			“Yes.” She takes another bite of the sandwich.

			“Do you know where he is?”

			“In a refuge for AOAIs. Perhaps we’ll get to meet him one day.”

			“I want to.”

			She swallows, nods. “Me, too.”

			Up the hill, almost to “The Wall” on the horizon, we reach the greenhouses. Greenhouse A is filled with all different shapes and sizes of smaller, potted trees—fruit trees, nut trees, berry bushes, and trees with flowers on them. Mr. Tanner says they start them inside, and once they’re taller, they plant them outside, around town or in the orchard. The horizon screen above is equipped with high concentration liqui-UV rays that help everything grow so well underground.

			We continue up the hill, past Greenhouse B, a conglomeration of plants, and Greenhouse C, an array of exquisite flowers. Farther uphill, Greenhouse D holds a man wearing overalls and a floppy gray hat. Perched in his mouth, his signature pipe emits wispy trails of smoke while he snips away at a small green bush.

			“Hello, Mr. Tanner.” Smudge places the half-eaten sandwich plate down onto a nearby desktop.

			He turns with a toothy grin and squinty, bloodshot eyes—“Oh, hey, Sadie, come on in!”—and he waves a dirty glove at us. “Hello again, Joy! Fine of you to stop by for a visit!” He sets his gloves and pipe down onto the table beside him, and extends a strong hand, to which I give a firm shake. Next to the pipe sit several big brown lumps that appear to be unusual rocks.

			“Nice to see you, too, Mr. Tanner.” I point to the lumps. “What are those?”

			“These?” He picks one up. “These here are the finest po-ta-toes you will ever eat.”

			I raise an eyebrow at him.

			“Remember the clouds-in-a-can?” Smudge winks.

			“Oh! Yeah . . . but how—?”

			“You peel them first,” says Mr. Tanner. “Then boil them, mash ’em up, and add salt. Then you’ve got yourself a mighty dee-licious dish.”

			“My favorite food ever.” I snatch a potato from the desktop, surprised at its weight. “Will you show me how to cook them some day?”

			“Sure, Joy, I’d love to! Or even Morris could, in the kitchen. He’s a kind soul, and he loves to teach. He makes the best mashed taters you’ll ever eat.”

			“Morris . . . with the scar, right?”

			“Yep. You can attribute that to His Horribleness Himself.” He claps his hands together, cutting off that discussion. “So . . . what can I do for you ladies? You need something? Or just stopping by for a hello?”

			“Joy needs an herb for nausea,” Smudge says. “Ms. Ruby said you’d be able to give her one?”

			“Oh yes, I’ve got plenty around here for that.”

			Smudge gives me a gentle jab with her elbow.

			“Um, Mr. Tanner?” I fidget with my bracelet, kicking at the ground. “I’m, uh . . . I’m—”

			Smudge lays a soft hand on my arm. “Joy’s pregnant.”

			Mr. Tanner stills for a moment, glances at my belly, then he shrugs and picks up his pipe. “Morning sickness, eh?”

			“Yes,” I say. “Though it seems to happen all day, so I’m not sure why it would be called that.”

			“Generally, it’s worse in the mornings after you wake up.”

			“Yeah, true.”

			“How long’s it been going on? Are you able to eat at all?”

			“It started after we arrived here. And no, I haven’t eaten much in three days.”

			Mr. Tanner shakes his head. “Well, that’s not good. We’ve got to nourish that baby.” He goes over to a shelf lined with potted plants bloomed with orange flowers, and strips leaves from a branch. “And I have the best solution for that, Miss Joy.”

			On his way back to us, I notice two fingers missing from his left hand. “What happened?” I motion to them.

			“Oh . . . it was . . . an accident. In Alzanei. Before we came here.”

			“I’m so sorry.”

			“Yeah . . .” He bows his head with memories that must weigh a ton, then reaches into his pocket. “It’s in the past now.” With a heavy sigh, he removes a piece of brown cloth and drops the pile of leaves in the center. “This is a medicinal herb called Dahli.” He pinches two slender leaves from the pile, puts them in my palm, then folds up the cloth around the remaining leaves. “When the nausea comes on, chew a couple of the leaves, and you should feel better in no time.” He places the small package into my other hand.

			“Thank you.” I stuff the tiny parcel into my pocket and chew the bitter leaves to a pulp before swallowing them with a cringe.

			Mr. Tanner hurries to a rusty desk in the corner, grabs a pitcher of water, and pours some into a metal cup. “They’re bitter, but they work fast.” He heads back toward us, sloshing water from the cup, and offers it with a nod. “Drink up. That’ll help with the aftertaste.”

			I sip, swishing to loosen the leaf particles stuck in my teeth.

			“Better?”

			“Much, thank you.”

			He slips his thick, brown gloves on again. “Fantastic. Now, I’ve got to go feed the animals. You two have a wonderful day.”

			“Oh, about the animals.” Smudge retrieves our sandwich plate from the nearby desk. “Can we take the children by to see them again? Tomorrow after lunch, maybe?”

			“That would be splendid! They’d love the attention! Take the kids over anytime and make yourselves at home.” With a wave, he swings a sack of feed over his shoulder and exits the glass building.

			Smudge pulls up her hood, tightens the drawstrings. “What do you want to do now, Joy?”

			“Let’s go for a walk. We have time before . . . um, what did Ms. Ruby call it again?”

			“Studies.”

			“Right. We still have an hour or so, don’t we?”

			“An hour and twenty minutes.”

			“Okay. Because I need to see them, Smudge, to know they’re real . . . to face that fear.”

			“See what, Joy?”

			“The walls of our prison.”
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			Once we’re outside of Greenhouse D, the nausea has already subsided. A low grumble in my stomach tells me eating—and keeping it down—might be possible. I snatch the sandwich from Smudge’s plate and take a cautious bite. “Mmm . . . what is this? It’s delicious.”

			“Chicken and mushrooms with rosemary. Ms. Ruby is an outstanding cook. I almost wish I could eat three meals a day.” She chuckles.

			I gobble down the rest like I’ve never eaten before.

			“I guess it worked.” She grins. “I’m sorry, we should’ve asked him sooner.”

			“It’s okay.”

			To our right, atop the hill, is “The Wall,” which shoots green beams of light up into the pretend sky. The technology is remarkable. Impossible to tell it’s fake, at even this short distance from it. I walk toward it, and Smudge follows with a kick at the dirt.

			A short climb up, and my hand soon lies flat against rock. “How do they do this? How does it look so believable?”

			“The horizon screen is five feet behind the wall. It appears real from a distance, which is why they erected this wall here. The illusion of freedom, plus it protects the screen from human contact. They are delicate.”

			I lean against the rough stone and survey our world. Far below, the children play on the beach, and the rolling landscape of trees, flowers, quaint huts and shops is picturesque . . . literally, like a picture book. Fanciful, dreamlike, artificial. Now that I know the truth—that the “wind” is created through large fans in the ceiling—I have it calculated. The next gust will rustle the treetops in about eight to ten minutes.

			To the far right sits another thick, leafy jungle behind a tall fence. Signs posted at intervals warn people to keep away, that the area beyond it is “unsafe.” A long building stretches from the beach bunker up the hill to “The Wall.” There, the Watchtower rises from it to the ceiling.

			To our left, a group works to clean up the amphitheatre after whatever show they put on for the children. They sweep the stage and stack chairs, pushing them back against the wall in the sunken area. Mechanical arms decorated with white flowers and vines reach from the stage to the pretend sky, and dangle lights from chains. I imagine standing on that stage beneath them, telling a story to a captivated crowd, but the idea doesn’t excite me as much as I wish it did.

			My gaze drifts to the orchard, my favorite place here. On Saturdays, the children are now responsible for collecting the ripened fruit, nuts, and berries there. “Come on.” I head in that direction.

			“What are we doing now?” Smudge asks.

			“Going to the fence.”

			Two elders cease their chatting by a hut when we approach. The man gapes, bearded jaw slung open, as if we’re ghosts who might vanish with the next gust of deceptive wind.

			“Morning.” The lady with whitish-gray braid pulled to the side, waves and grins. She tugs her shirt sleeve down over a circular scar on her wrist.

			We wave back in passing.

			“What was that scar from?” I ask Smudge. “It looked . . . purposeful.”

			“The circular scars are given to the humans Lord Daumier deems as the “Pures” of the population . . . which aren’t very many.”

			“What a strange place . . .”

			By the time we get to the amphitheatre, the space is cleaned and empty. All that remains is a giant, opened case of colorful cloth, which I’m guessing are costumes.

			“You still feeling okay?” Smudge asks.

			“A million percent better.”

			“That’s great, I’m so glad. I’ve been waiting for you to feel better so we could get out and enjoy th—”

			“I’m having a hard time with this, Smudge. I doubt I’d ever enjoy it . . . knowing where we really are.”

			She’s silent.

			“I’m sorry,” I continue. “I hope I can get comfortable here, I do. I want to. But at the moment, every cell inside of me screams no.”

			At the entrance in the short wooden gate that surrounds the orchard, a few tossed baskets lie half-full of various nuts. An elder man passes, whistling to himself, strolling barefoot across the crunching leaves with not so much as a glance at us. In fact, a lot of Zentao’s human residents seem to look away from us wherever we go.

			“Why do some of them do that?” I ask. “Ignore us?”

			“They were ‘Impure’ in Alzanei. For their entire lives, they were not permitted to gaze upon the faces of Pures. It is a learned behavior, a habit.”

			“Okay . . . I’m confused.”

			“Ah, it’s hard to explain, I suppose, if you’ve never experienced life in Alzanei.”

			“I guess so.”

			Across the orchard, almost to the farm, we come to my favorite trees, tall with floppy leaves and brown spheres hanging in clusters where their branches meet the trunk. I remember coconut water was one of the first things Baby Lou tasted that wasn’t slop. Thanks to Smudge.

			“I still can’t believe there’s water in those,” I say.

			“It is hard to believe, isn’t it?”

			“Very.”

			Beyond the palm trees are Johnny’s favorites: the banana trees. Smudge yanks a ripe banana off of a branch and slides it down into her back pocket.

			I giggle. “You two are so adorable.”

			“Hush.” She blushes.

			“No, really. Watching you and Johnny fall in love is a highlight of my day. I’m envious, but in a good way, you know. Happy for you.” I yank a banana off for myself. “I wish things could be that perfect and simple for me.”

			Smudge takes my hand. “In the words of our dear friend, Em, ‘Love is heartache, sister. Ain’t nothin’ easy about it.’” Her Emerson impersonation is way off and makes me laugh. She does, too, but it simmers to a sigh. “I’m sure my time is coming,” she says. “It would be . . . unrealistic to believe otherwise.”

			We leave the orchard and arrive at the farm just as Mr. Tanner’s exiting the wide, swinging gate to the corral with an empty feed bag. He tips his floppy hat to us and heads down the path through the orchard. I climb onto the railing and peer into the giant stall covered with reddish-brown dirt. Clustered here and there in groups are chickens, pigs, and . . . “What are those called again?” I point to the little furry things with beards and two stubby horns.

			“Goats.”

			“That’s right. How did they get them down here?”

			“Raffai’s men poached a few animals from Alzanei. They’ve bred well and remained healthy.”

			By the fence near us, a mother pig lies on her side with a half-dozen suckling piglets. By far one of the cutest things I’ve ever seen.

			“We have to bring the children to see them again soon, like you said. They’ve been begging.” And I’ve been stalling, because I’m afraid they’ll ask me what’s on the other side of the fence over there, beyond the jungle. Lying by omission is one thing, but saying the lie aloud to their sweet, innocent faces would be like swallowing needles, followed by the internal bleeding I’d deserve.

			“We will tomorrow,” she says.

			“Sounds good. Provided I’m feeling well.”

			I observe the animals play for a long moment, losing myself in their naïve oblivion. Like the children, they too are free because they don’t know the truth. When I first met them, I cried for ten minutes. My entire life, I believed the only animals left on Earth were common rats and huge, bloodthirsty ones. I never expected a variety of cuddly friends, straight from the books I used to read to the children.

			After I’ve soaked up plenty of earthy animal vibes and manure aroma, I hop down from the railing and spy a gate with a large padlock on it on the other side of the corral. Smudge follows me to it, and we stand staring into a dense jungle of trees and vines. I give the lock a jostle. “Why is this here?”

			“For show,” Smudge says. “To protect the illusion. A few feet into those trees and you’ll hit a wall.”

			“Is this the only gate?”

			“No, the other’s up the hill some.”

			“Hey!” a voice calls behind us, making me jump. Jax jogs toward us, panting, a grin on his face.

			“You scared the hell out of me,” I say.

			“Gotta keep you sharp.” He runs his fingers through his hair. “What are you two doing over here? Trying to escape?”

			“Exploring.”

			“Ah. Gotcha.” He catches his breath and fiddles with a button on his shirt. “Can I talk to you, Joy? In private?”

			“Uh . . .”

			Smudge takes the plate from me. “I’ll go, it’s no problem. Remember, we have Studies in about forty-five minutes.”

			“Okay. We’ll meet you there.” I wave. “Save me a seat.”

			She snickers. “Sure thing, Joy.”

			There are more empty seats than students in our Studies class.

			“Thanks, Smudge,” Jax says.

			“No problem. See you two soon.” And she heads off down the path, hands stuffed into her pockets, kicking up dust.

			Jax leans against the fence, peeks through the bars. “Man . . . it’s a good thing this fence is here. Can you imagine what kind of scary monsters are waiting for us out there?” He gives me a nudge.

			“Funny.” I need to tell him. Now would be the perfect time.

			“So, I’ve been thinking these past few days . . .” Jax turns, rests his back against the fence, a loose grip on a bar between us.

			“Oh? About what?”

			“A lot of things . . . about us.”

			Our eyes meet. “What have you come up with?” My fingers clasp his on the fence, the way they used to in the hole between our dorm rooms at the Tree Factory.

			He grins, returning the gesture with a squeeze. “We’ve been friends for years, but under those conditions . . . ? Did we really know each other? That was a desperate situation, and we needed comfort any way we could get it, am I right?”

			“Yes. I’d say so.”

			“And Joy . . . the thing with Aby? I don’t know what that was. I’m seriously sick to my stomach every time I think about it.”

			“It’s over, Jax. I told you I forgive you, so let’s just leave it in the past where it belongs, okay?”

			“Gotcha.”

			Something rustles in the bushes near us, and we turn. Johnny creeps out, finger to his lips, crossbow raised. He inches forward, aims at an adjacent bush, squeezes the trigger, and nails a large rat through the skull.

			“Yum.” He licks his lips. “Now that’s a meal.”

			“You go right ahead,” I say. “You’re in your element here, Johnny.”

			“I am.” He kneels and plucks the bolt from the rodent, slinging blood into the dirt. “Now all I need is a cute girl and a couple bananas.” He flinches with his next step. “And a new back.”

			I point toward the Children’s and Medical Center. “Two out of three went that way. And I’m sure she’d be happy to help with the pain.”

			“Damn, is she perfect, or what?” He adjusts Old Jonesy’s hat and sighs. “I gotta go. You two goin’ to Studies?”

			Jax nods.

			“Be there in a bit,” I say.

			After watching Johnny head back up the hill, we stand in silence for a long moment. I itch to spill the truth, but every time I go to open my mouth, the words won’t come out.

			“So, anyway,” Jax says. “We should start over. As friends. And go from there . . . ? Things are different now. We’ll have a clean slate, we can start fresh. We’re free. We can finally lead normal lives, be normal people under normal circumstances.”

			My stomach churns with these secrets now, and chewing leaves can’t cure that. Sour, foul, yet . . . still I can’t spit them out. I’m horrible for keeping them from him.

			“What do you think?” he asks.

			“Sounds perfect.” I’m a wretched human being.

			He grins back, oblivious. “Great.”

			“I have a question, though.”

			“Shoot.”

			“What about Mateo?”

			“What about him?” He laughs. “You barely know the guy, come on.”

			“But . . . if we get to that point and I decide to . . . take things further with him. Would you be mad?”

			Jax swallows hard in a moment of indecision. “No, of course not. I want you to be happy, Joy.” He brushes his thumb across my cheek, then leans over and kisses me there. “I just want you to be happy.”
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			When we get to Studies, Emerson and Pedro chatter away and laugh, giddy new brothers. Johnny stuffs his face in banana heaven next to Smudge, and on the other side of her stands an empty seat . . . right next to Mateo. Jax waves me on, then plops down next to Vila, of course. I offer Mateo a quavering half-smile and take my seat, leaving an obvious space between us. A glance over finds that brilliant, starry-eyed smile that once made my heart dance among warm, tickling flames curling up from my belly. There’s a fading ember left now, a smoldering whisper of yearning for rekindling.

			“So”—Mateo’s hot breath is in my ear—“are you going to tell me the real reason you’ve been avoiding me? Did I upset you?”

			“No.” I stare at my hands in my lap. “I’ve had a lot to process, that’s all.”

			“Can we talk later? Please? After Studies? Or dinner . . . ?”

			“After dinner, yes. I have storytime after Studies.”

			“Okay, where do you want to meet?”

			“On the beach, I guess. Unless you’d prefer somewhere else. How’s your knee?”

			“Better. The doctors here are great. Physical therapy, along with injections. We’ll monitor improvement for a few weeks before they decide if I need surgery and what type will best repair the damage. We’re so lucky to be here.” And he flashes that grin again.

			Once more, I wish I didn’t know the truth. Or that the truth was a lie. That would be even better.

			A few minutes later, Professor Al enters the room with his usual black case full of whatever materials we’ll be studying for the day. Half of the brittle pages peek out through the sides, and slicked to his scalp in a sweaty film lay his few gray strings of hair. His ancient, dingy rainbow suspenders are twisted on one side, and a shirttail hangs loose from his waistband. “Hello, children!” He sets the case down onto his tiny desk and pries it open. “How are you all this fine day?”

			Mumbles roll through the room.

			Professor Al glances from face to face. “Well . . . don’t be too excited, now.” Then he whistles for a moment, snapping his fingers to a beat only he hears, followed by the clap of his hands. “All right, today we’ll be doing reading exercises. Can any of you read?”

			I raise my hand.

			“Oh good! That’s right, Joy the Storyteller, daughter of the great Zephyr the Magnificent.” He clasps his hands in front of him and bows. “The magic and myth-makers are but a rare breed in our times, my dear. We are indeed blessed to have you—to have all of you—here with us.”

			For the next hour, Professor Al goes over the alphabet, simple words, and our names. We each take turns writing them with white rocks on the black wall behind him. And though there’s embarrassment at first, each owns a glimmer of excitement for this new world spreading open before them.

			Once we’ve all taken our turns, Professor Al paces at the front of the room. He rambles on about the beauty of the written word, of poetry and prose, and the magical land that resides in the mind, awaiting its muse to set it free with pen and tongue. A lofty lesson for people who can’t even read yet, but I enjoy listening to his words, and I think everyone else does, too. They sit motionless, glued to his every move, hanging on every word like it might be his last. We’ve never been taught before, other than how to operate machines and sort scraps.

			A surge of emotion swells in me, and I tear up. Professor Al’s words blur to a hum amid my thoughts and awe of this moment. He’s in his own kind of paradise, meandering about the room, hands clasped behind his back while he rambles on, face plastered with the biggest of smiles. He hasn’t a care in the world. Perhaps that’s what I’m most intrigued by. He is so content, joyful even, with nothing more than the freedom to be, and to teach. Same as Mr. Tanner and his greenhouses.

			By the time Studies is over, my nausea has returned, but after another “leaf snack,” it subsides once more. Amazing things grow in an environment which favors life. I suppose I could grow to appreciate it here. When the sickness doesn’t control my every waking moment, I’ll probably have a more positive outlook.

			“I’ll see you after dinner.” Mateo brushes my arm, then we part ways—him, down to the shore with Pedro, Emerson, and Vila, and me with Smudge and Johnny, up the slope to the Zentao Children’s and Medical Center.

			“Hang on,” Jax calls from behind.

			We slow to let him catch up.

			“Thought you were going to the beach with V today?” Johnny flicks the brim of Old Jonesy’s hat and gives Jax a sly wink.

			Jax shoots him a look.

			“What?” Johnny shrugs. “It’s obvious, man.”

			“It’s nothing. We’re friends, that’s it.”

			“Yeah, okay.”

			Smudge claps her hands. “So, who wants to meet Cheyenne? I told her two days ago I’d bring my human friends by soon.”

			“How long do we have until storytime?” I ask.

			“A little less than an hour.”

			“So, friends, huh?” Johnny slides an arm around Smudge’s waist, tugs her close. Smudge’s face grows red, and she fumbles for words.

			“I’d love to meet her,” I say. “The shell painter, right?”

			“Yes.” Smudge pushes back from Johnny and takes his hands instead. “She is . . . a woman of many intrigues.”

			A few minutes later, we’re in front of the brown hut, near a sign that now reads: Cheyenne’s—Zentao’s Finest (and only!) Hand-Decorated Treasures. Just yesterday, Smudge herself repainted its new name in silver, with a pair of Sadie’s butterflies in flight on either side. And I’m positive Cheyenne requested this because she knew how much Smudge would enjoy doing it.

			The door’s already open, and hanging from its frame are tinkling chimes, ethereal and haunting. We follow Smudge inside to a warm, colorful room, an array of trinkets, gadgets, and decorations perched on shelves in every corner. She leads us toward an area dotted with plants and a cluster of potted trees. To our right is a glass cabinet lined with intricately painted shells and rocks, and other tiny, beautiful objects. I reach out to touch one, but pull my hand back at the last moment. Maybe I shouldn’t.

			“Oh, that’s fine, sweetheart.” Cheyenne’s voice rises from behind a full branch of floppy leaves, her age apparent from its feeble tone. “Touch anything that tickles your intrigues, dear.”

			“Thank you. They’re exquisite.”

			“Aww, well, you’re kind to say so.”

			I pick up a rock from the shelf and trace the perfect lines—intricate swirl patterns that remind me of a faraway galaxy. A tiny universe right here in my palm. It’s remarkable, the most detailed art I’ve ever seen. I set it down again, and we continue toward the central room where Cheyenne sits.

			When we pass through the doorway, I freeze, stunned. Cheyenne might be a hundred years old, with two scarred-over circles of skin instead of eyes.

			Blind.

			“Oh, don’t be alarmed, children.” She holds out a fist dotted with rings made of precious metals and jewels. “I won’t bite.” Then she opens it, revealing long, wrinkled fingers and sparkling white cubes in her palm. “Please, have one. My treat to you. And sit anywhere you’re comfortable.”

			We each pluck a cube and spread out on the chairs and benches surrounding her. I take a seat on the bench to Cheyenne’s right, Smudge’s left, and Jax sits down next to me. Together, we drop the cubes into our mouths. The celestial sweetness disintegrates, dissolving into liquid pleasure on my tongue. “Wow . . .” Chill bumps rise on my arms from the sweet euphoria in my mouth.

			“These are damn good.” Jax swipes another cube from Cheyenne’s still-open palm. “What’re they called?”

			“Sugar cubes. From Alzanei. I’ve got a lifetime’s supply.” Cheyenne grins, nearly toothless. “Raffai was kind to get them for me, for what they took from me.” And she points to her scars.

			“Who did that to you?” I ask. “The Clergy?”

			“Yes, my dear. That’s them. The Soultakers.”
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			“Soultakers?” I say. “I’ve never heard them called that before.”

			Cheyenne struggles to rise from her seat, but soon gives up and plops back down. “Well, it’s what they are, dear.” She motions for me to come closer.

			I hesitate, but Smudge gestures for me to go ahead, so I get up and approach Cheyenne.

			“May I have your hand, please?” She extends hers toward me. “I’ve waited so long for this.”

			“Um . . . okay.” I place my hand into her cool, soft one, and she brings her other up to meet it.

			“You have an aura about you.” Another toothless grin.

			“Aura . . . was my mother’s name.”

			She nods, traces the lines in my palm, the muscles in her face tense, then relax, then tense again. She taps a fingertip in the center. “What a journey you have been on, Joy Montgomery.” And she places one hand over her heart, a sadness sweeping over her. “But it isn’t over yet.” She shakes her head. “No . . . I’m afraid you have much farther to go.”

			Her words strike a minor chord of truth in me, reverberating with my bittersweet nightmare. “My father said the same thing to me in a dream last night.”

			“I’m sure he did, dear.”

			“Well . . . what does it mean?”

			“The details are never clear, but the lines don’t lie . . . This hero’s journey you’re on will end in tragedy—”

			“That’s damn good to know.” Johnny slaps his knee.

			“But”—Cheyenne squeezes my hand—“it will also end in triumph. Great achievements come with great sacrifice. And luckily for your friends, and for the children, you have an iron strength and a heart of pure gold. With you to lead them, and your father’s spirit to guide you, they’ll be all right in the end. You are a seeker, my dear, and you’ll find the keys you need. Lives will be lost, sacrifices will ensue, but love will prevail.”

			“How do you know all of this?”

			She breathes a soft sigh. “The Soultakers thought if they took my sight, I’d no longer be able to see the truth, and therefore, speak it. But instead, they awakened something pure and fathomless. They enabled me to experience a world beyond . . . to see with the soul. Since I entered the darkness, my perceptions have become ever clearer.”

			We sit in silence while I struggle to remain calm. Hearing twice in less than twelve hours that I’m doomed is alarming, to say the least.

			“I’m sorry, dear,” Cheyenne says. “I know you’re scared. But you have to trust Life. Be strong.”

			“He . . . said that, too.”

			Her saggy cheeks rise with another smile. She pats my hand and tosses two sugar cubes into her mouth. “Your father was a smart man, a good man. Wouldn’t surprise me if he were with you every step of the way. And that should ease your mind some. You’re never alone, Joy Montgomery.”

			“I know.” My voice shakes with too much emotion.

			Jax raises a finger in a moment of realization. “How the heck do you paint so well, if you can’t—?”

			“The body and mind are miraculous; they adapt when the need arises. Fingers can see.” She wiggles hers in the air, and inhales. “A nose, too. But the heart and soul see clearest.” And at this, she lowers her head, dropping her hands into her lap. “I suppose that’s the thing that saddens me the most.”

			“About what?” I ask.

			“Well . . . stealing my eyes didn’t take my soul. But those transfers . . . They are stealing souls—the minds of the innocent, to put into their machines, for their own selfish deliverances. Those brutes have hundreds now, imprisoned in their man-made Purgatory. Breaks this old woman’s heart.”

			“Where do they keep them?”

			“Most are in the laboratories building, in a secret area called The Soul Room. Not many know the exact location. Not many humans, anyway.”

			In my peripheral, Smudge turns away, but soon meets my questioning gaze. She drops her own to the floor, hands fidgeting. She knows where this Soul Room is.

			After a long, awkward silence, Smudge speaks up. “Well, we better be going. It’s almost storytime.”

			“Ah well, it’s always a pleasure.” Cheyenne wiggles her fingers in the air; a goodbye. “You children visit me anytime, please.”

			Smudge crosses the small room to plant a soft kiss on Cheyenne’s cheek. “I love you.”

			“I love you, too, Sadie, dear.”

			“I’ll come by with tea.”

			Cheyenne beams. “You’re such a sweetheart for spoiling me.”

			“Well, you deserve to be spoiled. I’ll stop by later this evening.”

			“I’ll be here! Bye-bye, children. It was a pleasure meeting you all.”

			“Nice to meet you, too, Cheyenne.” I offer her my hand to shake.

			Instead, she pulls me down to her, folds me up in her arms like she’s known me her whole life. “Stay strong. Break through the illusion and rise.” She kisses my cheek, then pats me on my way.

			“Thank you. I’ll . . . do my best.”

			After Jax and Johnny mumble their goodbyes we exit the hut. I’m even more astonished now by the intricate details in the blind woman’s art. Not to mention, shaken by her foretelling of my bleak future. I push the thought away. Best not to worry about it; just dismiss these stories from an old woman’s frail mind. Though I can’t deny their resemblance to what my intuition tells me.

			I chew my thumbnail in contemplation. “Smudge, how did she—?”

			“She knows things. She has an . . . evolved . . . human psyche.”

			So much for my “old woman’s frail mind” theory.

			“She’s really old.” Johnny flicks the brim of Old Jonesy’s hat. “Same with Professor Al. Does that mean everyone gets to grow old in Alzanei?”

			“Not . . . everyone.” Smudge puts her hood on and tightens the drawstring. “Only a select few, those who have served and pleased Lord Daumier. Cheyenne was once—” She turns to gaze off into the distance, then stares at the ground.

			Johnny wraps her up in his arms. “You don’t have to tell us. It’s fine.”

			“Thank you.” She glances up at him, and he kisses her cheek.

			“Anytime.”

			When we get to the door of the Children’s and Medical Center, we’re greeted by the sound of Baby Lou’s screams. Ms. Ruby opens the door, and Baby Lou dives at me from her arms, gasping and distraught.

			“Shh, Baby . . . it’s okay.” I cradle her in my arms. “Momma’s here. Shhh . . .”

			She’s had trouble adjusting to my not being around her all day. When I insisted on caring for her instead of attending Studies, Ms. Ruby insisted that I needed a break, to take some “time for myself.” I still feel guilty for leaving Baby Lou, but I must admit, it’s been a slight relief. Mothering is hard work.

			“How long has she been crying?” I rock her in my arms. Within seconds, she’s quiet and sucking her thumb, a new habit she must’ve picked up from Chloe.

			“Ten minutes or so. She usually wants ya when she wakes up from her nap.”

			Baby Lou bats at my face with a chubby hand, sniffles. “Ma-ma?”

			“Yes, Baby, I’m here. But you’re safe with Ms. Ruby, too, okay?”

			“Booby, too?”

			We all share a giggle. “Yes, honey. Ms. Ruby will take good care of you.”

			She sniffles again and lays her head against my shoulder, reaching up to twist one finger around a strand of my hair.

			Ms. Ruby inspects the wet spot on her robe, left behind by Baby Lou’s tear-streaked face, and she grins. “Even when they’re a handful, they’re still a blessing.” She rubs Baby’s arm and looks at me. “Did Mr. Tanner give ya some-ting for the nausea?”

			“Yes, I feel one hundred percent better.” I dig the leaf satchel from my pocket and show her its contents. “He gave me these to chew when the nausea comes on.”

			“Oh, Dahli is very good. Perfect, yes, dear.”

			“I was finally able to eat. And it was delicious, by the way. You’re an amazing chef.”

			“Well, thank you, I’m glad you enjoyed it. So you’re up for tellin’ a story, then?”

			“I am.”

			 “Fantastic. They’re waiting for ya in the common area.” She waves and heads down the hallway toward the end where the kitchen is, her flowing lavender house robe fluttering behind her. “And if ya need me, I’ll be in the kitchen, cleanin’ up.”

			“Okay, thank you.” We follow her until we reach the common area doorway, where Tallulah, Vila’s unusual, long-tailed animal from the Subterrane, perches by the doorway, twitching her whiskers. She blinks her big yellow eyes at us, snips a bite off of a cracker in her tiny paws, then crams the whole thing into her mouth. Didn’t take her long to get used to us all, and now she’s everyone’s pet. The way she hops from lap to lap, taking “surprise treats” from under the table, scraps of things the children don’t care for, I’d say she’s found her own kind of heaven here in Zentao.

			When we enter the room, the youngers cheer and race to the pile of pillows. I’m so grateful not to be nauseous, I could sing. My nightly storytelling is the only thing I miss from the Tree Factory other than my escapes to the bunkers with Jax . . . and Aby and Miguel. It was a light that shone in the darkness, a star that lit our path, brought us together, and showed us everything would be all right. And although we lost a few heroes along the way, we saved innocent lives. That heartbreaking truth will fuel many tales from now until the end of my days.

			“What story are you tellin’, Joy?” Six-year-old Raven props a hand on her hip and cocks her head. “It better have a happy ending, or I’m not listening.” I try to remind myself that she’s been through a lot. Maybe she’s a born leader or something, like her grandpa, and that’s where the attitude comes from. I need to give her a chance, I know. We all have different ways of coping with loss.

			I clear my throat. “Today, I’m telling the story of Billy’s Dragon. And to make up for the days I haven’t told one, I’ll also tell a short love story.”

			“Why a love story?” a boy whines.

			“They’re the greatest stories ever told. How love can conquer evil, how it outlasts death; love has many stories, and they deserve to be told.”

			“I guess.” He buries his face into a pillow.

			“She’s right.” Jax takes a seat at the table by the window. “So hush and listen. I bet you’ll enjoy it.”

			I take a deep breath to begin . . .

			. . . when the lights go out.

			Baby Lou claws at me, and the children scream.

			“What the hell just happened?” Jax yells.

			My heart pounds against the wall of my chest. Zentao is dark through the window. Reddish-orange emergency and green oxygen lights glow around the circumference of the ceiling, outlining the walls of our cell. A panel slides up over the window, shielding away the view before the children get to it.

			“Somebody tell me what the hell’s going on!” Jax’s voice is louder now, while he gets closer, stumbling my way in the dark.

			Ms. Ruby appears in the doorway with a tray of tiny candles in glass holders. She lights them, one by one. “Joy, please help me put these on the tables.”

			“What’s happening?” I take a few lit candles into my hands.

			“I’m not sure.”

			I rush to spread the candles around the room, setting one per table. “Mateo, Vila, Pedro, and Emerson were on the beach!”

			“I suppose they’ll be wantin’ an explanation soon, too, then!” Ms. Ruby calls over to me.

			“They aren’t the only ones!” Jax pushes through the chaotic cluster of frightened bodies, with Johnny close behind. “What is this place? Where the hell are we?”

			“What was it, man?” Johnny asks. “What’s outside?”

			“I knew something was off, here.” Jax shakes with rage and fear, scowls at Ms. Ruby with balled fists. “Tell me now! Where we are?”

			“Please, Jax,” she says. “Let’s go into the hallway.”

			“Smudge, where are you?” I call into the shadowy chaos.

			“Over here!” She sets the last candle on a table in the far corner.

			“We’re going in the hall for a few minutes. Can you stay with the children?”

			“Of course.”

			I take a candle and disappear into the dark hallway with Ms. Ruby, Jax, and Johnny.

			“Are we underground?” Jax is an inch from Ms. Ruby’s face now. “There’s walls out there. And lights—”

			I grip his arm. “Get out of her face—”

			“What are you sayin’, man?” Johnny steps closer.

			The front door slams open, and Vila bursts through it, followed by Emerson, Mateo, and Pedro.

			Vila charges Ms. Ruby, shakes her by the shoulders. “Why are we in a fucking box?”

			“Get your hands off of her!” I grab two handfuls of Vila’s hair, pull her back with a fierce twist and yank.

			“Ow! Let go, you bitch!” She releases Ms. Ruby, who gasps and drops to a crouch. Emerson rushes to her side.

			I whip Vila around and slam her body against the wall, then clutch her throat and squeeze, cutting off her air. I lean in close, jaw clenched. “If you ever touch her again, you’ll be fish food. Square?”

			Her face is bright red as she tries to form words. I release my grip enough for her to speak.

			“Square.”

			I let her go, and she drops to the ground, struggling to draw a breath.

			Emerson steps in the middle of us. “Okay, let’s everyone just calm down now.” He rubs Ms. Ruby’s trembling arm. “You okay, sweetheart?”

			“Yes, dear. I’m okay.”

			“What’s going on?” Pedro folds his arms across his chest. “I feel like I just woke up from a really good dream and someone zapped me with a million volts of bullshit. Is this some kinda cruel joke, Mizz Ruby?”

			I shake my head. “No, it’s not a joke.”

			“You knew about this, Joy?” Mateo asks.

			I swallow hard. And nod.

			“And you didn’t tell us?” Jax drops his fists by his side; a state of momentary shock. “You didn’t tell . . . me?”

			“I wanted to tell everyone soon. I was . . . waiting for the right time—”

			They all speak at once. Oh how I wish Smudge had never told me.

			“Let’s all just hush now.” Emerson holds up a hand. “Let her speak. I’m sure she has a good explanation for why she didn’t tell us the truth about this place.” And he directs his stare toward me. Hurt, yet so forgiving, he urges me on. “Joy?”

			“I . . . I wanted you all to be happy. At least for a little while longer.” Tears well, then stream down my cheeks. “I didn’t want it to be true. Everyone trusted me to keep them safe, to get them to paradise, and when I finally did . . . it’s another prison! An illusion! Can you imagine? I never meant to lie to anyone. I just . . . didn’t want to break your hearts.”

			We fall silent while I stand in tears before their judgment. Jax’s stare hurts the most—cold and resentful. He shakes his head in disgust and turns away.

			Mateo wraps his arm around my shoulder. “It’s okay, Joy. It must’ve been hard for you, not knowing how to tell us. Not wanting to let us down. I can understand that.”

			“Well, that makes one of us.” Vila rubs her red, swollen neck.

			“No, I’m with Mat,” Emerson says.

			“Me, too,” says Pedro. “Joy wouldn’t ever want to deliberately deceive us. It was an honest mistake.”

			Jax whips around to Ms. Ruby again. “Where are the lanterns?”

			“There’s a few in the kitchen, dear.”

			He pushes through everyone, snatching the candle from my hand, then heads down the hall. With Vila at his heels, they disappear through the doorway of the kitchen. We stand in still darkness for a moment, listening to the children’s soft murmurs drifting out to us from the common area, and voices from the medical wing, bodies scurrying about over there.

			Jax emerges again, shaking a liqui-light lantern, and they charge toward us. Vila drops the candle onto the ground in front of me as she passes, and with one hostile glimpse back, Jax yanks the front door open, and the two of them exit into the darkness.

			Mateo brushes my arm with a finger. “Joy? Where are we?”

			I retrieve the candle at my feet, and Ms. Ruby lights it with a match. “Deep underground, near Alzanei . . . I think.”

			“But the sky”—Pedro points at the ceiling, then throws a thumb over his shoulder—“and the ocean . . . How—?”

			“They’re called horizon screens. They display the images like the television in the common area. The ocean only goes a few hundred feet before it stops at a wall that makes the waves. The water comes from the river, and the salt in it . . . from the saltmines.”

			“Wow . . .” Emerson slides down the wall until he’s seated on the floor, legs crossed.

			Johnny leans next to him and takes off his hat. “Well, isn’t that spectacular.”

			“Why’d they build this place?” Mateo asks. “Why are all of these people here?”

			“Because there probably ain’t nothin’ left up top.” Pedro jabs his thumb toward the ceiling. “I bet the whole world’s dead as Bygonne.”

			“I’ve been too afraid of the answer to ask Smudge for a lot of details about Alzanei,” I say. “But I know the reason Zentao is here: because Lord Daumier and his Clergy are evil, and the people who live here escaped. The Clergy have done terrible, awful things to them.”

			“Cheyenne’s eyes,” Johnny mumbles.

			“Yes. And Mr. Tanner’s fingers. Suellen’s wrist. And so much more.”

			We share another moment of silent contemplation, until a question forms in my mind. “Ms. Ruby, why did the screens shut off?”

			“I don’t know.” She shivers. “Since Raffai fixed it three years ago, we’ve never lost power.”

			“Is it them?” Mateo asks. “The Subterrane?”

			“It could be, yes. Though our technology is well protected. The bunker’s built with titanzium, to keep ana outside signals from penetratin’ the walls.”

			Titanzium.

			“So that’s why,” I say.

			“Why what?” Mateo pivots to face me.

			“Why we built trees out of titanzium. So they couldn’t be operated remotely.”

			“I’m not following you.”

			“There is . . . more to tell you all. But first, we need to find Jax. Ms. Ruby, will you be okay with the children?”

			“Sure, dear, but please”—she takes my hands in hers—“if ana-ting happens, if the alarm sounds, please hurry back here fast as ya can.”

			“We will, I promise.” I kiss her cheek. “We’ll be back soon.”

			I lean in through the doorway of the common area, where Smudge is talking to the children. They’re calm now, resting in the pillows. Baby Lou sits with Serna, Chloe, Pia, and Raven, who whisper to one another in a nearby corner.

			“Smudge, can you come here, please?”

			She rises from her chair and hurries over to me. “Are you all right?”

			“Yes, but we have to find Jax. I need to tell him everything.”

			She raises an eyebrow.

			Well . . . almost everything.
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			Zentao’s dimensions are obvious now, and even smaller than I imagined. The ceiling and walls are covered by an opaque material that ripples in the air. Horizon screens. The five of us stand at the doorway, each in our own state of shock or disbelief.

			“It was so real.” Mateo sways, then leans back against the building.

			“Are you all right?” I extend my hand and help him up, support his arm around my shoulders.

			“My knee’s a little weak, is all. Physical therapy on top of . . . this.”

			“Where’s your cane?”

			“In the common area.”

			“I’ll get it.” Smudge hurries down the hallway, and in seconds, she’s back with Mateo’s walking stick.

			“Thanks.” He takes it from her, and she shivers, secures her hood.

			“You cold?” Johnny rubs her arms to warm her up.

			“No. I’m . . . nervous. I think.”

			I scan the beach and spy two figures by the bunker, with another group of men who might be Raffai and his militia. “Smudge, is that them?”

			“Yes. We should get down there. It’s not . . . pretty.”

			“You can hear them?”

			“Yes.”

			“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”

			The other Zentao inhabitants have already exited their homes, shocked by the occurrence. Doctor Sullivan and her team of doctors and nurses mill about the hall of the medical wing, switching on flashlights and voicing their concerns. We stroll at a slow pace because of Mateo’s limping, and I’m antsy to move faster. I imagine the verbal waste spewing from their mouths to poor Raffai, who’s doing his best to keep us safe. When we’re halfway there, my human ears register the screaming rant that Smudge’s did from up the hill.

			“Jax!” I wave in an attempt to hush him from a distance.

			He tosses a hurried glance in our direction, then veers toward the beach with Vila. The militia men head inside the bunker.

			“Raffai, what happened?” Smudge asks when we get to him.

			“I’m not sure. Have you noticed any strange signals?”

			“None. Nor can I manipulate the energy flow. It seems something is blocking it . . . yet, nothing is there.”

			“Exactly. We can’t find the culprit. It may be a simple short circuit somewhere or—”

			“Sir?” A green-capped militia man—a boy, I see, now that we’re close—salutes Raffai from the bunker doorway. “We’re all clear. We’ll head down now.”

			Raffai salutes him in return. “Please let me know what you find.”

			The boy gestures with a nod, and the rest of the militia follows him from the bunker and up the hill to the Watchtower.

			Raffai swipes his handkerchief across his neck and forehead. “Anyway, it could be a much greater problem,” he tells us. “But we don’t have a clue. Not one. Just zap, no more power. Except for the emergency lights that operate from energy stores. Fingers crossed we get it back on before that resource is depleted.” He pats the shirt pocket that holds the blonde braid; a habit of his, I’ve noticed.

			“Was it your daughter’s?” I ask.

			“What?” He appears alarmed that I’d even brought her up.

			“The braid.”

			“Oh . . . yes. It was.”

			“What happened?”

			He turns away.

			“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked that.”

			After an awkward silence, Johnny motions to Pedro and Emerson. “Come on, let’s go talk to them.” And they follow him to the shore, where Jax and Vila stand before the “ocean.”

			Raffai wipes more wetness from his face with his handkerchief, and Smudge and I head off after the boys.

			“She hid her pregnancy,” Smudge says when we’re out of earshot. “She and her husband stayed in Raffai’s cellar in Alzanei for three and a half years. Then one day, Raven became ill. Her father went to a trusted friend to get her some medicine, and a Clergyman followed him back home. An hour later, five of them raided their quarters, and Raven watched from an air shaft while the Clergymen dismembered and decapitated her parents. Raffai returned that night and discovered her, traumatized. He escaped with her then. She was three years old.”

			“How awful! That poor girl. Is that . . . common in Alzanei? That sort of brutality?”

			“The raids are, yes. But the public executions . . . of that magnitude . . . only once in a while. When Lord Daumier believes it’s necessary to teach a lesson . . . that will not soon be forgotten.”

			When we make it down to the rest of the group, Vila’s death stare rips me open. “If you ever”—she approaches me, a finger aimed at my face—“put your hands on me again—”

			“Shut the hell up, V.” Emerson clenches his fists at his sides, standing taller, more intimidating. “What you did back there to that sweet lady was wrong—”

			“She lied to us!”

			“I don’t care! She’s been nothing but kind since we got here—fed us, cared for the kids, gave us safe passage—and you had no right to handle her like that. She’s an old woman, for cryin’ out loud!” He’s now an inch from her face, angrier than I’ve ever seen him. “What’s wrong with you? She’s the closest thing to a grandmum I ever had. She a sweet woman, and I won’t let that happen again. Got it?”

			“Yeah, Em.” Vila shrinks before him. “I’m . . . sorry.”

			She plays boss, but it’s obvious who the real leader is.

			Emerson pulls back, then turns to face the rest of us. “Joy . . . please tell us everything. About Zentao, and about Alzanei.”

			“All right, but first, I need to tell you all some things about Bygonne.”

			Everyone takes a seat on the logs around the fire pit we gathered at before we went to save Pedro—before Aby died. I sit by Mateo, hands shaking, and prepare to spill more secrets. Jax stares at me from the same log he and Aby sat on when he told her I forgave her, and a sadness sweeps over me. It isn’t over yet. My daddy’s words, and Cheyenne’s voice haunt my mind: Your journey hasn’t ended yet . . . you have much farther to go.

			I clear my throat and summon the strength to begin. “The people we loved who have died haven’t left my thoughts. They probably won’t, ever. We can’t lose anyone else. We have to work together, even if we can’t stand each other and disagree.” I glance at Vila. “No matter what, we’re a family, and we have to be able to trust each other, lean on one another. That being said, the information I’m about to divulge won’t be easy to hear. Especially for you, Jax. So, if any of us is having a hard time handling things, someone needs to be there for them—to be an ear to listen, or a shoulder to cry on, whatever. I wish we could all relax in some pristine paradise fantasy, but that doesn’t exist. This darkness has revealed the truth . . . that the light we thought we’d found is a lie. And it’s not the only lie.”

			“What is it, Joy?” Jax chucks a rock far off into the water. “Quit with the foreplay and tell us.”

			“The trees we built for most of our childhoods . . . do not create oxygen.”

			No one moves. Faces go from confused, to shocked, to angry, and back to confused.

			“What do you mean they don’t create oxygen?” Jax says. “I spent the last few years of my life making goddamn photosynthesis solenoids. I should know—”

			“That is not what they were,” Smudge says. “They tricked you, they lied. Taught you one thing and said it was another.”

			“Well, then—what the hell were they?”

			“They are omitoids. They emit ozone and oxygen-depleting free radicals into the atmosphere.”

			Jax glares. “And that means what, exactly?”

			“They do the opposite of what we thought they did,” I say. “Instead of creating oxygen, they depleted it. Without knowing it, we were helping to . . . kill people. And further destroy our world.”

			After a few seconds of reading my face, Jax jumps from the log and takes off up the hill. To my surprise, Vila stays.

			“Let him go.” Mateo lays a soft hand on my knee. “He’s got a lot to process.”

			Pedro stands, pacing slowly before the dead fire pit. “So, the trees we made . . . they killed our parents?”

			“Yes. Smudge said once Arianna Superior took over after Micah Greenleigh died, she changed the technology. The trees produced oxygen before, but Arianna Superior wanted people to get sick younger and agree to be transferred sooner.”

			“What does that mean?” Vila asks.

			“Smudge, will you explain the transfers, and anything else for those who need to be filled in? My head’s spinning.”

			“Sure.” She picks up where I left off, explaining the mind maps implanted into rapidly grown OAIs before they’re “born” as teenagers. And while she tells them about the Clergy and Lord Daumier’s hunger for power and control, my gaze drifts up the hill to my left. It’s dark, but I think there’s a shadow moving toward the greenhouses.

			I give Smudge a wave to get her attention, and she pauses her explanation. “Yes, Joy?”

			“Answer any questions they have. I’ll be back soon. I need to go find Jax.”

			I stand, and Mateo brushes my hand. “Be safe.”

			“I will.”

			I leave the group and climb the path orange-lit by the emergency lights. Whispers from huts around me plus rustling on the ground makes for an eerie trek in the low-lit darkness. At the sight of a scurrying bloodbug disappearing into some underbrush, I shiver. “Jax, where are you? Jax!”

			 “Joy, is that you?” Mr. Tanner’s voice greets me from up ahead at the greenhouses.

			“Yes, have you seen Jax?”

			“He’s right here. Come on over and have a seat with us.” A liqui-lantern lifts into the air, illuminating a hand with two missing fingers.

			When I get to them, Jax is sitting on the ground, legs crossed, holding Mr. Tanner’s pipe.

			“Thanks for sending him,” says Mr. Tanner. “If there’s ever anything I can do to help you children, let me know. I’m sure the change in diet is an adjustment, and the . . . well . . .” He drops his gaze to his hands. “The complete shock of the way you all discovered . . . the truth about Zentao.”

			Jax lights the pipe and draws in a long, deep breath. Then he hacks for about a minute straight, ending up on the floor in a daze. The pipe rolls from his palm into the dirt, and Mr. Tanner picks it up. “You may have had a bit too much, Jax.”

			Jax waves a flippant hand, then peers up at me.

			“What is that stuff?” I ask Mr. Tanner.

			“Oh, it’s just an herb to help with anxiety.”

			Jax rises from the ground, stumbling to mere inches in front of me. I grip his arms to steady him. “Are you . . . okay?”

			“If he goes easy on it, he’ll be fine,” says Mr. Tanner. “Maybe a little absentminded to start.”

			I inspect Jax for signs of instability.

			“I’m fine,” he says.

			“You sure?”

			“Yeah.” His eyes catch mine and don’t let go. In them is my old best friend, the reason I got out of my lumpy bed every day—other than the children. And I realize how much I love him.

			“Can we . . . talk?”

			“Where?”

			“Up there.” I point. “By the wall.”

			“Okay.”

			I help him to his feet. “Thank you, Mr. Tanner. It was so kind of you to help.”

			“Anytime, Joy. You two be safe. And let’s hope they get that power back on soon. The plants and trees’ll die if they don’t.”

			“Yeah, let’s hope.”

			With Jax’s hand in mine, I guide him up the hill. It’s dark, but having him by my side makes it okay. Because this is how it’s supposed to be—me and Jax, embracing the truth in the dark like we did for so many years.

			When we arrive at the wall, I take his face in my hands. “Jax, you didn’t know, okay? You’re not a murderer. You didn’t know.”

			And he kisses me.

			Despite myself, I melt into him, and we drop to the ground behind a cluster of bushes. I run my hands along his familiar skin, the strong, soft body I’ve missed. His mouth is hot on my neck, my cheek, my lips . . . He grips the hem of my shirt and begs me with his eyes. I nod, and with a clean swipe, my bare skin meets the chilly air. But I’m not cold for long. His shirt joins mine on the dark ground beneath my head as he lies me back and blankets me with himself. He’s ravenous for me, a sensual, savage beast, devouring me in a rush of passion . . . and I know I should stop this storm from coming. But I don’t. I can’t, nor do I want to. Maybe I am in love with him . . . I should tell him the truth—that he’ll be a father soon. I should . . . but I don’t want to ruin this moment.

			I suppose it’s one way to take the dark with the light . . . and build on.
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			Jax and I sit with our backs against the stone wall, hands clasped between us. The few minutes of silence is an uncertain eternity. Far below, on the beach, someone gets the campfire blazing, while tiny silhouettes of our friends gather around it, some standing, some still sitting on the logs. Mateo scans the hill, no doubt worried about me.

			What am I doing? What seems right one minute, is wrong the next. I swore I’d never let Jax in again . . . and here I have. Am I going to regret this? Already, there’s the guilt because of Mateo.

			“I killed thousands of people.” Jax slumps back against the wall. “Thousands.”

			“It’s not your fault. You thought you were helping. And anyway, you didn’t have a choice.”

			“Still, for five years in the Brain Room, every day, I told myself it’s okay, because I’m giving them air, life for another day.” He throws a tiny rock that bounces down the hill. “Another day in hell.”

			“You can’t beat yourself up over it. That won’t help.”

			Jax takes out a pipe and a satchel from his pocket. He fills the pipe’s bowl with a pinch of its contents, strikes a match to light it, and inhales. “Damn.” He coughs, blowing the smoke out in a stream above our heads. “Long as I got a nice supply of this stuff, I’ll be A-OK.”

			“You can’t run from your thoughts forever. Eventually, you’ll have to deal with whatever you’re running from.”

			“Not running from anything.”

			“Okay, Jax.” For another few minutes, we sit in silence until I can’t stand it any longer. I have to tell him. “Jax, I—”

			“I knew this place was off. It’s crazy how you ignore certain stuff when you want so badly to believe something.”

			So true.

			He draws from the pipe again, holds the smoke in his lungs. “Know what I mean?” And he exhales, and rambles about electricity, food source, location . . . and it’s all a murmur behind my screaming thoughts.

			I stand, interrupting his rant. “We should go back, I bet they’re wondering where we are.” I help him to his feet, and he stumbles into me, attempting to steal another kiss. But instead, I start downhill. Jax is a mess. So am I. Our dream world has been obliterated, and I’ve complicated things by letting my urges take over. I don’t need this right now.
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			When we get to the beach, Mateo sits by Vila on a log. She ceases her venting when we approach, crossing her arms over her chest.

			“You two okay?” Emerson pokes a stick into the fire.

			“Fine,” I say.

			“I’m going to my room.” Vila steps toward us, stops at Jax’s side to tug at the neck of his shirt. “Your shirt’s on inside out, by the way. Apparently, you’re more than ‘fine.’” She holds his gaze for a second, a sadness flashing there before it disappears with her departure. We watch her leave, falling into a stiff silence intensified by the absence of the fake waves. Jax tries to hide his urge to follow her, a glance from her to me while she’s swallowed up by the darkness above. Mateo rests his elbows on his knees, stares at the ground, and Emerson tosses a rock into the still water with a plop.

			“Well . . .” says Johnny. “This is awkward.”

			“You’re telling me,” Pedro says.

			I catch Jax staring up the hill again. “Go. I can tell you’re dying to.”

			“Oh no, I’m—”

			“Please. Just go.”

			With a second’s thought, he takes off after her, and I slump down next to Mateo.

			“Will you three come with me?” Smudge asks Johnny, Pedro, and Emerson. “I want to ask Raffai if he knows anything, or needs us . . . for any reason.”

			They take turns eyeing me and Mateo, aware of what she’s doing, so they agree and follow her toward the bunker.

			After they’re gone, Mateo cocks his head and peers at me from his peripheral. “You okay?”

			“Yeah. And I . . . I’m sorry. I have no idea what I’m doing.”

			“You owe me no apology, Joy—none, whatsoever.” He stares back out at the water, a hint of a smile hungry on his lips. “That’s one lucky guy. And he has no clue how lucky he is.”

			“Mateo, I’m pregnant.”

			He jolts to face me. “Really? Is it . . . his?”

			“Yes.”

			“Does he know?”

			“No. I . . . haven’t told him yet.”

			“Ah, man . . .” He runs a hand through his hair. “Wow.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			The horizon screens buzz, then flicker on—a sunny day with a few clouds in the sky. I squint at the brightness. The water moves at its farthest point, near the wave wall, and in seconds, a tiny ripple reaches the shore.

			I peer behind us at Smudge and the boys with Raffai. “You got it back on?” I call to them.

			“It came on by itself,” Smudge calls back.

			“Let’s hope it stays on,” Raffai says with a head shake.

			“Well,” Mateo says, “at least it’s a beautiful day . . . again . . . kind of.”

			We share a laugh, but it’s short-lived.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you anything. It’s been hell keeping these secrets.”

			“I get it. And it’s okay. Now I understand why you’ve been so . . . distant. You’ve had a lot on your mind. I was hoping you’d tell me what it was. Is that why you’ve been sick? The . . . pregnant thing?”

			“Yes. And I’m also sorry you found out about Zentao the way you did.”

			He cups my hand between his own. “It’s fine. One hell of a shock, that’s for sure; I almost choked on my heart, to be honest.” He winks and laces his fingers through mine. “Joy, you can tell me anything, okay? And I promise it’ll stay between us.”

			“Okay . . .”

			“Is there something else?”

			“Yeah. I’m not sure how I feel about you . . . or Jax. One minute I think I do, and then . . . it changes. I don’t want to lead you on, but I also don’t want to run you off. There’s this connection with you I’ve never had with anyone before. I need to take things slow, though, so I don’t hurt anyone else.”

			“Don’t worry about me, okay? I’m willing to wait patiently for you. If you have to get Jax out of your system first, then there’s nothing I can do about that. I’ll be jealous, of course; how could I not be? You’re beautiful, strong, sexy . . . and I’ve had some damn good dreams about you.” He laughs, and I give him a playful whack in the bicep. “But I won’t be mad at you, or hold it against you. In fact, when you realize he’s not what you want”—he leans in close, his hot breath against my ear re-igniting that inferno—“I’ll take you up on that alone time you promised me back at Gomorrah.”

			I want to slap that voice in my head that says: How about now?

			I must be teetering on the edge of absolute insanity. This is not the Joy I know. She wouldn’t hop from one boy to the next within an hour of each other, especially with the unnerving situation at hand. We could be seconds from attack . . .

			Yet we could be hours from death and never get this opportunity again.

			I grip Mateo’s hand. ”Meet me in the girl’s washroom at midnight.”

			“Hell yes, I will.” He flashes a devilish grin. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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			Baby Lou’s soft snoring from her crib lures me toward slumber. Once again I peel my eyelids back to check the green numbers on the tiny clock on the nightstand: 11:56. I sit up and stretch, then yawn, shedding my night clothes to slip on the snug black pants and shirt Ms. Ruby hemmed for me a few days ago. The pants are equipped with a stretchy waistband with notches and buttons so I can “let the waist out as my belly grows,” she said. I don’t want to think about that.

			After making sure Baby Lou’s covered, I sneak over to Serna’s room. Her door squeaks open, and I shiver. I jostle her, and she mumbles something, squinting up at me.

			“Can you listen for Baby Lou? I have to run downstairs, but I’ll be back soon.”

			“Okay, Joy.” She yawns. “Be safe.”

			“I will be. Thank you.”

			I tiptoe out into the hallway, cursing myself for doing this when I should crawl back into bed and go to sleep. I shouldn’t continue to complicate things. But I can’t help it. I’m powerless over the influence of my mother’s genes . . . the ones that seek out comfort and distraction amid despair. It’s weak. Fearful. Cowardly. And nothing like Zephyr the Magnificent. Still, I descend the stairs.

			When I get to the doorway of the girl’s washroom, a hand tugs me into the shadows. “There you are. I thought you might’ve changed your mind.”

			“Not yet,” I tease.

			He guides me into the dark washroom, where the sound of bubbling water echoes in my ears.

			“You turned the bubbles on?”

			“Yup.”

			“I wasn’t planning on getting in—”

			“Ah, come on . . . I brought you something.” He reaches into his pocket, then he holds up the glass flask of soap with a wink. My stomach flutters. He pulls me to his chest, runs his fingers through my hair. “When was the last time you had someone else wash your hair for you?”

			“Uh . . . when I was a little girl.” A shiver rolls over my body, a little earthquake of excitement, nervousness, desire, and a bit of fear.

			“May I?”

			“Mateo—”

			“I won’t do anything you’re not comfortable with, I promise.”

			The burning inside me won’t let me say no. I’m a trembling mess before him. “Okay.”

			We strip to our skivvies, and I’m thankful for the dark room. He leads me over to the ramp and together we wade into the black bubbles. There’s enough light to make out Mateo’s sleek silhouette, his chiseled body and firm jawline, the glow of his white hair. He spins me around in the bubbly warm water until I’m cradled against his bare chest. With one strong arm he dips me back so my hair’s submerged then draws me upright. Seconds later a cool sensation meets his fingertips, massaging my hair like he’s done it a thousand times.

			“Ms. Ruby seems familiar,” he says.

			“Oh? Who does she remind you of?”

			“She reminds me of . . . Never mind. I’m sure it’s a coincidence.” He runs his fingernails in a circular motion over my scalp, and I tremble, melting against him.

			“Have you ever done this before?” I shiver again, chill bumps ravaging my body.

			“Well, I’ve washed Pia’s hair plenty, but never . . . this.”

			“You’re really good at it.”

			Mateo chuckles. “Thanks. You deserve to be treated like a queen. After all you’ve been through in your life, after being the caretaker for so long . . . it’s about time someone took care of you.”

			I can’t respond other than through moans of delight. An attractive boy washing my hair is now at the top of my list of things I hope to experience again before I die. And before I realize it, my lips search for his to find them waiting. This kiss is different—soft and slow, deliberate. Patient, perfect.

			“Do you know how I feel about you, Joy?”

			“Yes. I feel the same way. I’ve just been . . . overwhelmed with everything.”

			“I understand, but we can’t keep going back and forth. I don’t mean to pressure you, but . . . if this is what you want, please tell me. And him.”

			“I do. And I will. Tomorrow.”

			“You sure? What about the thing with Jax earlier?”

			“That was a mistake. No matter how much I try to reason with myself, I can’t deny my feelings for you. But . . .”

			“But?”

			“Let’s not rush into this.”

			“Whatever you need. I just want to take care of you.” He places a warm hand on my belly. “Both of you.”
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			When I return to my room, it’s already two a.m. My high from giggles and distraction with Mateo has subsided, leaving me achy with guilt. The rest of the building is silent, unaware of my weakness in their slumber. I comb my dampened hair and count the stars through my window. Eighty-nine, and one giant fake moon in Zentao. I break away from them to gaze at Baby Lou’s sleeping face, and sigh. Snuggled in soft, ruffled blankets with new clothes, a full tummy, and more love and care than she’s ever had. Things could be worse than fake stars, I suppose.

			A blinking in my peripheral catches my attention. The numbers on my clock flicker, then go dark. Through the window, the emergency lights follow with an echoing clack that reverberates through the silence, sending chills through me. I hold my breath, waiting for them to click back on.

			A light from the doorway startles me. “Joy?” Smudge holds a lit finger up to illuminate the room.

			“Yeah, what’s going on? This can’t be a good thing.”

			“I’m not sure . . . but no, it isn’t. We need to find Raffai. And be prepared.”

			“For what?”

			“For anything. Come on, let’s go downstairs.”

			On the way down, I tremble with nervous anticipation of what’s next. Smudge leads me to the front room, points above the armchair in the corner. “You might want that.”

			On a wall shelf, lying sideways, is something long, skinny, and pointy at one end. I jog over and rise on tiptoe to get it down. My spear from the Tree Factory.

			“And this.” She holds out a small black gun. “The safety is on. Do you remember how to operate it?”

			I take it from her. “Yes.”

			“Good, because . . . Cheyenne was right, Joy.” The despair in her voice grips my heart and lungs, making it difficult to breathe. “Our journey isn’t over yet.”

			I tuck the weapon into my waistband while footsteps descend the stairs. Mateo and Emerson appear in the candlelight.

			“What’s going on, you two?” asks Emerson.

			“We’re not sure,” I say, “but it’s not good.”

			Mateo spies my gun. “Damn, can we get more of those, Smudge?”

			“Yes, from Raffai. We’ll have to take some lanterns from the kitchen and go find him.”

			“I got ’em.” Emerson heads off to the hallway.

			“I’ll go with you.” Smudge holds a hand in the air and wiggles fingers lit up blue. “I have these.”

			“All right, you lead the way, then, Miss Smudge.” And the two of them disappear down the hallway.

			“Can I hang on to that?” Mateo points at the gun. “I want to be able to protect you. If I need to, I mean.”

			I give it to him, and sit on the tiny couch.

			“You okay?” He plops down beside me.

			“No. When will this be over?”

			He takes my hand, kisses my cheek. “Hopefully soon.”

			“Aww . . . how sweet is that?” Jax’s voice from the bottom of the stairs makes my heart pound.

			I release Mateo’s hand. “Jax, I—”

			“No, it’s fine, Joy.” He pushes away from the wall. “What happened between us earlier . . . it meant zip to me, too.”

			He heads back upstairs, and I’m numb at his words. Did it mean nothing? Was it just another moment of needing easy comfort, and that’s it? I do miss my friend . . . but things are different. We’ve changed.

			“At least he knows now.” Mateo takes my hand again.

			“I wanted to tell him, not be . . . discovered.”

			“Maybe it’s best this way. So there’s no denying the truth.”

			I wish I could say the same. But trusting my perception of the world around me, and of myself, is becoming harder with each passing moment.

			Question everything, my daughter. My daddy’s words haunt me; I wish they’d stop. I don’t want to always wait for the ugly truth to be revealed. So far, since we’ve been in Zentao—our supposed paradise—these fears have proven rational. So, this is my life, I guess. I’ll never be sure of anything. I’ll forever search for clues, for lies, for the secrets that make the magic work . . . which eliminates the magic. Same as it did for my mother. I’m more her than my father . . . I realize that now. And I’m positive I loathe what I see.

			But didn’t my daddy encourage these things? Why would he do that? For the first time, the inconsistency in his character stares me in the face. Why did he mold me into this unstable, ever-suspicious girl? Why not teach me the magic, to escape from water-filled boxes, instead? To break free from chains and defy death? It might’ve proven more useful than neediness, paranoia, and insanity. Though, in the end, magic didn’t save him, either, nor me the sorrow of losing him.

			“You okay?” Mateo asks again. “Sorry, I know I keep asking . . . You just don’t seem okay. I’m . . . worried about you.”

			I grip the spear in a tight fist, tap it on the floor, trying to calm myself down. “My outlook is rather dreary at the moment.”

			“I can imagine.”

			“I think I need to lower my standards of what ‘okay’ means to me. Because, if I don’t, I’m not sure I’ll ever be ‘okay.’”

			“Um . . .”

			“I mean, I guess I should get over the whole letdown of our paradise being a lie and focus on the now instead. On what I have”—I squeeze his hand—“and what I have to do.”

			“And what’s that?”

			“Same as always: protect the ones I love.”

			A clanking echoes down the hallway, and an aura of greenish light grows larger with two pairs of footsteps. Soon, Smudge and Emerson appear, four liqui-lanterns between them. They set them down onto the table in front of us.

			“So what now?” Emerson scratches his chin. “Go find Raffai?”

			“Someone should stay here and keep watch,” I say.

			“Do you want to?” Smudge asks.

			“Well, I’d rather hear what Raffai has to say, so . . .”

			“Should we wake up Johnny and Pedro?” Emerson throws a thumb over his shoulder. “Have ’em stand guard?”

			I prop my spear against the wall by the front door. “Yeah, they can guard down here while we go, and I’ll have Serna listen upstairs.”

			Emerson and I each take a candle and a lantern upstairs. We part ways at the girls’ floor, and I enter the second room on the right.

			“Serna?” I place the candle on her nightstand and give her a shake.

			“You back?” She yawns.

			“Yes, but I need you to wake up and listen.”

			She bolts upright. “What’s wrong?”

			“I have to tell you the truth about Zentao.”

			She listens while I smash her illusion, decimating the magic for her, too, like I will for everyone else, soon. Much to my surprise, she takes it well. Seems I wasn’t the only one who suspected strange happenings here. She rises from her bed, white nightclothes glowing green in the liqui-lantern light, and walks to the window to peer out at pitch-black darkness. “Wow that sucks.”

			“Yeah. I’m so sorry. I feel horrible.”

			“Don’t. You got us to safety. You know? At least we’re safe.”

			“Well, that’s the thing—we’re not.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The power’s out. All of it. That’s never happened before. It might be the Subterrane or Alzanei preparing to attack.”

			She yawns, scratches her shaggy mess of brown curls. “So . . . what do we do?”

			“We’re going to find out what Raffai knows so we’re prepared for whatever comes next. And if we’re not back within an hour, or . . . something happens that makes you scared for the children, wake up Ms. Ruby, okay?”

			Serna sighs, forehead wrinkled in worry. “I hate this.”

			“Me, too. I’m so sorry.”

			“How much longer do we have to live like this?”

			“I don’t know. I wish I had the answer to that question.”

			“Do you ever wish we could just go back to the Tree Factory, Joy?”

			“Uh . . . no, never. Do you?”

			“At least we knew what to expect every day.”

			“That’s true, still . . .”

			What a sad life for a child who must consider which hell they’d choose over the other. And that this newfound “freedom” makes anyone miss the Tree Factory of rot and death burns me hot with fury. There’s a better life somewhere on this planet. It may not be paradise, but it’s something. And I have to find it.

			“I’ll be back soon.” I hug Serna’s neck.

			“Okay. Be safe.”

			I grip the lantern handle, making my way out of her room. After a quick check on Baby Lou, I head down the stairs. A yawning Johnny and sleepy-eyed Pedro prepare to stand guard, while everyone else—minus Jax and Vila—wait to venture out.

			“You ready?” Smudge asks.

			“Hang on . . .” I pause at the foot of the stairs. “Jax is great with electricity and things. We should have him check out the power. Do you know where the control panels are?”

			“Yes, through the factory, below the Watchtower. But I’m sure there are AOAIs there now working on that, and . . . if they or I cannot affect the power flow, it’s doubtful Jax will be able to reconnect it.”

			“Wouldn’t hurt to try, though, would it?”

			“I guess not.” She secures her hood, tying its strings in a bow beneath her chin. “All right, we’ll go there first, but we have to stay together and hurry. We have a few hours of oxygen stores, at best.”

			“Be right back.” I climb the stairs to the third floor, first door on the left, and swing it open to reveal him and Vila on his bed, lips fused. I avert my eyes to the cracked, green bedroom wall, a toiling of hurt and rage burning inside me. “Jax, you need to come to the factory with us.”

			“Why? And how about knocking next time?”

			“Whatever. You should check out the control panels. You might be able to get the power running again.”

			“What, so we can live in a fantasy world? No thanks. I prefer the truth.” And he puts the pipe end to his lips, takes in a giant puff, and exhales a huge cloud of smoke.

			“Right. Is that why you enjoy smoking that stuff? To embrace the truth?”

			“I’m sure they’ve got it under control, Princess.” Vila strokes Tallulah by her side. “Leave us alone.”

			Fuming, I swallow hard. Now isn’t the time for weakness, or for letting trivial things and jealousy sway my strength. “Listen, we have a few hours of air left, then we’re all dead. The children are all dead, Baby Lou, Tallulah, me . . . you two. Dead. And you’re both willing to lie here in La La Land and let it happen without trying to do something about it?”

			After a short standoff, Jax sighs and stuffs the pipe back into his pocket. “I doubt I can do anything.” He stands and stretches, the noticeable fog in his mind throwing off his balance. “But I’ll try.”

			Vila rolls off of Jax’s bed, straightens her clothes, and stands tall by his side. “I’m going, too.”

			Of course you are.
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			We leave Johnny and Pedro to guard the Center, while Smudge, Mateo, Jax, Vila, and I head out. Without emergency lights overhead and only three lanterns lighting our way, we have a limited line of sight—the area directly surrounding us. Our paradise is now a coffin.

			“How’s our oxygen level?” I ask Smudge.

			“We have about ten hours before the levels become harmful.” She lights her fingers, holding a hand above her head to further illuminate our surroundings on the path toward the Watchtower. Candles flicker through hut windows, the silhouettes of curious people and AOAIs peeking out.

			“Where’re you taking us, Sparky?” Vila asks from Jax’s shadow.

			“To the factory. The entrance is on the lobby floor of the Watchtower.”

			“What’s the point of having a watchtower if nobody’s watching?” Emerson points his crossbow toward the tall, empty building.

			I survey the tower’s colossal size, its massive, dark windows, and wonder the same thing.

			“More were coming,” Smudge says.

			“More what?” I ask.

			“Refugees from Alzanei, both human and AOAIs. But once Raffai and his men rescued those you’ve seen here, Alzanei heightened security measures. They apprehended the last group of Revols who snuck in . . . and guillotined them.”

			“Nice people.” Jax yanks the Watchtower door open. A gust of stale, warm air pours out with the faint smell of citrus. So weird. I know it isn’t there, but somehow my brain keeps turning the memory into an actual smell. The human mind is a curious thing.

			“No, they are definitely not nice people.” Smudge tugs at the drawstring beneath her chin. “After that, Lord Daumier posted a notice in the Towne Centre, stating that for every one of his OAIs who turned up missing, two children and two Impures would be slaughtered. Ours was the final group to be taken—and awakened—by the Revols.”

			Vila ties her short hair back with a string. “Well, that’s lucky.”

			“It wasn’t luck,” I say. “It happened that way for a reason.”

			Smudge stares into the dark, concentrating on its stillness. Then she shakes her head and draws up her hood. “So strange—I’ve never had this problem before.”

			“What is it?” asks Emerson.

			“When I send a signal to manipulate the electrical current, something . . . blocks it. Similar to an . . . electromagnetic pulse. But it’s not that. At least none I’m aware of, that I can read.”

			“How do you know?” I spin my spear around in my hand, a trick that took me months of bunker exploration to perfect.

			“Because, there’s . . . no signal. No . . . energy. Anywhere.” She holds up fingers glowing bright orange-white, which illuminate the Watchtower’s first-floor lobby better than all of our liqui-lanterns combined.

			Mateo chuckles, lifting his lantern. “Why did we bring these, again?”

			“Always best to be prepared for anything.” And Smudge winks at me.

			My daddy’s words. “That’s right,” I say.

			Smudge leads us through the deserted lobby where a layer of dust covers the counters, fixtures, and furniture. Not until we get to the matte silver door that reads “Factory” is the dust cleared from its shiny handle. Once Smudge opens the door to a narrow staircase heading down into pitch-black darkness, my stomach turns and my vision lurches.

			“Hello? Anyone down there?” Smudge’s voice echoes, then sinks into a silence that returns no answer. “Raffai may not be here; he may have taken all able bodies to the Subterrane. He thinks they’re responsible for this.”

			“Do you think they are?” I strain to listen for a sound from the stillness below.

			“I . . . don’t know. They could be. But . . . it could also be Alzanei. They could have discovered our location.”

			Jax tucks his hair behind his ears. “I should scope the power grid anyway, see if I can make sense out of something. Doubtful, but maybe.” He starts down the stairs, lantern hoisted high, with Vila in his wake.

			“All right.” Emerson blows out a quick breath. “Come on, then.” He grips his lantern and begins down after them.

			“Mateo, why don’t you wait up here?” I say. “This’ll be hell on your knee.”

			He moves in close. “Only if you’ll be staying with me.”

			“Mateo . . .”

			Smudge waits for us to decide what we’re doing. “I can’t be in two places at once. And no one should be . . . alone right now.”

			“I’ll be fine,” Mateo says. “Let’s go.”

			“I may be able to alleviate some of the pain and temporarily increase your range of motion.” Smudge rubs her hands together. “Hold still.” Her fingers glow red, and she kneels down, touches Mateo’s knee in three spots.

			His leg twitches, and he flinches.

			“Try to bend it,” she says.

			Mateo stretches it out, wide-eyed. “Wow, thanks. That feels so mu—”

			“Hey!” Emerson calls out from deep inside the factory below us. “Where is everyone?”

			“Come on.” I clutch my spear in one hand, lug the lantern in the other, and we hurry down. Whatever warmth and promise this factory may have held during its waking hours is now gone, having left behind a stuffy, creepy, unsettling stillness that makes my whole body tense.

			“Em?” Smudge calls into the darkness. “Jax? Vila? Where are you?”

			From the opposite end of the large, machine-filled room, a green glow heads toward us, flying at blood-chilling speed. “Are they with you?” Emerson yells.

			“They aren’t with you?” My heart thumps inside my chest.

			“No!” He reaches us, panting, wiping sweat from his forehead. “They weren’t too far ahead, then I swore I heard footsteps behind me, so I stopped and looked back, thinking it was you three. Then, I seen a flash of light in the room where Jax and Vila went. I rushed over, but when I got there, it was dark again and they was gone.”

			“Gone? What do you mean, gone?” I push past him. “Jax!”

			“No, over there.” He points to the right, into more blackness.

			Adrenaline pumps through me, making my palms sweat around the lantern handle. I head that way with Emerson, Mateo, and Smudge close behind. “If this is a joke, it’s a very cruel one!” I creep toward the back corner of a large room, where workers once cut wood and crafted it into various things. Scattered nails and stacks of planks sit among an assortment of tools, silver metal glowing green in the liqui-light. “Please, we don’t have time for games.”

			A narrow doorway appears in the corner, wide enough for one body to fit through. Emerson points to it. “That’s where I seen the light come from. They went in there.”
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			I lean in to inspect the closet-sized room. No other doorway. Smudge takes my arm. “Don’t go in there.”

			“Why? We’ve gotta find them—”

			“And we will, but not through there.”

			“To where, though? Where are they?”

			“On their way to Alzanei.”

			“What? How?”

			“This is a secret transport harbor.” She points up. “The ceiling slides open and there’s a vessel that transports small groups of passengers to Alzanei. There are many of these, all over Bygonne. I had no idea this was here. That means . . . there’s been a traitor living among us; this is how they would travel back and forth between Zentao and Alzanei without being seen.”

			Mateo crosses his arms. “But what would they want with Jax and Vila? Transfers, or—?”

			“Maybe it was an accident,” Emerson says. “Can it be activated accidentally?”

			“No,” says Smudge. “This was no accident.”

			“Whoever it was knew Jax would come try to fix the power,” I say. “Smudge, do you suspect who it could’ve been?”

			She adjusts her hood, staring at the floor. “Could be anyone. I did not yet know Zentao’s residents on a personal level.”

			“You still haven’t explained why they’d want Jax and Vila,” Mateo says.

			“Well, I’m not sure about Vila, but Jax holds invaluable knowledge. Whoever it was . . . knew Jax and Joy would come down here to try to restore power. I’m afraid he’s in grave danger.”

			A vice grips my heart. “We have to get to him, Smudge . . .” And I break down and cry.

			“I know.” She wraps her arms around me. “We will. Let’s go find Raffai.”

			We hurry up the stairs and out of the Watchtower, and I struggle to put my emotions back in safe keeping. But fear and rage battle for my breaking point. Jax is gone. The father of my unborn child, my best friend . . . I may never see him again, may never get the chance to right things between us. And now that he’s gone, I’m lighter, fragile, missing a vital piece of my soul.

			You don’t realize how big somebody is in your life, until you measure the space of their absence.

			I thought that after Toby died. But this is bigger, more. What have I done? I can’t help thinking this is somehow my fault. If I had been with him instead of Vila . . .

			“Try not to worry.” Smudge brushes my arm. “I know it’s hard, but there’s a good chance we’ll get him back.”

			“A good chance?” And the tears slip down my cheeks again. “That’s not good enough.”

			She stares at her hands. “I’m sorry. That’s . . . all I can give.”

			Once we’re within view of the bunker, our lanterns illuminate a nightmare: the beach is gone. The water’s risen over the shore, has swallowed the sand city, and now crawls up the side of the hill toward the building.

			“Oh my God . . .” My voice is barely audible. “Smudge, what’s happening? Why is the water level rising?”

			“I was afraid this might happen.” She yanks on the handle and the door opens. “Raffai?”

			No answer. A brief search reveals all of the guns missing. She jogs to the far corner and lifts an enormous, circular hatch in the floor, the sound of rushing water inside it. “His ship is gone. They went to fight.”

			“You were afraid what might happen?” I ask.

			She pivots to face me in the doorway. “Zentao is flooding.”

			“Well that’s jus’ great,” Emerson says.

			“How?” I ask.

			“Whoever sabotaged the electricity also shut off the outtake pumps.” Smudge points to the right wall. “The water is pumped in from the river . . . but it cannot be filtered out again if those pumps are inoperable.”

			We stand for a moment, surveying the impossible tragedy. Shock, disbelief, and terror turn me to stone.

			“Breathe.” Mateo rubs my back, and I exhale, light-headed.

			“Three to four hours.” Smudge tugs at her hood’s drawstrings, anger washing the youth from her face. “They’ve increased the intake amount to quadruple what it usually is.”

			“Three to four hours until what?” I ask.

			“Until Zentao is completely underwater.”

			“Are you . . . serious?”

			“Yes. We have to prepare to evacuate.”

			“Damn.” Emerson kicks the bunker wall. “That’s definitely bad. Does this mean we gotta go back to Bygonne?”

			“Not in my lifetime,” I say. “What about Alzanei? Is there anywhere safe? And how would we get there?”

			“There is a way there, but it requires traveling a short distance through the jungle. There are safe houses in Alzanei, but they are frequently discovered. Nothing is safe for long. The OAIs make sure of that. I could not guarantee your safety.”

			“So, we’re right back to where we were at Gomorrah!” I slam the end of my spear on the ground. “We’re not safe anywhere!”

			“There is one place.” Smudge pushes up her sleeves. “Remember the refuge I told you about, where Seraphim is?”

			“How do we get there? Can we go there now?”

			“Is that in Alzanei, too?” Emerson asks.

			“No,” she says, “but it’s close—a refuge for AOAIs. They . . . don’t allow many humans. At least, not much in the past, but I can . . . persuade them. It helps that you’re young. We should be able to stay there and devise a plan to rescue Jax and Vila.”

			“Should be able to?” I arc an eyebrow at her.

			“The chances are . . . very good.”

			“So they know you there?”

			“Yes. Two others were in the fishing boat when Raffai’s men capsized it: 7ZS6-00T, a female; and 7ZS2-81J, a male. Cekducellus-born. We were . . . triplets.”

			“Wait, so . . .” Emerson scratches his head. “You got a brother and sister?”

			“I suppose I do, yes. Although we never regarded each other in that way. There was never any . . . emotion . . . attached. We never . . . bonded with one another. Besides, our donors weren’t related, so only our bodies share blood. We are not connected in mind.”

			“I don’t believe that,” I say. “You aren’t only Sadie, you’re . . . you, too. Same as they are. Once you’re around each other, it’ll be different.”

			“Why didn’t you go there with them?” Mateo asks. “Once you were awakened.”

			“I was . . . angry. I was not yet ready to make peace with it . . . to make . . . friends.”

			“Hate to interrupt”—Emerson points into the rising water—“but what the hell’s that?”

			Something enormous slaps the surface, showering us with droplets of water, then submerges itself again.

			“Teuridons,” Smudge says. “Coming in from the river. Someone removed the protective covering from the inflow reservoir.”

			I shake away my chills and turn into the bunker. “Did they leave anything? We should take whatever’s left.”

			“I’m sure they didn’t take everything. There are only eleven members in Raffai’s militia, though he may have taken factory workers and AOAIs with him, too. The AOAIs, as you know, do not need weapons.”

			“That’s hardly a militia.” Mateo cringes, shifts his weight to his other leg.

			“Yes,” says Smudge. “Their chances of success . . . are not good.”

			“Well,” Emerson says, “let’s hope for the best.”

			We search along racks and through cabinets, closets—all of which are empty—until I get to the double doors beyond which sits the trolley we arrived in. I tremble with dread. I don’t want to go back through those doors. But there may be no other choice.

			“Got ’em.” Emerson stands before an open metal locker. “These look familiar.” He removes two crossbows, hands one each to Mateo and me, then takes two more down and gives them to Smudge. “Four left. Let’s take ’em all.” And he tosses each of us another one, which we sling over our shoulders.

			Dark water laps at the bunker door, slithers up to lick the cracked floor tiles.

			“Is there another way out?” I ask Smudge.

			“The ventilation system. Through there, we can bypass the jungle altogether. The ventilation shafts lead to the old trolley tunnels right outside of Alzanei. They will take time to traverse, because they wind around to fit the terrain.”

			“How did those vents not give away Zentao’s location?” Emerson asks.

			“They are well hidden.” Smudge readjusts her crossbows strapped to both shoulders. “We need to wake everyone, and get them to higher ground.”

			We exit the bunker and slosh through a few inches of dark water. In the shadows of the surface, lit by our liqui-lanterns, four enormous fins circle. Emerson inserts his thumb and forefinger into his mouth, and whistles so loud my ears ring. “Everyone wake up!” He whistles again. “Out of your homes—now!”

			“Let’s go to each one and make sure everyone’s up,” I say. “Mateo and I will take the huts on the right, you two get the left.”

			Smudge salutes me. “Sounds good.”

			“Meet us at the Center!” Emerson calls behind him.

			“Okay!”

			With Mateo limping beside me, we hurry from hut to hut, warning the people of Zentao about the flooding. One by one, they’re awakened from sleep . . . to this nightmare. With meager possessions in hand, they hurry out and head uphill. A frantic Professor Al clutches numerous papers and books, tossing them into a huge brown bag.

			“What’s going on?” He exits his house, then stops short. “Oh, wait!” He darts back in to grab a picture from a shelf, tucks it into the bag. “Can’t forget her; she’d never forgive me.” And he returns again, closing the door behind him. “What’s causing the flooding?”

			“We don’t know, but we’re meeting at the Center. It’s time to plan our escape.”
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			Once we’ve evacuated everyone, we meet at the Children’s and Medical Center, where the townspeople and AOAIs are all gathered in a panicked frenzy. Smudge guides Cheyenne up the stairs and through the front door to wait on the couch in the entrance area while we plan.

			“We have to get out of here, now!” a woman says. “There’s a secret transport harbor on the top floor of the Watchtower. It leads straight to Alzanei. We have to—”

			An older woman shakes her head with a chuckle of disgust. “That’s the biggest load-a dung I ever heard.”

			“Well, we gotta go there anyway,” the other woman says. “It’s the highest point in the city.”

			“But we’ll all be trapped in there!” someone shouts.

			An AOAI man steps forward. “The bunker’s our way out, and it’s about to be underwater.”

			“You can’t go there,” says Mateo. “It’s already too submerged, and Teuridons are circling. Four of them, at least. So you definitely want to stay away from there.”

			Smudge appears in the Center doorway. Johnny and Pedro exit behind her, alarmed, followed by the group of doctors and nurses.

			Johnny removes Old Jonesy’s hat and squints into the distance. “Zentao’s flooding? You’re joking, right?”

			“Where’s Doctor Sullivan?” a nurse asks. “I can’t find her anywhere.” They gather with the rest of the townspeople, where a heated discussion begins.

			I move closer to Pedro and Johnny. “No, we’re not kidding. Zentao is flooding, and Jax and Vila are . . . gone.”

			Johnny tugs his hat back into place. “What?”

			“Gone where?” Pedro asks.

			“Smudge thinks they’re in Alzanei, taken through some sort of secret transport tunnel.”

			Johnny pounds a fist into his palm. “Then we have to follow them—”

			“We can’t. We’d be walking right into their hands. Smudge knows of a refuge outside of Alzanei. They can help us. But we have to act fast. No more time for talking.”

			Smudge surveys the chaos behind me, quiet, calm, calculating her thoughts.

			“Do you want this?” I offer Pedro my spear. “I have a crossbow.”

			“Looks like you got a few.” He grips the spear’s shaft and puffs out his chest. “Thanks, sis.”

			“Yeah, we cleared what was left from the bunker. Here you go, Johnny.” I hand him one of my two and secure the second to my shoulder. Johnny inspects the weapon before strapping it over his own.

			Smudge takes my arm. “We’ll be right back.”

			“Where you going?” Johnny asks.

			“To get Mr. Tanner. We’ll be back in a few minutes.” She whisks me away, down the path and toward the greenhouses.

			“Mr. Tanner sleeps in a greenhouse?” I switch my crossbow to the other shoulder.

			“Yes. Greenhouse A, with the flowers. It’s where he’s most comfortable.” She moves in closer. “We can’t all go, Joy. The ventilation shafts are old, the ground around them unstable. Too much weight could be hazardous.”

			“So . . . what do we do?”

			“We’ll go up with the children, Ms. Ruby, and Cheyenne, and the rest of the residents will go . . . the other way out.”

			“There’s another way? A secret transport harbor or something, like that woman said?”

			Smudge glances away. “Sort of.”

			“What do you—?”

			“I can’t explain it now, I’m sorry.”

			“What about the animals?”

			“They will die.”

			“No. We can’t let that happen. We have to save some.”

			“Joy—”

			“What? I’m not going to let them all die. Are you serious? I’d never sleep again.”

			With an understanding sigh of resignation, Smudge heads up the trail toward the greenhouses. We stop at Greenhouse A, and she leans inside the doorway. “Mr. Tanner?”

			“Sadie? That you?”

			“Yes, and Joy. You need to wake up. We have . . . terrible news.”

			“Oh, my . . .” There’s some rustling and clanking, then his face is painted in liqui-lantern light. “What is it, Sadie?”

			“The power is out completely, Raffai and his militia are gone, and . . . Zentao is flooding.”

			“No . . .” He hurries to put on his shoes, then rushes past us, swinging the lantern high into the air. He squints into the darkness, shaking his head, muttering an array of curse words.

			Smudge clears her throat. “Paul . . . we’re taking the children up the ventilation shafts—”

			“Sadie, you know that’s not safe. The weight—”

			“The bunker is flooded and Teuridons are in the water. To save the children, Cheyenne, and Ms. Ruby, we have to go into the shafts. I’ll need you . . . to take the residents . . . the other way out. According to Raffai’s protocol for evacuation, Section Twenty-C of Zentao’s Code of Sustainability.”

			Mr. Tanner’s face blanches in the dark, bloodshot brown eyes glistening in the lantern light. He swallows hard and straightens his posture, summoning a strength that seems difficult to hold. Then he nods, turning back into the greenhouse. After some shuffling around in the shadows, he reappears, wiping tears from his cheeks. “Okay, Sadie. Lead the way.”

			“Mr. Tanner?” I brush his arm. “Before we head to the Center, we need to go to the farm. I can’t leave here without saving what we can. Even if it’s two or three.”

			“Other side of the animal stalls, in the storage shed, near the corral,” he says. “There’s a cage in there. Should be big enough to fit a few small ones.”

			“I wish we could save them all.”

			“Me, too, Joy.” He shakes his head, gazes at the ground in thought. “Me, too.”

			“We’ll get them on the way out,” Smudge says. “We’ll be going through the gate in the far back left corner, at the top of the hill by the wall. We’ll stop at the corral first. Is there rope in there, too?”

			“Yes,” says Mr. Tanner. “There should be plenty.”

			“What do we need rope for?” I ask.

			“I’ll explain everything soon.” Smudge plucks a flower from a nearby pot. She twirls it in her fingers for a moment, lost in a world I can only see the surface of. With a heaviness, she offers the red-petaled gem to him. “We should get back to the others, they’re probably worried.”

			Mr. Tanner takes the flower—and her unseen weight—letting his hand drop to his side. He can’t even look at it. “As they should be, my dear . . . as they should be.”
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			When we get back to the Center, Ms. Ruby’s on the porch with Mateo and Emerson, in the same purple robe she wore when we first got here. Hard to believe that was a little over two weeks ago, when I thought we’d found our forever home, wrapped in her warmth and promises of light. Some of that still shines in her, but it’s fading fast. She drops her head into her hands—heartbroken, helpless. I’ve felt it, too. But there’s no time for weakness. I’ll have to be the light now. Again.

			Cheyenne was right. I know where I belong. I’m Momma Joy, and I have lives to save. No matter what horrible things have happened, or what stupid decisions I’ve made, no matter how many poor souls we’ve lost, there’s no welcoming death. That’s not an option. I have children to care for, Ms. Ruby and Cheyenne, and my own unborn child. Yes, the enemy has upped the stakes, but we’ve upped the ante. Winner takes all.

			I lean my crossbow against the Center’s stoop to give my shoulder a rest. “What’s next?” I ask Smudge.

			She stares at her feet for a moment while Mr. Tanner takes Professor Al off to the side for a private word. I try to read his expression. He clutches his rainbow suspenders beneath the vest where he tucked away the woman’s picture. I suspect she was his late wife or lover in Alzanei. He hurries to the conglomeration of papers spilling from his bag onto the ground and digs through them, tossing pages aside after a second’s glance.

			My gaze drifts to the townspeople in their varied states of fear and panic. The AOAIs who’ve gathered in a small group away from everyone else keep motioning toward the bunker. Devising a plan. Husbands and wives hold each other and sob, watching the huts that have been their homes for three years disappear forever into the watery darkness. Some say prayers on their knees, clutching the hands of those nearest them. My chest swells with heartache. The Treemakers and Saltminers aren’t the only ones who’ve had a bad beat. Life has dealt us all a shit hand.

			After a few more minutes of frantic searching, Professor Al snatches one particular paper from the mess and holds it at arms’ length. He rises from the ground, and races up the hill, past us, up the steps to the Center, and through the door.

			Mr. Tanner returns, exchanging a nod with Smudge.

			“Listen up!” Smudge announces. “You’ll all need to follow Paul to the other exit in the Watchtower—”

			“I told you there was a secret transport harbor,” says the same woman again.

			“We’re not going,” the older male AOAI says. “We’ll take our chances with the bunker.”

			I glance down the hill. “But it’s in five feet of water—”

			“We’ll be fine, we can withstand worse.”

			“Do what you want, then.” I shrug. “We can’t stop you.”

			He waves for his group to follow, and the four of them saunter off without even a goodbye. Within minutes, they sink into the darkness, the tops of their shoulders sticking up out of the water’s surface. Halfway there, a shadow jumps from the water, jaws open, and dives for the wading AOAIs. Two of them, swallowed whole in one bite, while the others swim through the bunker doorway. A woman screams, children shriek, and I tremble at the Teuridons’ colossal size. They put the Reapers to shame, at least ten times more monstrous and spine-chilling. Luckily for the remaining stubborn AOAIs, they’re too behemoth to fit through the doorway.

			Someone taps my shoulder. Mr. Tanner. “You’re going to do this.” He places something into my hand: a gold ring. “I can tell, just from the short time I’ve known you.”

			“Why are you giving me this? We’ll be meeting up somewhere after we get out of here, right?”

			“But, in case we don’t . . .” He hugs me, squeezes me tight. “I imagine my and Mary’s daughter would’ve been a lot like you. Strong, yet loving—a survivor. Qualities Mary had.” He turns his head, takes a deep breath, then looks back at me, teary-eyed. He chuckles, though it’s melancholy. “I gave her that ring when we were kids. It was too big, and they wouldn’t allow us Impures to have trinkets and things anyway, so I hid it in the caves. Carved our initials by the crevice so I’d be able to find it again. Fortunately, when I escaped, it was still there.”

			“I don’t feel right taking this from you.” I try to hand it back.

			“No, please, Joy, take it. Because I, well . . . because I was never able to give my own daughter a gift. So please, take it. For Mary. She’d want you to have it, in case we . . . we don’t make it . . . to the meeting place.”

			A sickness sits in the pit of my stomach, one that clamors things I don’t want to acknowledge. He doesn’t believe they’ll make it out; he thinks we’ll never see each other again. I unclasp my necklace and add his ring to my parents’ two.

			“You’ll make it.” I hug him, kiss his cheek, then back away to let Smudge say her goodbyes.

			“Let’s meet where we planned.” She hugs him, too, face tight with grief. “We’ll all be okay in the end.”

			“Of course.” He holds her, stifling an obvious sob, then mutters something in her ear and kisses her forehead. “You’re right about that, Sadie. We sure will be.” And with a quick half-smile, Mr. Tanner whips around to the townspeople, the barrel of a large gun poking up from his back waistband. “Okay, folks . . . to the Watchtower.”

			“But what about the children?” Ms. Ruby asks.

			“We’re taking them out the other way,” I say. “With you and Cheyenne.”

			“What other way?” a woman shouts.

			Smudge points at the ceiling. “Through the ventilation shafts. We can’t take everyone though, it won’t hold all the weight.”

			Mr. Tanner tugs the bottom of his shirt down over his gun. “Come on now, we need to hurry. We don’t have much time, so please, come with me.”

			Soon, Professor Al emerges from the Center. He hops down the stairs, jogs over and takes my hand to lead me away from everyone. Once we’re separated, he places a folded-up piece of handmade paper into my palm. “Don’t let this fall into the wrong hands.” He closes my fingers around it. “Memorize it, then destroy it. Let no AOAIs—even your friend—lay eyes on it. Promise me.”

			“Okay, I promise, but you’ll be meeting—”

			“No telling what the future holds for us, kiddo. We’ve lived a full life. Though full of sorrow, we’ve also seen a freedom we never dreamed would be ours. But you kids . . . your time for peace lies on the horizon. It’s within your grasp.” He gives my fist a meaningful squeeze, and winks. “The Universe is on your side. Don’t ever forget that. Your father will make damn sure of it.” Then he kisses my cheek and turns to join Mr. Tanner and the forty or so remaining townspeople headed toward the Watchtower.

			Tallulah jumps into my arms, squeaks and twitches her whiskers, scaring the hell out of me. She’s never come to me before, but Vila’s gone and she knows something’s wrong. I stroke her striped fur, then start to unfold the paper from Professor Al. But Smudge heads toward me so I fold it back up again and stuff it into my pocket. I don’t understand why he’d tell me not to trust her, but something tells me I should trust him. I’ll have to check it out later, when I’m alone. When we get out of here.

			“Everything okay?” Smudge asks.

			“Yeah, fine. He had some nice words of encouragement.”

			Johnny breaks from his conversation with Emerson and Pedro. “What was Al saying to you?” he calls over to me. “Looked serious.”

			Smudge and I return to them. “That we’ll be free,” I say. “That the Universe is on our side.”

			Pedro spits on the ground. “If one more person says anything uplifting, I’m gonna smack them. We’re about to drown, for cryin’ out loud.”

			“No, we’re not,” she says.

			“Did you say we’re climbing through a ventilation shaft?” asks Johnny.

			“Yes.”

			Something scurries past me, a long tail disappearing beneath a small bush.

			“Was that a jumper?” I ask.

			“Perhaps, though most likely it was just a rat. They’ll be escaping the same way we are.”

			“This keeps getting better and better.” Johnny rubs his hands together. “At least we’ll have stuff to eat up there!”

			Smudge chuckles. “We’ll get food from the kitchen.”

			“Hey, that’s good, too.” Johnny shrugs, slides his fingers through her hair with a wink.

			Tallulah has decided my neck and shoulders are a great place to seek refuge. They already pour sweat, but least she isn’t too heavy.

			“We’ll need to get plenty of rope from the shed by the corral on our way out.” Smudge takes the last of her three crossbows from her shoulder and sets it on the ground with the rest. “The ladder leading up to the catwalk is narrow, and there’s no protective railing on either one. We’ll tie everyone together, alternating youngers and olders, so if a younger slips, they won’t fall.”

			“Good plan,” Johnny says.

			“Did you say . . . catwalk?” I could’ve gone the rest of my life without hearing that word again.

			“Yes. The main ventilation shaft—the only one we’ll all fit through—is in the center of Zentao. We have to travel a short distance on the catwalk to get there.” She points.

			I follow her finger, and peer up into the darkness above, surveying the narrow, black pathway beneath the rippling horizon screens. “There’s no railing on the catwalk?”

			“I’m afraid there is not. We will have to be very careful.”

			Adrenaline numbs me and my stomach flutters at the unbelievable feat ahead. “Wait, what about Ms. Ruby and Cheyenne?”

			“I’ll put Cheyenne on my back,” says Johnny. “Em can carry Ms. Ruby.”

			“I doubt Ms. Ruby will need any help. She is . . . stronger . . . than she appears. But, yes, Cheyenne will have to be carried.”

			The Center door whooshes open to Serna and a wailing Baby Lou.

			“Is she okay?” I hop up the steps, take her into my arms to rock her, shush her.

			Serna gapes, scratching her head. “Well, I . . . I guess so. She had a bad dream and woke me up, and . . . now it seems none of us are okay. What’s happening?”

			“Zentao’s flooding.”

			“And we’re leaving,” says Smudge. “It’s time to wake up all of the children, and get everyone down here. Quickly.”

			I scan the rising water level. The bunker’s gone, along with the first row of huts. In the Watchtower, a lantern lights up one window, and then another. Beyond them sit two large rooms. In one, the townspeople bang on the glass and the door, screaming, though I can’t hear them. In the other room, two shadows overlook Zentao: Mr. Tanner and Professor Al.

			“Smudge, what—?”

			“No time, Joy. The water level is rising faster and faster.”

			I hand Baby Lou back over to Serna, and she starts her screaming again. But she’ll just have to scream for now.

			“Do ya need help with ana-ting?” Ms. Ruby asks us.

			“Why don’t you wait with the children as they come downstairs?” I say. “And don’t let them come out here. I want to prepare them for what’s going on first.”

			“Sure, dear. I’ll wait with them. There are two trays of candles in the common area. You can take those upstairs with ya.”

			“Need any more help?” Johnny asks.

			“You boys can come help gather supplies from the kitchen.”

			He gives me a thumbs-up, then whistles to Emerson, Pedro, and Mateo, who are focused intently on the rising water. “Time to gather up supplies,” he says.

			They jog over to us and up the steps, then we all head inside. We find Cheyenne sitting peacefully on the small couch. Ms. Ruby sits next to her, and I tug Tallulah from my neck and shoulders. “Cheyenne, can you hold Tallulah for me?”

			“Oh, sure, dear. I’d love to.”

			I let Tallulah sniff her first, then set her down in Cheyenne’s lap. Cheyenne strokes her fur with a knowing, gentle touch, which seems to calm Tallulah instantly.

			We head down the hall, Smudge and I to the common area to fetch the candle trays, and the boys to the kitchen for food and water. Once the candles are lit, Smudge and I each carry a tray up the stairs.

			“You get the boys,” I say. “I’ll get the girls.”

			“Okay. And meet back downstairs?”

			“Yes.”

			We part ways at the second floor, and she continues up to the third. I travel from room to room, waking pairs and trios of girls, and setting a candle on each nightstand. I tell them to pack their things and hurry downstairs, that we’re leaving and we’re not coming back.

			“What’s wrong, Momma Joy?” Chloe yawns, stretches in her bed, next to Pia, who still sleeps.

			“Grandpa!” Raven jolts awake in the adjacent bed, gasping. Her eyes dart around the room until they find me approaching her bedside. “Where’s my grandpa?”

			“He left with his militia. But he’ll . . . be back soon. Now come on, everyone up. We have to go. Get your things together.”

			“But why, Momma Joy?” Chloe lies back in her bed. “I’m tired, and I don’t wanna—”

			“Now!”

			She and Pia both shoot up, wide-eyed.

			“Out of bed, pack your things, and get downstairs with everyone else, immediately.”

			They see the fire in me and do as I say, hopping from their beds and tugging on their clothes and shoes.

			“I have to pack my and Baby Lou’s things. As soon as you’re packed and dressed, go downstairs. Hurry.”

			In my room, I sit the tray of remaining candles down and blow them out. All but one. Then I fill my daddy’s magic bag with our meager belongings. Again. My mother’s jeans and my daddy’s work shirt, still folded on the tabletop in the corner. Millie from Baby Lou’s crib. The rest of our few clothes, Baby’s sling, and my daddy’s book of magic tricks from the nightstand. All of it back into the bag it came from a little over two weeks ago. I swing it over my shoulder, take the last lit candle from the tray, and with one final glance around the room I hoped I’d someday be comfortable in, I head down the hallway.

			“Everyone out?” I bang a fist on the wall.

			Footsteps patter down the stairs from the third floor. Pia, Raven, and Chloe’s room is empty. The last of the girls hurry from their rooms with their own bags, joining the others downstairs, and I peek inside each doorway for any stragglers or remaining possessions. After grabbing Tallulah’s knapsack from Vila’s room, I pause for a moment in the doorway at the end of the hall. Aby’s room. It’s the first time I’ve dared to come down here since we came back without her.

			In the flickering light from my candle, I see her bag on the floor by her bed. And although I trample my own heart with each step toward it, I go to it anyway, and set the candle down on her nightstand. I pick up the bag—which weighs almost nothing—and dump its few contents into my own. No time for bleak nostalgia now. And when I go to retrieve the candle, something silver reflects its light from the nightstand. Aby’s father’s pocketknife.

			The emotion is strong, and my body jumps from it. I can’t let it out now, though; it’s not the time. So I swallow it down, wondering how long I can keep it there. I push the tiny knife into my pocket, but it meets resistance, something blocking it. I reach in to find the shell Smudge gave me when we first got here, along with the folded paper from Professor Al. I almost forgot about that.

			I tuck the shell down into my other pocket, unfold the paper, and hold it up to the candlelight. At the top, the words “The Seeker’s Keys” are printed in Professor Al’s messy script. In the center sits a large circle broken into three notched sections, and behind it is the sky and the ocean . . . I think. They aren’t colored, but they appear to be clouds and waves. And then, along the bottom, is written: “The three blind eyes will help you sea to the east.” The word see is misspelled, though I’m unsure if it’s purposeful or not.

			I stare at the confusing message for a moment, dumbfounded. Is this supposed to bring me some kind of hope? Because it doesn’t. What does it even mean?

			After another moment of inspection, once I think I’ve memorized every line, I bring the paper to the tiny candle flame to destroy it, like Professor Al said to. But I hesitate. It’s the only possession I have to remind me of him, the man in the rainbow suspenders, the man who once taught us. And if, by chance, I never see him again, I’ll hate myself for burning this. I can’t do it. So I fold it up and tuck it back into my pocket. I’ve lost too much already.
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			Shaken by Professor Al’s cryptic message, I make my way down the stairs in a surreal state of semi-shock. This is all too much, and my mind is burning gears trying to decode it all. And in a moment, with words like dynamite, I’ll blast the children’s hopes and dreams to smithereens by revealing the secrets that once made the magic work here. This stabs a hole in my soul, deflates it, because I know they’re about to face the ugly, despicable truth: that there is no paradise. No freedom. No dream come true. There’s only fear, escape . . . the promise of certain death, wherever we go.

			When I get downstairs, every face in the room is glued to me, and the words are nails in my throat. I plop down onto the arm of the couch near Cheyenne, and she gives me a pat. “Be strong,” the gesture says. So I take a deep breath and go for it.

			“I’m . . . I’m so sorry. I lied to you. We’re not in paradise, not on a beautiful beach, somewhere safe. Truth is . . .” I look up from my lap, scan every face in the room. “We’re deep underground, surrounded by walls that display the images of the sea and sky we’ve seen for the last two weeks—”

			“Momma Joy?” Raven kicks a tattered tennis shoe toe at the floor. “I already told them all.”

			“Yeah, she told us a few days ago.” Chloe plugs her thumb back into her mouth.

			I blink in bewilderment. “And you didn’t say anything?”

			“No one told us that!” a boy says.

			Hostile murmurs rise around me. Some of the olders apparently missed Raven’s announcement.

			“Let’s all try to relax.” I raise a hand to silence them. “We—”

			“Where’s my grampa?” Raven asks. “Is he dead? Because I had a dream he was.”

			“We . . . don’t know where he is,” Smudge says. “But we’ll find him.”

			“But I like it here,” says a younger boy, “and I wanna stay.”

			“We can’t.” I rise from the chair arm. “Zentao’s flooding.”

			Some of them gasp in fear, and they crowd the front window, and Tallulah hops from Cheyenne’s lap, back to her spot on my neck and shoulders.

			Smudge swings the front door open. “We have to go. There’s a very tall ladder we have to climb. But we’ll all be tied to each other with rope so no one falls.”

			“That sounds scary!” Pia takes my hand. “Where’s my bubba?”

			“I’m here, sweetheart,” says Mateo from the back of the crowd, near the hallway.

			“We’ll be okay,” I assure them. “Everything is going to be all right.”

			How many times have I uttered those words?

			As many times as they’ve been lies.
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			Outside the Center, the youngers huddle into a tight group, bawling at the sight of the dark, wet city that wasn’t even home for three weeks. The water has already swallowed most of the huts, and seems to rise faster with every passing minute. Another twenty yards and it’ll be at the doorstep of Cheyenne’s.

			“Smudge, where’s the ladder?” I ask.

			“The back right corner of Zentao, where I mentioned before. Near the corral.”

			“We ready?”

			“I think so, yes.”

			I remove Tallulah’s knapsack from my bag and open the drawstring. I attempt the clicking noise Vila makes when she tells her to go in it, and to my surprise, she listens to me, hopping from my shoulders and into the bag. She curls in a ball, peeking up at me, and I draw the opening closed, leaving enough space for her to get air. Then I add her to the rest of the cargo on my back.

			“Everyone be still so I can make sure we’re all here,” I announce.

			After a quick head count, Smudge and I start the procession, all of us loaded down with weapons, bags, and lanterns. Baby Lou screams in Serna’s arms from the back of the long line.

			“Want me to sling her to you?” Smudge asks. “You probably need assistance with all you’re carrying.”

			“Yes.” I wave Serna to us. “Thank you. This is going to be a challenge.”

			“Yet another you’ll conquer.” She brushes my arm with a warm hand.

			“I hope so.”

			“Ma-maaa!” Baby Lou screams as Serna makes it to us with her.

			“It’s okay, Baby, shh . . .” I remove her sling from my bag and hand it to Smudge, then take Baby Lou from Serna. “Stay with the youngers toward the back,” I tell her.

			“Okay.” She jogs toward the rear of the group again, where Emerson stands with his crossbow, lantern raised, peering out at the water level.

			I hold Baby Lou in place at my chest while Smudge ties her sling around us. I follow Emerson’s gaze to the reflection of lantern light in the water’s surface. It now laps at the doorstep of Cheyenne’s.

			“Is that tight enough?” Smudge asks.

			“Yeah, that’s good.”

			“Time to go.”

			Behind me, Chloe, Pia, and Raven huddle around Mateo, and he does his best to comfort them. “We moving?” He lifts his own lantern higher.

			“Yes. All right, everyone!” I yell. “Stay together and move quickly, but safely. Those with lanterns, please do your best to hold them high to light our way.”

			Four lanterns rise into the air, shedding more light on scared children and our flooding sanctuary.

			A surge of water that could only come from something colossal, collides with Cheyenne’s, a great wave shattering its windows and ripping the door chimes from their handle. The tail of a Teuridon slaps the wall, and the hut collapses on itself like a house of cards. And in an instant, pieces of magic, never shared, lovely things seen by a blind woman—gone—in a thousand watery deaths.

			The youngers squeal and scream, and Johnny stabilizes Cheyenne a few bodies behind me. She grips his hand, and he gives her a side-hug, crossbow in his other clenched fist.

			“Let’s move!” I wave my hands to get everyone’s attention, and then Smudge and I start walking.

			“We’ll take the higher path along the wall with the children,” Smudge says. “Then when we get to the fence, a few of us can go to the shed and collect the rope.”

			“And the cage. Then we’ll take a few of those piglets. Do you think they’re old enough to leave their momma yet?”

			She glances at me like I’m being foolish, but answers anyway. “They should be. And I suppose I can carry the cage. You already have your hands full.”

			“That would be great, thanks.” I peek down at Baby Lou, who sucks her thumb, tucked snug in the sling. Tallulah wiggles a bit in her knapsack, but only to find a more comfortable position, it seems.

			Terror makes little feet move fast in the dark. In less than five minutes, we’re passing by the greenhouses. Smudge darts in through the doorway of one, and returns with a branch of Dahli. She stuffs it down into my bag for me.

			“Thank you.” In all of the commotion, I haven’t even noticed any nausea, which makes me think adrenaline’s a cure for it, too.

			We cut back behind Greenhouse D and the amphitheatre comes into view. To our right and down the slope, the water reaches up the hill for us, too close for comfort.

			“It seems like it’s rising awfully fast,” I tell Smudge.

			“It is. They must’ve reversed the outtake flow.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means twice the amount of water is flowing in than what I originally thought.”

			“And . . . ? How long?”

			“Maybe an hour.”

			“Damn. Okay, everyone!” I call behind us. “We’ve gotta pick up the pace! I know we’re carrying a lot of stuff, but we have to hurry as much as we can!”

			The pace does pick up, and I’m soon out of breath. The nausea returns, along with a light-headedness. Looks like I spoke too soon. But I don’t slow my pace. This is life or death. I reach inside my bag and yank a couple fresh Dahli leaves off their branch and cram them into my mouth.

			“Are you okay?” Smudge asks.

			“As okay as I can be, I guess.”

			We scurry along the wall, behind the orchard, our view of the watery black death momentarily blocked. Not seeing it makes it even more terrifying. What a horrible way it would be to die. I recall my dream, just yesterday. The eerie similarities to these actual events make chill bumps rise on my skin. As if my subconscious already holds secrets to my future, and all of the catastrophes it promises.

			There’s a yelp behind me, and a crash. A lantern hits the ground and shatters, spilling greenish-yellow liquid-light onto the dirt, followed by cursing and a quarrel.

			“What happened?” I call back.

			“Hang on.” Mateo pries himself from the three girls and limps to the commotion. A minute later, he’s on his way back to us. “They tripped over each other, it’s fine. We’re just minus a lantern.”

			“Everyone watch out for the person in front of you!” I say. “Moving forward!”

			We clear the orchard and find the water a few feet closer. My nausea subsides, but adrenaline pumps too much charge into my veins and panic grips my lungs. We’ve gotta move faster. But my back and shoulders are suffering under this weight, and my muscles threaten to give under the pressure. Must keep moving.

			A short eternity passes, and my entire body has shed its water into my clothes. I’m sweaty and parched, but the sight of the gate is a massive relief. That relief is dispelled, though, with a scurrying on the ground and a fluttering in the air around us. “We’ll have to deal with jumpers and bloodbugs, too, huh?”

			“I’m afraid so.” Smudge yanks at the lock on the gate. “Like the rats, they’ll be going out the same way we are to escape the water.”

			“That’s just great.”

			“We’ll need some assistance with the rope. It’ll be heavy. And the . . . animal cage.”

			I turn and wave to get everyone’s attention. “Listen up! Serna and Emerson, can you two please come here? And the rest of you will wait here while we get the rope.” I lean in closer to Mateo. “Stand guard with that gun.”

			“Will do.”

			“Momma Joy, where are you going?” Chloe asks.

			“To get rope. And a surprise for you girls.”

			“A surprise?”

			I nod and pat her head, set my bag and crossbow down, then remove Tallulah’s knapsack from my shoulders. “And I’ll need you to hold Tallulah for me while we go, okay?”

			“Okay.” She grips the knapsack straps and clutches it to her with two tiny hands.

			“Need help with somethin’?” Emerson asks when he and Serna reach us.

			“Yes. We’ve gotta run to the other side of the corral to the shed, for rope and a cage.”

			“A cage for what?” Serna asks.

			“We’re saving a few animals.” I give Mateo a thumbs-up, and he returns it, then I wave the others on after me. “We’ve got to hurry.”

			Now minus the weight of most of my cargo, my body thanks me. Baby Lou weighs next to nothing now, with that relief. But again, that’s a momentary celebration. As we get nearer to the other side of the corral, the water sloshes so close, we can see the five-foot fins of the Teuridons emerging from the surface in the light from Smudge’s hand. When we get to the large storage shack backed up against the side of the corral, Smudge opens the doors and shines her light in to an organized space with racks full of various crates and bottles, tools, and other random supplies.

			“So, what are we getting?” asks Emerson.

			Smudge rotates, hand outstretched, surveying the room’s contents. “Rope. A lot of it.” She digs around in a crate, then tosses him two large bundles. She tosses me two, one to Serna, and takes two for herself.

			I loop the heavy bundles over my arm, then spy the cage Mr. Tanner spoke of, in the corner near us. I collect it, too, and inspect it. A little rusty, but it’ll work.

			“Come on.” Smudge exits and we follow, to water at our doorstep.

			When we get to the corral, I’m praying momma pig and her babies are nearby so we don’t have to hunt for them. I spot them a few feet from the fence, a group suckling and a trio trotting around her. “Emerson, Serna, you see those three?” I point to them. “Let’s take those.”

			They drop their rope bundle, and Emerson hops the fence, then helps Serna up and over. I stifle my heartbreak, watching them thieve three piglets from where they try to hide at their momma’s side. They squeal and wiggle, but Emerson manages to tuck two into his shirt, and Serna does the same with hers.

			“Just three?” asks Emerson.

			I look to Smudge.

			“Those will be difficult to feed as it is.”

			I turn back to Emerson. “Yes, just three.”

			They return to us at the fence, and Emerson hands me the squealing babies so he can climb over. I put them into the cage, and then take Serna’s so Emerson can help her over, too. I add the third baby to the cage, then latch it shut. With one hand raised to light our way, Smudge grips the handle of the cage, and we collect our rope bundles, then head uphill. A glance behind us finds the shed engulfed, and the waterline has reached the corral fence. The poor things. They have no idea of the doom that’s about to end their story.
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			With a red glowing finger, Smudge zaps the lock from the huge, rolling gate and slides it open to a leafy, green jungle.

			“How far back is it?” I ask.

			“A few feet. We’ll harness-up here, though. There’s more room.”

			“So, how do we do this, exactly?”

			“Tie everyone around the chest, beneath the arms, alternate the olders and the youngers, climb slowly, and when we get to the catwalk . . .” She kicks at the dirt.

			“What?”

			“Let’s hope it holds. It probably wasn’t built for this.”

			“Could this get any worse?”

			After a moment’s pause, she answers. “Yes.” She leaves a long section of rope out ahead of us and goes to work tying us together, Chloe in front of me, Pia between me and Mateo.

			“Momma Joy?” Pia hugs herself and sways side to side. “How’s Pedro gonna climb up there?”

			Pedro! Why did I not think of that? I scan the lantern-lit faces to find him a few people behind me. “Hey, Pedro!”

			“Yeah, sis?”

			“Can you climb?”

			“Yeah, it’s fine. I’ll use my wrist. Someone else can take the spear.”

			I give him a thumbs-up, then offer a nearby older boy my crossbow. “Will you keep watch for jumpers and bloodbugs?”

			“Sure, Joy.” He takes the weapon. “Better than standing here pretending I’m not scared.”

			“Momma Joy?” Chloe tugs at my shirt.

			“Yes?”

			“What about the piggies? Who’s gonna carry them?”

			“I’ll tie the cage to my rope,” Smudge yells from the end of the line.

			Baby shivers, tucks her head into my chest, and I reposition my bag over my shoulder. I take Tallulah’s knapsack, along with Chloe’s small bag, and I strap those on, too. This will be quite a feat.

			“I have to finish tying everyone together.” Smudge collects another two bundles of rope from the ground near me. “We have a few left. I’ll be back.” And she jogs back down the line to Ms. Ruby, who might be praying.

			I scan the alarmed faces of the children who’ll never be safe, it seems. The ones who’ll forever run and never be at peace. Lives I’m responsible for, and who I continue to fail at keeping out of danger. Once again, we flee one hell to feed the voracious jaws of another.

			How will I be able to keep my own child safe?

			At the end of the line, Johnny gets Cheyenne perched on his back, while hoisting his lantern high and scoping the surroundings. Cheyenne’s face is serene, reconciled; she’s already made peace with this disastrous outcome. Or maybe . . . she knows we’ll be okay. I’m hoping it’s that, because if so, her halo of serenity means we’ll all get out of here alive.

			Once the knot’s tied around Cheyenne and Johnny, Smudge turns to leave, but Johnny grabs her arm. He swings her back to him and plants a kiss right on her lips. After a few seconds, Smudge stumbles back, and Cheyenne grins. Johnny tips Old Jonesy’s hat to her, and she jogs back up the line.

			“Well? How was it?” I ask.

			“I’m . . . not sure yet.” Her giggle’s cut short with the swipe of sweat from her neck.

			The water is now to the center of the corral. Animals scurry to the other end to escape it, but . . . there’s nowhere else to go.

			“Everyone is secure,” says Smudge.

			“Are we all ready?” I call behind me.

			The chorusing screams of “Yes!” rise into the air.

			Smudge leans inside the gate. “Some of these leaves may be poisonous.” She holds out both hands, and purplish-blue orbs shoot from her palms. They expand, blowing leaves off of their branches on contact, leaving a trail of twisty, bare branches in our path. “About the best I can do.” And she walks farther in, repeats the action, then farther still, and again, until the last orb reflects in the silvery-black bars of a ladder against the back wall.

			After returning to our group, she ties the remaining section of rope through the handle of the piglet cage, then around her body twice, securing it with a strange, complicated knot. “Ironically, this is called a ‘water knot.’”

			“Let’s hope it holds.”

			“It will.”

			“Is that the same type of knot you used to tie Cheyenne to Johnny’s back?”

			“Yes. Cheyenne will hold on to him, too.” She waves us forward. “Try to stay away from the branches.”

			“Steer clear of the branches!” I announce. “And let’s move!”

			But a few feet into the leafless path and we’re met with a familiar sight and sound: a hissing, red-eyed jumper perched on the ladder. Chloe screams and stumbles into me, but with split-second aim, the older boy behind us plants a crossbow bolt in the jumper’s fat body.

			“Nice shot,” I say.

			“Thanks.”

			Smudge removes the bolt, hands it back to him, then kicks the twitching rodent aside. “Come on, Chloe.” She steps up onto the first rung. “Time to be brave.” And she slows on the third bar, waiting for Chloe to ascend.

			“Come on, sweetheart,” I coax. “We have to climb now.”

			Chloe plucks her thumb from her mouth and, with trembling hands, begins her climb.

			“Good job!” I peek over my shoulder to Pia pressed up against Mateo. “Now you have to be brave, too, Pia, okay?” Mateo plants a quick kiss on my cheek, then I follow Chloe up the ladder. The bars are cold and rough, easy to grip. That’s a relief; smooth and slippery would be a huge problem.

			Above Chloe, the piglets squeal in their cage, while Baby Lou whimpers against my chest. “Shh, Baby, Momma’s here. We’ll be okay, I promise.” I tuck her head down into the sling, then loop my and Chloe’s bags all the way onto my shoulder, and I begin to climb. Already sweating from my cargo’s weight, and sheer terror, I pant harder with each rung. A few feet from us and covered in shadows, a line of bloodbugs climbs the wall. I pray the children are too focused on the ladder to notice. Especially Chloe.

			Below us, the water surges, engulfing the corral, sweeping over the helpless bodies in a tragic fold. A few try to swim, but having nowhere to swim to, their frenzy will be short-lived. High above Zentao, in what was once the beautiful, never-ending blue sky, Chloe reaches the catwalk above me, and then I climb up, guided by Smudge’s helping hands. A foot above us, sheer material, inlaid with crisscross lines that might be wires, waves violently with the moving air.

			“Stay in a line,” Smudge says. “Don’t gather all in one spot; we want to keep the weight dispersed. Once everyone’s up, I’ll head to the front and guide us to the vent.” She unties her knot and hands me the piglet cage. Now I’m at full capacity; my weight alone might make the catwalk rip away from the ceiling.

			Chloe takes her place behind me with Pia, and once Mateo clears the ladder and climbs up, I inch ahead, the cage in one trembling hand. I’ve never been afraid of heights, but this is a different kind of height—suspended over the worst possible ending to a dreadful life. One wrong move could mean crashing into it. From here, the light from the Watchtower windows shine down on the rising water, now swallowing up the Center, the amphitheatre, and the orchard. The tops of the trees, already in four feet of water, wave goodbye.

			In the Watchtower, Mr. Tanner’s and Professor Al’s silhouettes still stand watch. I guess they’re making sure we get out before they let the townspeople into the secret transport harbor.

			Screams come from the ladder, and I squint down. A body dangles from the rope halfway up—little Tristan—and scrambles to grab hold of the rungs. Above him, Pedro hangs on for dear life, a lantern swinging from his waist, while below Tristan, an older girl uses one hand to push him back into place. Black gushes from her nose. He must’ve slipped and fell into her.

			Johnny shouts from the ground. Three more to go until he and Cheyenne reach the ladder, and the water’s mere feet from them. And all I can do is watch in horror, inching forward another foot with each new body that arrives on the catwalk.

			Tristan regains his footing and his grip, and starts climbing. The line starts to move and seconds later, Johnny’s knee-deep in water when the girl in front of him grabs hold of the rungs. But those on the ladder inch along too slow. I douse my urge to scream at them to hurry, because that could prove even more disastrous.

			The greenhouses collapse from the weight of the flood, echoes of shattering glass, and another world of life is wiped clean. The last of the swimming animals disappear beneath the surface shadows of the lantern-lit water, either devoured by the giant, hungry creatures hunting them, or because they had no choice but to give up the fight. Something pierces my heart, its shrapnel finding raw soul, a forever scar with the others imprinted there.

			I breathe when Johnny steps from the waist-deep water onto the ladder, with Cheyenne dripping wet on his back. But he’s struggling to climb with her weight. The line slows again because of it, and the water level has risen to Johnny’s feet again.

			Reflected in the light of the lantern strung to his hip, a circling five-foot fin stops on the other side of the gate. The yellow-green eyes and scaly body of a Teuridon rise to the surface, and it seems to spot its next meal.

			“Come on, move!” I scream, and the line moves forward as they see the danger and scramble up as best they can. Still not fast enough, though, because of Cheyenne on Johnny’s back.

			The Teuridon sinks down, disappears under the surface, and I’m praying it loses interest and goes the other direction. But seconds later, the fin pokes up from the water again, this time inside the fence. Its jagged jaws rise up, inches from Johnny’s ankle.

			The unimaginable occurs. In one swift motion, Cheyenne cuts the rope, much to the panic of Johnny, who grabs her arm.

			“Cheyenne!” I scream. “Johnny!”

			The Teuridon jumps and snaps its long jaws shut around Cheyenne’s body, then disappears beneath the surface, leaving her severed arm in Johnny’s hand. All at once, everyone’s screaming at him, and so am I, to move, move, move!

			With the release of her weight, and the terror below, Johnny’s reached the halfway point of the ladder in seconds. The gluttonous beast snaps at the air below his feet, and something long, black, and skinny pierces through its giant pupil. My spear. I’m not sure who was holding it. The monster screeches and flips away.

			I fumble with the knot at my waist. I need to get to Smudge, but then I remember her words: Keep the weight dispersed . . . once everyone is up, I’ll head to the front and guide us to the vent.

			Baby Lou wails in my arms, and I realize I’m squeezing her too tightly. Chloe clutches my leg, and Mateo gives my arm a squeeze, while Pia and Raven huddle against him.

			Another minute later—which could be an eternity, watching the water rise closer, closer—Smudge hurries toward me from the rear of the line, lit fingers held high. Wrath on her face, a murderous stare beyond me . . . When she gets to me, she sweeps by, a brokenhearted whirlwind, and I think of Aby losing her hair at the hand of Emanuel Superior, then losing Miguel—the catastrophic break, the loss of things pure and irreplaceable.

			“Smudge, slow down!”

			She continues on.

			“Sadie!”

			She stops. Slowly, we reach her, still tied together, and I take her arm, make her face me. She collapses into me, weeping.

			Footsteps clack against the catwalk behind us. “I . . . I tried!” Johnny drops to his knees. “I’m so sorry, I . . .” He cradles his head in his hands. “Before she cut the rope, she said . . .” He clenches his jaw and fists.

			“What did she say?” I ask, nervous about our weight all in one spot. Smudge was right. Things could get worse—they did—and they could continue to.

			Johnny runs a shaky hand over his face, wipes wetness from his cheeks, and peers up at Smudge. “She said a time will come where my love will save you, like hers saved me. She said . . . saving me, was saving you, too.”

			Tears stream down her face, slip into the creases of a quivering frown.

			Someone tugs on my shirt. “Joy?”

			I break my blank stare into the dark water below to find Tristan looking up at me. “Yes?”

			“Something fell on me. I think it came from your pocket. It landed on top of my backpack and I was gonna leave it there, but then I was afraid it might fall. After a few more steps up I tried to grab it to put it in my pocket, and . . . that’s when I slipped.” His guilty heart weighs his gaze to the catwalk floor. “I’m sorry I didn’t get it, and it’s my fault Cheyenne died. I made the line stop. It’s my fault.” And he begins to bawl.

			I stuff my hand into my right pocket, finding the paper Professor Al gave me and Aby’s father’s pocketknife. But my left pocket’s empty. I try to remember what I had in there . . . and then it dawns on me: “The shell.” Cheyenne had painted it herself; a gift from Smudge to me. It must’ve dislodged from my pocket during the climb.

			I kneel, take Tristan’s hand. “No . . . it wasn’t your fault—”

			“It was no one’s fault.” Smudge trembles with dammed fury. “It was meant to happen this way. She kept her soul until the end. She was victorious. She always said she would be.”
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			Zentao has vanished, and at least six visible fins now circle less than a hundred feet below us.

			“We have to move,” says Mateo.

			A quick check on the girl with the bloody nose and I find Emerson with his shirt off, applying pressure.

			“Is she okay?” I yell.

			He gives me a thumbs-up.

			“We have to spread out.” Smudge dries her face with her sleeve. “We can’t all be in one spot.”

			“I’m right here if you need me.” Johnny edges toward the end of the line, stopping near a hysterical younger boy. He loosens the knot at the boy’s waist, picks up the six-year-old, and affixes him to his back. The boy plasters himself against Johnny, a death grip around his shoulders.

			Smudge leads us forward again until we reach a fork in the catwalk veering off in three directions. We continue down the middle one at a slow pace, toward the center of Zentao. To our right, Mr. Tanner and Professor Al still stand in the Watchtower window, hands clasped, while the others scream or sob and hold each other. Why are they so frightened? Are they scared for us?

			“We’re almost there.” Smudge points ahead, and we follow her a few more feet. We stop beneath a circle in the horizon screen, where she yanks, ripping it from its silver clasps. Behind the screen, the ceiling is lined with long tubes that might be the light source, and directly above our heads is the huge fan blades that circulated air through Zentao.

			“What now?” I say.

			Smudge traces the outline of the fan’s covering with a glowing, red finger. Sparks fly, and the cut metal separates from the outer rim. The covering must weigh at least five tons. About halfway around, something slams against it, and out thrashes an enormous, black arm with claws that gash Smudge’s cheek. The creature howls, pushing through the opening, and lands on the catwalk. We scream and scramble backwards to get away from it—a Reaper—and I almost trip over the piglet cage, which the monster dives for.

			In seconds, Smudge has it blasted over the edge, and she slams the grate back up into place. The Reaper plunges with a heavy splash into the black water below. It claws and hisses, struggling to stay above the surface, until the long, pointed jaws of a Teuridon swallow it like a crumb.

			“Are you all right?” I go to Smudge’s aid, horrified by the gash on her cheekbone.

			“I’ll heal. But there are more up there.”

			“Well . . . what do we do now?”

			She holds the heavy cover in place, her cheek sealing itself in seconds. “I . . . don’t know.”

			“Is there another way?” Mateo asks.

			“No. This is the . . . only . . . way.”

			“What about the Watchtower?” I ask. “Can we get in from the top somewhere? Break a window, maybe?”

			She shakes her head.

			Pia, Chloe, and Raven all sob and stuff hands into their pockets. They draw out their “magic” stones and toss them into the water, then they encircle their white-and-pink speckled piglets, praying for the magic to work.

			“It’ll work, right, Momma Joy?” Chloe’s bottom lip quivers, and Pia sniffles, holding her new sister’s hand. I kneel and kiss them, take their hands into mine and prepare to tell them the truth—that there’s no magic here. We’re going to die . . . and this is goodbye.

			I’m startled by lights in my peripheral, from the water below us.

			Has the power come back on?

			“What’s that?” I ask Smudge.

			She traces a bluish-white glowing finger around the same line she cut into the grate, searing the metal circumference to seal it. When it’s secure, she peers over the side. “It’s him.”

			Something massive emerges, similar in shape to a Teuridon, except this one has lights and a window. A familiar face appears once the water’s swept from the glass.

			“Raffai!” Smudge waves.

			He waves back, then cringes. After a few sweeps of the console in front of him, three retractable legs beneath the ship form a tripod, which raises it the rest of the way out of the water. Once it reaches the edge of the catwalk, a top panel slides open.

			“I’m sorry,” he calls out. “But I . . . can’t . . . get up.”

			A long line of bodies inches aside as Johnny hurries toward us, lantern hoisted high, the boy still clung to his back. “Thank God.” He rips the fragile cloth of the horizon screen above, clipping the lantern around one of its internal wires so it swings above us. “How do we do this?” he asks.

			“Hop over to the ship,” says Smudge. “I’ll guide from here, you assist from there. The ropes will help.”

			“Got it. Hey, buddy?” He cocks his head to the boy. “I gotta set you down, okay? We’ll get you tied to the rope again so you can cross over safely.”

			With much reluctance, he releases Johnny’s neck and slides down next to Mateo, who pats his trembling shoulder. Johnny pecks Smudge on the cheek, then steps over to the ship. About two inches of space rest between it and the catwalk, the water beneath us rising a few feet per minute.

			“Careful now.” Smudge removes her pieces of rope from her waist, ties it around the boy, and then hands the loose end to Johnny. She steadies the boy as he crosses over, and Johnny guides him down into the ship’s opening, releasing his grip on the rope. Through one of the circular side windows, I see the terrified boy fold up on a long bench, not even bothering to remove his backpack.

			“Just like that.” Smudge surveys the flood. “And fast. Chloe next, then you and Baby Lou, Joy.”

			“Then the piggies,” Chloe adds.

			“Yes, then the piggies.” Smudge pats her on the head.

			Chloe takes my hand. “I’m scared, Momma Joy.”

			“It’s okay. She’s handing you straight to Johnny.”

			They repeat the process with Chloe, passing her seamlessly from catwalk to ship. And there’s a drop of relief when I see her seated safely next to the boy. But there’s about fifty feet to go before the water level reaches the catwalk, so the terror still far outweighs any perceived victory.

			Smudge cuts the rope connecting me to Pia, and hands Johnny the loose end. He guides me over the edge, steadying me as I step onto the metal surface. But the minute my boot touches, I slip.

			Johnny yanks me to him by the rope. “Gotcha.” He wraps a strong arm around me and Baby Lou.

			“Thank you.” My heart’s in my throat. “You should dry the area there so that doesn’t happen again.”

			He helps me down the steps into the ship. “Sure thing.” Then he removes his shirt, revealing a ripple of chiseled abs and an array of scars, and climbs out again. A moment later, he tosses down his wet shirt, then hops down the steps, setting the piglet cage into the corner before jumping back up and out.

			“Joy,” Raffai says in a low voice from the captain’s chair. He doesn’t even turn to look at me.

			I kneel by Chloe at the bench along the left side of the ship and drop my bag and hers, then my crossbow, onto the floor by the bench. “Can you hold Baby Lou and Tallulah for a minute? Until Mateo gets down here?”

			She nods, and I remove Tallulah’s knapsack from my shoulders, setting it down on the bench next to her. Pia scurries over to us from the opening and takes her seat next to Chloe, while I remove Baby Lou from her sling. She screams when I hand her over, but I leave her and go to Raffai anyway.

			When I get to him, I gasp. He attempts to hold in the contents of his abdomen, but blood gushes between his fingers, spilling from a huge open slash wound.

			“Smudge!” I rip Baby’s sling off of me and apply pressure to staunch the bleeding. “Hurry!”

			“It was . . . her,” he says through pained gasps. “Arianna . . . Superior.”

			“What about your men? What happened to them?”

			“Dead. All dead. They were . . . good men.” He coughs, and blood splatters from his lips. “Where’s Cheyenne and . . . the others?”

			“Cheyenne is . . . dead. The others are in the Watchtower.”

			“No” —he groans and shakes his head—“the key.”

			Mateo enters with Raven, and Raven jumps from his arms. “Grampa!” She races to his side and grips his sleeve. “No, Grampa, you can’t die! Don’t leave me alone, Grampa!”

			“You’re . . . not alone . . . my beautiful . . . precious child. I will always be . . . with you. Same as your mother . . . and your father.” He coughs again, and blood gurgles from his mouth. From his shirt pocket, he removes the braided lock of hair and hands it to Raven, who cradles it to her chest, and weeps.

			“Mateo, take over for Smudge,” I say. “She needs to tell him goodbye.”

			“Okay.” He climbs back out, while Raven buries her wet face against Raffai’s shoulder, clutching him to her. “I love you, Grampa . . . Please don’t die.”

			Smudge appears in the doorway, and rushes over. “Raffai—no! Who . . . who—?”

			“Arianna Superior.” I back away to give her space beside him. “Can you do something?”

			She drops to her knees at his side, regards his grievous state. “No. His wounds are . . . far too great.” She cups his hand in hers. “Raffai, I . . . need to thank you. At first, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be awake. I didn’t understand why you would want that for me, for anyone. But I do now. You gave me my soul. You gave me Sadie. You gave me love, laughter, friendship . . . and freedom.” She leans in closer. “But Raffai, I could’ve killed the Teuridons and saved Cheyenne. Just one zap and they would’ve all been dead. But I couldn’t. And if I can’t protect the ones I have left, then I’m nothing, and they may all die. Please, enable me to protect Raven and my friends, my . . . family. We’ve lost so many already. Please, Raffai. Shut it off.”

			He pulls her to him, laboring to breathe. “Haltus . . . revengeus,” he whispers, and his eyes close. His body falls limp, giving up its fight for life. And he’s gone. Raven sobs harder into him while the others gather behind us. Smudge’s face is solid white stone, and my heart has shattered onto the floor with Raffai’s blood.

			Mateo hops down into the opening with Tristan. “A couple more.” He gestures to Raffai. “Is he—?”

			I nod.

			“Damn. Damn, damn, damn.” He sets Tristan down, and the boy huddles with the rest of the children.

			Ms. Ruby steps down into the ship, assisted by Emerson, who carries a lantern, two crossbows, at least five full bags of supplies, and steadies the girl with the bloody nose. He drops his load down in the pile of everyone else’s belongings and helps the girl sit on the floor near the window, head tilted back. Then he makes his way over to us as Mateo and Johnny get the last of them transferred from catwalk to ship. Three more come down the steps, assisted by Mateo, then he, Johnny, and Pedro hop in with the last boy and girl, a lantern and a crossbow, then slam the hatch closed.

			Ms. Ruby approaches with a gasp when she sees Raffai. “Oh no . . . oh my dear . . .” She lays a hand on his head and pets him, tears splattering her filthy purple-and-brown robe.

			“Who has Baby Lou?” I ask, numb.

			“I do!” Serna waves at me from a bench next to Chloe and Pia and a few more youngers. “She’s fine.”

			“Ms. Ruby, can you help with the children?”

			She heads toward Serna and the other youngers, dazed.

			“You okay, sis?” Pedro asks. A glance to Raffai’s body. “Shit, man.”

			“I don’t know how I am,” I say. “Smudge, can you drive this?”

			Through the window and a few feet down, the water sloshes near the underside of the ship.

			“Yes.” Smudge turns away from Raffai to the controls, tugging at the knotted drawstring beneath her chin.

			“Raven, sweetheart . . .” I take her hand, but she yanks it back and screams at me.

			“Come on, honey.” Pedro picks up her flailing body. He takes her to the back corner of the ship and rocks her, shushes her until she surrenders into a sobbing heap of sorrow.

			I motion to Emerson, Mateo, and Johnny. “Will you boys help me move Raffai so Smudge has a place to sit and operate this thing?”

			“Hang on,” says Johnny. “Let me look for some blankets. We’ll need to”—he clears his throat—“cover him.” He jogs over to a row of cabinets and, after digging through two, finds one with a handful of old, raggedy sheets. He hurries back to us, drops them onto the floor, and the four of us lift Raffai by the arms and legs to move him to the front corner by the wall. We cover him, while Johnny drapes another blanket over the bloodied captain’s chair.

			Smudge takes a seat, face void of emotion. I’ve seen this before. It’s the wheel of the boat again when Miguel died, his body in the same place Raffai’s is now . . . almost. An echo of the past, a reiteration that we will never be free of heartbreak.

			“Watch the floor.” Smudge flips a lever and sections rise from the floor in the shape of additional seats—six rows of four behind the captain’s chair, complete with safety harnesses.

			“All right, everyone take a seat,” I say. “Youngers in the seats with harnesses. A few of us will be on the bench or the floor.”

			The children scramble over to sit, and Serna straps herself in tight with Baby Lou. I make sure all belts are secured, while outside one of the side windows, murky water sloshes a foot below it. Through the Watchtower window, Mr. Tanner and Professor Al back away and head to the other room full of townspeople. They can go now; we’re safe. I breathe a sigh of relief.

			Smudge lowers us into the water. Through the few inches of window left, I see Professor Al and Mr. Tanner each remove a gun from his waistband. They aim them at the crowd . . . and the townspeople drop to the ground.

			“Oh my God!” I race to the window. “No!”

			Mr. Tanner and Professor Al clasp hands, a long embrace, then they kiss each other on the lips. They gaze with tragic eyes through the window one last time before placing the guns to their own temples.

			An explosion of red.

			And they, too, are gone.
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			“Smudge!” I race to the window.

			“It was the . . . only other way.”

			“You . . . you knew they were going to do that?”

			“Yes.”

			Appalled, I peer back at Ms. Ruby. “You did, too?”

			She turns away.

			“But . . . they could’ve busted the glass! They could’ve gotten on the ship!”

			“What happened to the others, Momma Joy?” Chloe asks.

			I can’t speak.

			“Mr. Tanner and Professor Al shot them all,” says Tristan. “And then themselves.”

			Chloe and the other children are stunned, horrified. All at once, they bombard me with questions I can’t answer.

			“Be quiet!” I stumble back to the other side of the ship and slump down to the floor. “Please!”

			Smudge clears her throat. “They would not have been able to break that glass; it was unbreakable. And they would not have fit on the Mother Ship. But mainly, we could never risk the possibility of their capture and being taken back to Alzanei. For many reasons.”

			We pass a sign under the murky water that reads: Cheyenne’s—Zentao’s Finest (and only!) Hand-Decorated Treasures . . . and a sickness inhabits my soul. Cheyenne said it herself: it wasn’t over. And if she knew this would happen, why was she at peace?

			The children shriek, and my heart’s in my throat. The ship’s lights shine through the muck, straight into the huge, glowing pupils of a Teuridon. Its monstrous yellow teeth protrude over giant green lips, its body covered in black-and-gold scales, with long tendrils stretching from its snout, each dotted with fleshy, purple bulbs.

			There’s a thud against the front window: a goat’s carcass. With a mighty force, the gargantuan fish darts forward and clamps its jaws around it, making waves that toss the ship in the water. I hold my breath until the creature swishes its black tail fin and darts off in the other direction.

			“Why don’t they attack?” I ask Smudge.

			“The Mother Ship emits hormonal frequencies that resonate within the Teuridons. They believe it is one of their own kind. Although they are large, and their sense of smell is five times more powerful than a human’s, their brains are small. They are . . . not very intelligent.”

			Her emotionless voice is alarming. Moments ago, one of these creatures swallowed someone she loved, and she acts like it never happened. I step forward to crouch beside her, planting my foot in a puddle of Raffai’s blood. I struggle to fight my sudden nausea, but it comes on too strong and I run to the corner of the ship to vomit. After I’ve emptied the meager contents of my stomach, I wobble over to Smudge’s other side and crouch again. “Are you okay?”

			“Are you okay?”

			“I’ll be fine. But you lost three people you loved—”

			“I will also be . . . fine.”

			And at her flat tone, I sigh. “All right, well . . . where are we going? I mean, how do we get there? How far is it?”

			“Three miles up the river is an entrance to the chasm power plant in Alzanei.”

			“How does a river travel uphill?”

			“Well, a branch of the river. It flows uphill due to the force of Alzanei’s waterfalls.”

			“Waterfalls?”

			“Yes, man-made. Alzanei is encircled by them. They pour from the outer edge of the city and form rivers and streams throughout, leading to a huge chasm in the middle where they all meet. Fresh water from the river here meets with saltwater from the ocean at the chasm. It’s how they power the city, and how they always have fresh water and food. Fish and other aquatic life are the main staple of the Alzaneians.”

			“What about the Teuridons? Do they travel up there?”

			“No. They are dwellers of the dark, and an increase in oxygen from the water higher up can kill them. Instinct keeps them down here.”

			“Smudge . . .” I stand and stretch my legs, which are going numb from crouching. “What did he say to you?”

			“Who?”

			“Raffai, before he died.”

			“Oh . . . he said, Haltus revengeus.”

			“And what does that mean?”

			“I think it may have . . . deactivated his self-imposed Nirvonic System block. I knew there was a voice command for it, but Raffai wouldn’t dare tell a soul, for fear of it falling into the wrong hands.”

			“Why?”

			“Because . . . never mind. It’s too difficult to explain.”

			“Okay, but you can . . . kill now?”

			“I’m not sure. I don’t feel any different.”

			“Let’s hope we don’t have to find out.”

			“Yes. Let’s hope.”

			Johnny edges forward from his spot off to the side where he’s been waiting for the right time to approach Smudge. He takes a few hesitant steps toward her, then risks rejection and embraces her from behind. He says something into her ear in a low voice.

			My thoughts spin Mr. Tanner’s and Professor Al’s final words to me, knowing full well what would happen. Their goodbye gifts, promises in my pocket and on the chain around my neck, are an unfathomable weight on my soul. I retreat to the wall and slump down, too close to Raffai’s body but too distraught to move. I fumble in my pocket for the paper from Professor Al, remove it, unfold it, to see if I can make any sense of the mysterious message.

			Johnny turns away from Smudge. “Whatcha got there, Joy?” He takes the few steps over and sits down in front of me.

			I extend the crumpled sheet of paper, and he snatches it up, eyes wide.

			“What? Have you seen that before?”

			He removes something from his pocket. “This. Cheyenne put it in there before she . . . let go.” He places the object into my hand and my oblivion subsides, transforming into adrenaline and wonder. Johnny holds up the paper, and I place the object near it—a perfect match to one of the notched sections of the circle. Made from an unfamiliar grayish-bronze metal with a matte finish, the object has a raised, glass pearl of green in its center, no bigger than the tip of my finger, and strange indentions on two sides.

			“What is it?” Johnny asks.

			“One of the Seeker’s Keys . . . I guess. And Raffai mentioned something about a key, before . . . ”

			Johnny traces its circumference, inspecting it from all angles. “Well . . . what are they?”

			“No clue.”

			“Should we ask Smudge?”

			I almost agree, until Professor Al’s warning replays in my mind. I lean in close to Johnny’s ear. “Professor Al told me not to show this to any AOAIs, including her.” I gesture over to Smudge. “He also said not to let it fall into the wrong hands.”

			“That’s kinda cliché, isn’t it?” he whispers back. “Why the mystery?”

			“No idea. But until we’re sure what it is, and what it does, it’s best we keep it between us.”

			“Mm-kay.” He shrugs, nods, turning Old Jonesy’s hat around backwards.

			“Mind if I hold onto it?”

			“Be my guest, Ms. Hero.”

			I look at the paper one last time, then wrap the strange key up into it. “Hero. Ha. I’m hardly that.”
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			The farther we float down the cloudy, brown river, the more I come to realize how lost I am. This emptiness inside, a dread so dense and deep, has swallowed me whole. My life has been an endless losing streak. I’m becoming my mother—a sad, magic-less, soul-dead woman who’d give herself to any man for a few moments of escape.

			From across the ship, Mateo’s gaze burns through me, and I avoid it; best to cut the cord now, while the other wounds overshadow a bit more pain.

			These children . . . they deserve better than me, better than all of this. They’ve been cursed to the care of a selfish girl with a dwindling soul; a candle in a windstorm, trying to protect a thousand embers with more wind. When I should have been there, one hundred percent, I was having “alone time,” and rolling around in the dirt with a boy. I hate who I’ve become. Perhaps Mr. Tanner or Professor Al should have been in my shoes, and I in theirs. I have no right to bring another poor child into this rotten existence. Stupid of me to risk that. Had my mind been where it should’ve been—on caring for Baby Lou—I wouldn’t have made that grave mistake.

			Mateo approaches me cautiously. “You okay?”

			“I . . . need to be alone. Please.”

			After a few seconds of studying me, he turns and limps back toward his seat. He’s hurt, but I don’t care.

			Smudge glances at me. “Why are you doing that?”

			“What?”

			“Wallowing in self-pity. It won’t make things any better.”

			I don’t have an answer for her, for me, or for anyone. Inside, I’ve lost something, and I’m not sure what it is yet. The will to live . . . ? Perhaps.

			“Ma-ma!” Baby Lou calls for me from Ms. Ruby’s arms. Over my shoulder, and from the back of the ship, she reaches for me, and I can’t stave off my mother’s tears. “Ma-ma,” she whimpers.

			I rise on weak legs, stumble over to her. When I get there, I collapse into Ms. Ruby’s lap, hugging my Baby.

			“Ya are her momma, ya know,” Ms. Ruby says. “Stay strong, dear.”

			It’s what strong mothers do.

			That’s what I’d thought after Miguel died, and after Aby . . .

			“For how long? How much longer do I have to stay strong?” I clutch Baby Lou’s blanket and cry with her. “I can’t be a good mother, I’m only sixteen! They deserve better! Everyone’s dying! Soon, there’ll be no one left!” And I break down in heaving sobs.

			“Stop this, dear.” She pats my back. “You’re upsettin’ the children.”

			I look up from her lap. Every face is staring at me, bewildered.

			“I’m so sorry! I failed you all!”

			“No”—Ms. Ruby kisses my cheek—“you haven’t. You’ve done the very best ya could do.” She unsticks the hairs from my wet face and brushes them back with her fingers. “That’s all ya can do.”

			“We’re here.” Smudge pulls back on a lever and the ship rises out of the water. The sight of a dark jungle through the round windows makes my hair stand on end.

			“Smudge, why are we here? I thought we were going through a waterfall?”

			“We cannot go that way; we have to go this way.” And she rises from the captain’s chair, stiff as iron, walks to the hatch and slides it open. “Don’t worry. The Reapers have been taken care of.”

			Tallulah squeaks, wiggles, and claws until she gets her drawstring undone. She scampers over and jumps into my arms with Baby Lou.

			Smudge’s expressionless face sends a chill through me.

			“I don’t want to go out there, Momma Joy!” Chloe clings to me.

			“I don’t, either.” I stand and meet Smudge at the door. “What’s going on?”

			“We had to change course. The other way was too dangerous. Tell the children to come.”

			“You’re not acting right. Why are you being so strange?”

			“Please, we have to hurry.”

			For a long moment, I stare into her blank face, trying to read it. There’s nothing there, so I surprise myself when I concede. “Okay . . . I trust you.” What other choice do I have?

			“No way,” says Pedro. “You’re bonkers if you think we’re going out there. It’s dark! And those monsters that killed my brother are out there! There’s no—”

			Smudge whips around, a red spear shooting from her hand. Its point stops short of Pedro’s face, hovers in mid-air. “Yes. You are.”

			“Damn!” Pedro recoils, both hand and stump raised. “Okay, just put your laser sword away. Are you insane?”

			The spear retracts into Smudge’s palm. “Everyone out—now.”

			“Smudge, what’s wrong with you?” asks Johnny.

			“You first, Joy,” she tells me.

			After a moment’s standoff, I motion for Serna and she hurries to my side. “Protect her at all costs.” I hand Baby Lou over, though she screams and clings to me. “Come on, children,” I announce. “Follow me.”

			One by one, we step up and out of the ship, which rests against a platform identical to the one at Gomorrah Station. We line up with all of our bags, lanterns, and the piglet cage, while Emerson, Pedro, and Johnny scan the area for Reapers, crossbows at the ready. Mateo sidles up beside me, and I snake my hand behind him, over to his waistband where the gun is.

			He arcs an eyebrow at me, and I nod at the pig cage in his hand, slipping the gun down into the waistband of my own pants. “I have to protect our family,” I say. “All right, everyone, group together, let’s stay close. Emerson, Johnny, distribute the crossbows and lanterns among the olders to guard our circumference and to light our way.”

			They pass out the weapons and lanterns to a handful of frightened boys and a girl, who take them into their trembling hands. Ms. Ruby, Serna, and Baby Lou are the last ones out of the ship. I help them down the ladder, and Smudge slams the hatch door down with a bang that reverberates in the eerie, green-lit darkness. It rattles my ear drums and makes Tallulah jump. She wraps herself around the back of my neck, perched on my shoulders. With a twitch of her whiskers, she growls at Smudge and the wide open darkness around us.

			“Where are we going?” I ask.

			“This way.” Smudge heads straight into the thick of the jungle, without even one lit finger in front of her. “Follow me.”

			Mere feet from us, a fanged plant snaps its green jaws around a butterfly.

			An ominous foretelling of things to come? I’m not optimistic.

			“Come on, children,” I say. “Hold hands and stay close together. Don’t touch any leaves.”

			The boys with the crossbows encircle the group, and the others raise lanterns in shaky fists. Spotlighted and burdened with all of our belongings, we move along slowly. We’re a visible, easy target for anyone—or anything—who might want to capture, eat, or kill us. I hurry up the line of terrified children to where Smudge forges the way. Thick leaves and foreboding shadows surround us on all sides. We could be seconds from a Reaper attack and not even know it.

			An older girl swings her lantern to the right ahead of me, illuminating a massive black bug with two-inch spines, crawling up the side of a mammoth mushroom. It stops when it registers our presence. Seconds later, a dozen needles eject from its body to pierce the girl and her younger boy buddy in the face, neck, arms, and abdomen. Before I can even react, she’s dropped the lantern, and they’re flopping on the ground, skin bubbling around the injection sites.

			Johnny aims his crossbow and impales the bug, sending it flying through the trees. I race to them and crouch down along with Pedro and Emerson, Ms. Ruby hovering behind. The rest of the children stand in petrified shock.

			“Leave them,” says Smudge. “They are dead already.”

			I retract my hand and face her. “Why are you doing this? It’s dangerous out here! Where are you taking us?” Saying she isn’t the Smudge I know would be the understatement of the century.

			“There.” She points farther ahead, deeper into the belly of a jungle that seemed much smaller from the river. If we need to go there, then we’re all dead already.

			We walk on in silence, though the rustling and fluttering, slithering and shuffling in the surrounding shadows are a deafening reminder of how dire our situation has become. The green lights on the ceiling high above, following the curve of the river, fall farther and farther behind, the forest darkening ahead, a swift and deadly dusk. Beneath our feet, the crunch of ancient earth, coupled with the sniffles of young lives destined for some unknown doom, are a cacophony of truths. We’ve gone from being scared and led toward a dream, to lost and forced into a nightmare. I have no idea how we’ll make it out of this one.

			Soon, we round a group of trees, and I gasp. Dressed in all white and standing tall in front of a large stone archway with two huge men on either side, is the woman who screamed at us while the elevator doors closed at the Northeast Subterrane. Queen Nataniah. She grips a staff adorned by a small skull.

			“Smudge, what did you do?” I scream. “Why did you bring us here?”

			“Move back!” Johnny shouts at the children, aims his crossbow at the Queen. “Go!”

			I whip out my gun and aim it at her, but a red orb shot from Smudge’s palm knocks it from my grasp. She does the same with all of the crossbows, singeing the flesh of Johnny’s hand with the blast of his weapon to the ground. Johnny cries out, reeling from the wound, but Smudge doesn’t flinch.

			“Run!” I shout, and we turn to flee, but stop dead in our tracks. Emerging from the trees and underbrush, and surrounding us on all sides, are dozens of Reapers. The children shriek, scrambling toward the middle of the group. Tallulah claws at my neck and hisses, while the monsters stalk behind, cornering us on the trail to the Queen and her men.

			Smudge leads the way.

			This isn’t real—can’t be! How could I think it was? Already so many things I believed were real were an illusion. This has to be a dream. I inhale, searching for the citrus scent that says I’m right. Nothing. But dozens of flesh-eating monsters aren’t ripping our bodies to shreds . . . and it seems Smudge is being . . . controlled.

			Smoke and mirrors are at play here.

			An image hits me so fast, it pulls up my step: Arianna Superior, riding on the back of a Reaper, dozens racing toward us, under her control somehow. The children push ahead of me, squealing with terror. I spin around, and the hot breath of a huge, black Reaper rushes into my face. The greenish-yellow pupils glow like the computer screens that used to calibrate the machines at the Tree Factory. Fangs longer than my forearm hang over a fat, purplish lower lip, and the spiked fur might be jagged metal. It shakes its head and snorts, ushering me forward with a spray of vile mucus.

			“Come on, Momma Joy!” Chloe screams. “Please!”

			Tallulah leaps from my neck to scurry off into the trees.

			“Tallulah, no!” I take off after her, followed by the Reaper. I won’t be getting out of this.

			And then, I remember the paper and “key” in my pocket, Professor Al’s words: Don’t let this fall into the wrong hands. Memorize it, then destroy it. Let no AOAIs—even your friend—lay eyes on it. Promise me. I may have no clue what it is, but I have to trust him. I can’t let these people get these seemingly precious items. I should’ve destroyed that paper when I had the chance.

			I dramatize a fall, digging the key—with the paper wrapped around it—from my pocket, and discarding them beneath the thick layers of leaves hanging low to the ground. The Reaper roars above me, saliva and mucus slinging from its mouth into my face, while its pupils change from greenish-yellow to red.

			“Okay!” Trembling and with hands in the air, I stumble to my feet. “I’m coming.”

			It falls in behind me as I hurry back to the group.

			“Momma Joy!” Chloe sobs and clutches me. “We thought you were dead!”

			“I’m okay, sweetheart.” I hold her tight.

			“Where’s—where’s Tallulah?” She wipes her nose and sticks her thumb in her mouth.

			“She’s . . . free.”

			But there’s little hope for her out here. She’s never lived in the wild before. But maybe she’ll find and guard the key for us until we return to retrieve it. And we can retrieve her, too.

			I almost laugh out loud. Our situation’s gone from dire, to utterly hopeless. Most likely no one will ever be back for that key. I’ll never see Jax again. And we’re all going to be meals for the Queen and her people.

			I take Baby Lou from Serna to shush her. “My sweet Baby . . . I love you so much. And I’m so sorry I failed you. At least we’ll die together.”

			“No.” Ms. Ruby places a hand onto my arm. “There’ll be no more dying today.”

			We approach the Queen and her men, who all stand tall and fearless before the beasts surrounding us. The Queen grins, showing off scant, jagged teeth and black holes where they’re missing.

			“What do ya want with these children?” asks Ms. Ruby. “Please, leave them alone. They don’t deserve this.”

			But the Queen merely laughs. “Rubitanyah . . . my sister . . . I thought I’d never see ya again.”
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			The Queen ushers us through the archway, then wraps an arm around Ms. Ruby’s shoulders. “Sweet sister, why did ya leave me all those years ago? I thought ya loved our home? I’ve missed ya so . . .”

			The shock of this news is disorienting. Now that I hear her speak in a normal tone, not screaming, the similarities in her and Ms. Ruby’s accents are obvious. Same with facial structure and eyes; a distinct resemblance.

			Ms. Ruby shrugs her arm away. “Oh, I’m sure ya’ve been just fine. Ya never cared for me much when I was around, and ya know I always hated it here . . . the tings done to innocent people, all in the name of gods who wish death upon children? That’s no life for me.”

			We file through the stone archway, and the Reapers go no farther. The two guards point their spears at our backs, and we have no choice but to keep moving. They may have been the two guarding the chamber the night we rescued Pedro. The metal grate slams shut over the archway opening, and I start. Chloe, Pia, and Raven all huddle together beside me, with Mateo’s arm wrapped around them.

			“But we’ve grown so much since ya’ve been away,” the Queen continues. “Ya may change your mind about it—”

			“I won’t stay here.” Ms. Ruby folds her arms across her chest.

			“And where will ya go?” The Queen laughs. “There is nowhere left for you.” She stops at the tunnel entrance, which opens to a towering structure over us. Levels upon levels of shadowy passages lined with the gold railing and dotted with the small silver trees from the other tree factory. To our right unfolds a dank, dark corridor. Torches with flickering orange flames line the walls, bathing the place in an eerie ambience. Across the large foyer where a handful of townspeople and a few of the Queen’s men fell because of us, stands the elevator we escaped through after Aby died. My heart sinks. We may soon join her, and all of the rest before her.

			“Was it you who flooded Zentao?” I ask.

			Queen Nataniah adjusts a gold necklace on her bosom, smirks to herself. “Do ya tink we are the only ones who wanted to find you children?”

			“They aren’t staying here, either,” Ms. Ruby says. “Ya need to let us go. If ya care ana-ting about me as ya say you do, then ya will.”

			The Queen stamps her foot, pounds the end of her staff onto the ground. “You are not leaving! You’re my sister, and dis is where ya belong—”

			“No!” Ms. Ruby turns and, with open arms, ushers us toward the elevator. “Come on, children. We’re leavin’.”

			Smudge’s hand darts out and a red beam shoots from it, straight into Ms. Ruby’s chest. Her body jolts, convulses. I thrust Baby Lou into Mateo’s arms and jump to her side with the Queen. Together, we hold her in this blur of real and unreal, of this terrible, abysmal nightmare.

			“You are not leaving.” The beam retracts into Smudge’s palm.

			“Be-be sister!” The Queen sobs, brushing Ms. Ruby’s braids from her face. “No! I do love ya. I’m sorry! I only wanted ya to be here . . . with me.”

			Ms. Ruby chokes a labored breath. “Our mother . . . would be so disappointed . . . in ya . . . Natti. Please . . . help . . . the children.” Her eyelids close, and her chest falls, never to rise again. And in the blink of an eye, another person I’ve grown to love dies in my arms.

			“Noooo!” the Queen clutches her sister, strokes her face and rocks her. “Ya promised you wouldn’t hurt her!” She shakes a fist at Smudge. “Ya promised!”

			“Smudge!” I shout. “You . . . you killed her!”

			“You two”—Smudge motions to the guards—“put them away.”

			They grunt, jab their spears into the air to force the frightened, sobbing children to move. I kiss Ms. Ruby’s cheek, then let her head fall into the Queen’s lap. Queen Nataniah wails, releasing a sea of sorrow to the death of love below.

			“Ma-ma!” Baby Lou reaches for me. “Ma-ma, ma-ma!”

			I hurry to catch up to her and Mateo, down a torch-lit corridor with the others. I take her from Serna and hold her tight, but she’s inconsolable, hyperventilating sobs as her brothers and sisters are shoved into one cell after another, alone. And it’s a blur of separation in the shadows, the guards moving too swift for me to keep track of who goes where.

			Smudge herself pushes me into a cell, stripping Baby Lou from my arms and shoving me across the room. The door slams and my head hits stone.
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			I’m not sure when, but I must’ve dozed off. A jingling in the lock wakes me up. The door creaks open, and I freeze. Something scurries along the floor and jumps into my lap, keys dangling from its mouth.

			“Tallulah!” I take the keys. “How—?”

			“Let’s go.” A familiar voice beckons from the doorway. “We have to hurry.”

			It can’t be!

			“Aby?” I squint into the darkness. “Is that you?”

			“Yes. Come on, Joy. We have to go before they return, while the others are distracted.”

			“No”—I shake my head—“this isn’t real. You’re dead. I watched you die.” Panic and utter disbelief collide with elation at the sound of my sister’s voice again.

			“Things haven’t been . . . as they seem for a few years, Joy. You’ve been a test subject for various transfer programs and memory-altering technology. Many of your memories, along with the people you’ve known—are all fabricated.”

			Tallulah wraps herself across my shoulders, and I creep over to the cell door, baffled, unnerved. But when Aby’s face appears in the dim light, I break down. Her beautiful red curls have all grown back. How is that even possible?

			I gather her into my arms, and she squeezes me back. “Aby, your . . . your hair—”

			“That never happened. So many things never happened . . . But we’ve done our time now, they’ve freed us. We can go live real lives.”

			I push back from her in momentary disbelief and look into her deep blue eyes. I brush my fingers across her smooth cheek, and she grins at me.

			“It’s really you.” I tremble, tears welling. “You’re back.”

			“I never left.”

			“Wait—where’s Baby Lou?” I whip around to scan the dark cell.

			“Fabricated.” Aby spins me back toward her. “I’m sorry, Joy. She does not exist. The Superiors, Miguel, Pedro, Emerson, Mateo . . . Jax. None of them ever existed.”

			“What do you—? Of course they existed!”

			“They’ve altered your memories, except for a few things. Even the world you believe we live in isn’t what you think. This will take some adjustment, but it’ll be quick. You’re going to love it.”

			But nothing she says makes any sense. Her smile’s rebuked by the burning of suspected lies in my core. Baby Lou and Jax can’t be made-up. They’re too real; my love for them, too real. And what about our child growing inside me?

			“The baby . . .”

			Aby takes my hand. “Joy, there’s no baby. There never was.”

			“But . . . but Tallulah—”

			“Certain things were not fabricated. Me, Tallulah . . . your father, a few others. Come on.” She pulls me through the doorway. “We have to go.”

			I toss the keys aside, dazed, and Tallulah scampers off. My thoughts crash at my tongue, too many of them to grasp one clear enough to speak. So I let her guide me out into the corridor, and my heart stops. “Aby, why are we at Gomorrah Grande?” Light flickers behind me, illuminating the room in which I discovered her and Jax together. “I thought this was a cell at the Subterrane.”

			“I’ll explain everything on the way.”

			We travel down the hallway and enter the magic pool room, where she places a finger to her lips. I freeze. There, in the center of the pool lies a platform of fire, and over it spins a horizontal metal pole pierced straight through the small, charred body of a boy. Cloaked people, chanting low and monotone, stand in the water around him. I scream, but Aby covers my mouth and drags me into the shadows.

			After we sneak down the mirrored hallway, we get to the lobby, which is how I remember it: the enormous, cylindrical column, rising all the way up, past the sky hammock to the dome. Bloodbugs flutter through the air, land in the column’s thick, leafy covering, and I shiver.

			Aby leads me toward the jungle elevator, except . . . it isn’t there. Instead, the wall’s an oversized window overlooking a beach, like Zentao’s.

			Now I’m sure I’m dreaming.

			“You’re thinking it’s not real.” She sweeps me through an open door in the glass wall, out into a grassy field. “It’s real! More so than any recent memories you have.” A few hundred feet away, the grass fades into a sandy beach. She races toward it, spins and dances, stirring up a swarm of black butterflies. “Come on!”

			I jog to her, but something in my gut tells me to stop. Somewhere, a voice says: Run, Joy. Aby skips back to me, takes my hand, and tugs me toward the shoreline. Only when my toes touch cold, rough sand do I realize I’m barefoot. Where’d my boots go? I swear I was wearing them.

			The air is strange, still, sterile, thick in my lungs. It suffocates me. My heart pounds slow and hard, and I begin to sweat. “No, Aby.” I yank her back, plant my feet. “It’s not possible. This is a dream, it has to be.”

			She cups my cheeks, sad, like she was toward the end of . . . what I thought was her life. “Joy, I need something from you. A secret, a lie. I have to be certain it doesn’t fall into the wrong hands.”

			Why do those words sound so familiar?

			“I don’t know what you’re talking—”

			“The key, Joy. It’s imperative you tell me where it is. Did you put it somewhere?”

			Tears trail down her cheeks. She clutches my wrists, and I peer down at her hands. The mole that dotted the knuckle above her thumb is missing, and the fingers aren’t long enough. Her skin is too dark. I gaze into her eyes, which aren’t quite right, the lashes too short.

			And Aby would never say the word “imperative.”

			“You’re . . . you’re not Aby.”

			In a flash, she jabs my face, and her hand enters my mind with a pain so great I scream and jump back. I touch the spot on my head. No wetness. She lunges, shoving me toward the shore. Her fingers become knives, and she grows two feet taller. I dive into the ocean, and she dives in after me. The water’s foul, not salty, my nostrils burn with the stench of waste. I sink in its smothering thickness, then break the surface again, breathless. Now, I’m floating through a tunnel, in a river of feces, toxic waste, corpses, bloodbugs, and jumper carcasses. Demon Aby is gone.

			Along the side is a narrow ledge, which I use to drag myself out. Wet, stinking, and covered in brown, I lean over and vomit blood. It pours from my mouth onto the concrete, splattering the arced wall beside and above me. I wipe my mouth and stand on wobbly legs, hunched over because the ceiling is too low.

			Cries echo from down the tunnel.

			“Baby Lou!” I try to run, but the air’s too thick. With every step, the tunnel stretches farther, grows longer. Bodies float in the filth, people I used to know: Toby, Miguel, Samurai, and . . .

			“Mom?”

			Her body’s young and fresh, pure against the rot river. She glances up at me.

			“Momma!”

			She reaches for me, but a figure rises up next to her out of the muck, red hair matted with brown.

			Aby?

			She lifts her head, and it’s not her. Wearing the wig he made from Aby’s hair, Emmanuel Superior snatches my mother away into the filth.

			“Momma!” I jump in, but the waste disappears and I’m floating in darkness. No light or sound. No sensation. Nothing, except for the hint of citrus.
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			When I awaken, pain racks my body, and a dim blue light blurs before I close my sore eyes again. I can’t move. My head spins, pounds. I moan in agony and the sound echoes back to my own ears. Disoriented. Where am I? My wrists and ankles are strapped down.

			“Hello?”

			My voice is hoarse, weak. I’m thirsty, and there’s so much pain. My throbbing head matches the quaking in my stomach. I try to touch it, but my hands are bound too tight.

			What happened? I can’t remember. “Please . . . someone . . . tell me where I am. Why do I hurt so much?”

			The top of the compartment rises, bright light pours in, and I squint into it.

			A woman with short blonde hair and glasses peers down at me. “Hello there, Lily.”

			“Who . . . are you?”

			“I’m Suellen. You may not remember me, though. You’ve had quite the accident.” She punches a button, and the straps release my ankles and wrists.

			“Where . . . am I?” I move to touch my stomach, which aches and burns.

			“No, don’t.” Suellen guides my hand away from the wound. “It needs antiseptic, and I’ll give you something for the pain.” She squeezes clear gel from a tube onto a gloved finger, then smoothes it over my belly’s exposed skin.

			I cringe at her touch. “What happened to me?”

			“You fell from a third-level balcony and impaled yourself on a fence post. You’re very lucky to be alive.”

			“But why . . . why don’t I remember that? And why did you call me Lily? That’s not my name, it’s . . . it’s . . .”

			“You bashed your head against a stone wall. We’re not yet sure if the amnesia will be permanent or not. We’re hoping you’ll get your memory back before the wedding.”

			“W-wedding?”

			Suellen chuckles and sweeps hair from my forehead. “You poor thing . . . you have no idea how fortunate you are. There are thousands who’d take your place in a heartbeat. Even now. In fact, we’re wondering if that might be the dark secret behind your . . . ‘accident.’ We don’t believe it was an accident at all.”

			I lie back down, breathing in a deep dread. None of this is right. The memories are all there, on the edge of my thoughts . . . but out of reach.

			“Come on, let’s get you out of this thing.” She helps me up, guiding me with one hand gripping mine, and the other under my arm to steady me.

			“Why am I in this?”

			“It’s a repair compartment. You had a fractured skull, two broken ankles, three broken vertebrae, a broken femur, and a dislocated hip and shoulder. Not to mention a ton of scrapes and bruises. You’ve been in here for five days being repaired after surgery.”

			It takes a minute before my sight adjusts to the light, but when it does, I’m in both awe and fear of my surroundings. The room is a beautiful pristine white with lush hanging plants and a little trickling waterfall in one corner. Across from me is a huge window so clean, I can’t tell if there’s glass in it.

			“Have I ever been here before?”

			“Oh sure, plenty of times.” She helps me out of the compartment, steadying me down the three shallow steps to a chair with wheels. “Your sister’s a nurse’s assistant here. She’ll be along shortly to check your vitals when it’s time for a shift change.”

			“I have a . . . sister?”

			“Yes, Lily. A twin sister. Aby.”

			A sudden pain in my head makes me grimace and double over, until a throb in my stomach shoots me upright again. I lift my shirt to discover a perfect red line about three inches long stitched with tiny silver clamps. I lean forward to touch my back and Suellen watches me.

			“There’s nothing there. You said I was impaled.”

			“The stone wall saved you from going all the way through”—she shakes her head—“though I wouldn’t call a fractured skull much of a saving.”

			I press around the circumference of my head; not much pain on the outside, but on the inside? . . . like someone slammed my brain against a brick wall more than a few times. My fingers find short hair that stops at the base of my neck. So strange not knowing how I look.

			“Can I . . . see myself?”

			“Sure, dear.” Suellen digs through a drawer, removes a handled mirror, and holds it in front of my face—that of a stranger. I take the mirror in one hand and run my trembling fingers through the unfamiliar light blonde hair. Blue eyes . . . ? They could be someone else’s. I trace a long scar across my cheek. “How did I get this?”

			“Oh, that I don’t know. Probably happened when you were little.” She stirs a cup of something steamy, then crosses the room to hand it to me. “Drink up.”

			I set the mirror down, dip a finger into the liquid and find it’s the perfect temperature. A cautious sip, and it’s delicious. In seconds, the glass is empty, and a moment later, the pain is gone, replaced by a quick, hot wave of euphoria.

			“How about some fresh air?” Suellen asks. “It might do you some good. We may run into your sister; she likes to stop at Atrium Three on her way here.”

			“Um . . . okay.” Because my mind is a cloud, floating through a balmy blue sea, and I’m fine with wherever I go, even if I don’t know who or where I am. None of that matters. My eyelids flutter closed, then open again when my chair moves forward, Suellen pushing me. A door ahead of us whooshes open, and a gust of warm air rushes in.

			“What a gorgeous day.” Suellen hums to herself, rolling me over a bumpy, wooden platform along the edge of the building. Through the slats of the wood below, water rushes by. I squint up. Above us is a rich purple sky dotted with lavender clouds.

			What a strange world.

			“I thought the sky was blue . . . ?”

			Suellen laughs. “It is, on the other side of the protective dome, dear.”

			“Oh.” I must’ve really damaged my brain good.

			I peer out over the spherical-shaped city. All around the circumference of the dome are massive waterfalls, which appear to originate in the purple sky. They flow in winding rivers throughout the entire place; beneath, around, and through everything. A dozen or more clear cylinders rise to the top of the dome, with cloth-draped levels inside where people move about. Living quarters, I’m guessing. Bridges stretch from one to the next, rivers flowing beneath them, headed toward one enormous crater in the middle of the place. Sticking up from the center of it is a wide, round structure, atop which rests a huge fan with giant blades. “What’s that?” I point to it.

			“The weather fan; it regulates heat and moisture.”

			“And where’s the water going?”

			She hesitates before wheeling me off of the wooden platform and onto a grass-covered one, the roar of the falling water growing more deafening the closer we get. “The chasm.” She stops in front of the enormous guard railing, and I peek between the bars. Near the bottom, where the water forms a giant whirlpool, lies a platform, and a towering structure sparking with energy.

			“What’s—?”

			“The power plant. It’s a very good thing you didn’t fall down there.” She turns my chair toward the wooden pathway again. “Now let’s get to the atrium so we don’t miss your sister.”

			Once we’re on the path again, we turn a corner, and the city expands back and up. More waterfalls, rivers, platforms, and living tubes. Seven of them buzz with life among clusters of smaller, round buildings that crawl up the hillside. Hundreds of people crowd the streets, making passage difficult. Many glance away from us.

			We pass a row of three tiny shacks with standing room for one person, each with a printed sign hanging above its doorway that reads: Dreamland Booth—Pures Only. A man stumbles out of one to puke into the grass. Beneath the crack of the second shack’s door, a blue light flashes. “Scan complete,” says an electronic voice. A strong citrus smell hangs in the air, along with smoke that disperses from the first shack’s open doorway.

			“What are those?” I ask.

			“Entertainment. One of your favorite things to do. It’ll all come back to you soon.”

			“Why would I enjoy throwing up?”

			She chuckles. “There’s a medicine for that, but it requires extra services for His Clergy members. Most opt out and deal with the nausea and vomiting. You, of course, won’t have to. You’ll have everything you need to be comfortable, always.”

			Over an arched bridge, we pass a pair of men seated hip-to-hip, gripping poles extended out from them with long strings dropped down into the rushing water below. They whip their heads around just as my ears register shouts from near the chasm, where a group of men attacks another in white, ripping a helmet from his head. And when they do, I see it isn’t a man at all, but a girl.

			A blaring alarm sounds overhead, and Suellen hurries to wheel me off of the bridge pathway and onto a grassy spot. Another group of white-clothed and white-helmeted people rush toward us as the men pick up the girl. A flash of light bursts, and one of the men flies back, but the other two hold the girl steady, then hoist her up and heave her helpless body over the railing and down into the chasm. The helmeted men blast the others with what seems like bolts of energy shot from their hands, and in seconds, the three men are dead, charred black.

			Terror-stricken, I cover my mouth and turn from the surreal horror. Is this a nightmare? Am I dreaming? My head swims with warmth as Suellen wheels me in silence back onto the path. I can’t form words to ask her what I just witnessed.

			“Tea would be nice,” Suellen mumbles. “We should have tea.”

			“What . . . just . . . happened . . . ?”

			“Huh? Oh, that’s common, dear. Many of the Impures have a hard time accepting things around here.”

			“But that girl . . . they—”

			“Hush now, Lily. We don’t speak of such things.”

			I almost ask her why, but another surge of warmth in my head pushes the care away. I shiver from the pleasure trickling down my spine, and wrap my arms around myself, when I notice the raised skin on my right wrist—a perfect, symmetrical circle scar, cut into three notched sections. Tender to the touch. “Why . . . do I have this?” My voice is soft, with no weight behind it. It’s sucked into a nearby stream.

			“That’s your mark of purity, dear,” Suellen says. “It means you’re allowed inside the Monastery, among other things.”

			“Allowed in . . . where? And what’s a . . . mark of purity?”

			She gives my shoulder a pat. “The Monastery is the sacred dwelling which you will soon call home.” She points. “There.”

			Far off in the distance gleams a grand, pyramid-shaped building, white with gold railings that wrap around each tapered level. Two massive waterfalls pour from the dome on either side of the Monastery, meeting in front of it where they form a raging pool of sparkling blue water. Smaller rivers branch off from the pool and stretch throughout, joining with others as they all head toward the chasm.

			“And the mark,” Suellen continues, “means you’re one of less than five hundred Pures, out of the thousands of Impure souls in this city.” She shows me her own scar on the same wrist. “We are most fortunate. You . . . especially.”

			She pushes the chair around another corner, past a gold-and-red painted building with decorated tables lined up out front. Covering them are bright-colored cloths and dishes that might contain food. A man with a long, thin stick lights something in a small pot, avoids our faces.

			“Why do they look away?” I ask.

			“They are Impure and are forbidden to stare at Pures for fear of tainting our purity. Only during the unification and sacrificial ceremonies are they allowed to gaze upon the faces of the unified Pures. And only because of their sacrifice for the privilege of observing such a holy event.”

			Beneath the dazed euphoria, an uneasiness resurfaces. How could I be pleased with a life like this? From what Suellen has told me—and from what I’ve seen—I wouldn’t be surprised if I jumped from that balcony to end it all.

			Ahead is a fenced-off area with magnificent, towering trees, climbing vines, pools and tiny waterfalls, and a colorful array of flowers. A sudden breeze blows my hair back, stirs butterflies from their blooms. The weather fan. I shiver in the slight chill. The butterflies flutter and dance into the purple domed sky, while Suellen rolls me up to the opening. A sheer netting stretches all the way to the top of the dome, I suppose, to keep the butterflies in. She unhooks the netting and pushes me inside, past a sign that reads: Pures Only. The net falls back into place behind us.

			Benches dot a long, winding path, where couples dressed in white garments sit, hand in hand. Red sashes cross diagonally over the men’s white button-down shirts, while the women wear plain white dresses. All have light features, and some have those white helmets that stretch the length of their necks, down to their shoulders.

			Two couples we pass bow in polite greeting. “Good day,” one man says.

			“Good day.” Suellen bows in return.

			On each man’s sash is a gold pin identical to the scar on my wrist. The women’s lips curl into perfect white smiles framed by blood red lips, but there’s no kindness behind them. In fact, the atrium’s ethereal beauty and perfection is a sharp contrast to the overwhelming strangeness, artificiality, and dread. Perhaps this really is all a bad dream.

			I draw in the heady fragrance of the flowers and trees. A piercing pain—not in my body, but in my heart—follows the breath. A memory . . . something . . . tragic . . . something I can’t . . . quite . . . comprehend. I sense it, though, in these trees and flowers. Such darkness lies within this unknowing. The urge to weep comes on so strong I can’t contain it, and tears slide down my cheeks.

			“Why am I so sad?” I ask. “Something’s very wrong. Will you please tell me what it is?”

			At first, she glances away, then looks back at me. “We think we know who pushed you.” She inspects her fingernails, then the air around us before continuing. “You were in a fight, right before it happened. You were devastated. He . . . he couldn’t handle the truth. You told him you still wanted to be friends, but he couldn’t cope with your impending marriage, said you were too young. His rage was uncontrollable. He claimed he only desired what was best for you, but it was obvious he was jealous—”

			“Who?”

			“Your best friend. Well . . . your old best friend, Jack.”

			“Sister!” a voice calls out from behind us.

			Suellen rolls me around until I face a girl running toward me, long, curly, reddish-blonde hair fluttering behind her. Her grin, so bright and wide and beautiful, makes me both happy and rips my heart out at the same time. I don’t even remember my sister. Aby, they said her name is.

			She kneels down, takes my hands into hers, then wraps my arms around her neck with hers around mine. “I’m so glad you’re okay!” She squeezes me, bottom lip quivering, then backs away to gaze at me with her own blue eyes.

			“I . . . don’t—”

			“Remember me, I know. They’ve warned me already. But they say it’s probably temporary, so there’s hope!” She rubs my hand between hers, where I find a matching circular scar on her wrist. “I came by yesterday.” She pets my hand, tears glistening. “I washed and brushed your hair for you, like when we were little.”

			“How did I not wake up?”

			“You were still under the induced coma during the repair process. It blocks the pain while everything’s fused back together.”

			“Oh. So, when will I be . . . fully healed?”

			“Well, you’re tons better now than you were, and I expect you’ll be healed in no time at all. I think they’ve planned a couple more sessions in the repair pod, then you should be good as new.” My sister smiles. “The big day is coming up. Less than two weeks, now. So you’ll have to get well ASAP.”

			“Oh? What big day?”

			Aby stoops down, takes my hands in her own. “The day every Pure Alzaneian woman wishes she could have as her own. But you”—she squeezes my fingers, leans in closer—“he chose you, and I’m so happy for you! Soon, you’ll be Lady Lily Daumier, the first wife of our lord.”
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			I repeat the words “Lady Lily Daumier” in my head, and every aching cell inside of me screams no. “But . . . I don’t even remember any of this,” I tell Aby.

			“You will.” She pats my hands. “I’m staying optimistic. After all of these years purging the impurities, keeping our minds virtuous, this blessing is due. You will get your memory back, my sister.” She gives me a peck on the tip of my nose. “And you’ll get it back soon. I have a good sense about it.”

			A flurry of questions whirl in my head, followed by an outpouring of nameless emotions. The impulse to scream is crushed by the want to crawl away and hide from all of this. I double over, clutch my stomach.

			“I’m sorry.” Aby frowns. “I’ve put too much on you all at once. Do you want to go lie down?”

			“Yes. Please.”

			“More medicine and rest would do you good for sure.” Suellen goes for the handles of my wheeled chair, but Aby steps in front of her with a grin. “May I?”

			“Fine with me.” Suellen gestures for her to go ahead.

			Aby wheels me down the path, past more strange couples clad in white and red. Suellen holds the netting aside, and we pass through the entrance to the atrium. A storm swirls inside me, invisible demons shred my soul with savage blades. Fear is the only thing I can name. The others show themselves through physical sensations: a clenching of my fists, like there’s something I should be holding or fighting for; my heavy heart holds a colossal rage, alien on the surface, but so familiar at my core. These are dark days, no matter how “pure” I am, or how “blessed” to be marrying a stranger. This. This is true.

			These people can’t be trusted. You’re in danger.

			Get out of here.

			These thoughts come from somewhere familiar, a place I trust. They’re hands that hold me, keep me safe; a voice, warning me to stay on guard, although I can’t pinpoint why or from where.

			Back over the bridge and toward the multi-level building we came from, the charred bodies have been removed. People crowd the paths and grassy patches, chatting and milling about as if it never happened. The two men still sit at the edge of the stream with their poles. One of them yanks and winds a lever, and out flops something attached to the end of its line.

			“Fish,” I say. “He has a . . . a fish.”

			“Yep, that’s right, sister.” Aby strokes my hair. “See, some things are still there. You love to fish. Father used to take us to Wholesome Pond behind the Monastery every Sunday. You’re actually very good at it.”

			“I am?”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			Suellen strolls beside us, shoes dangling from her fingers held behind her back. “Ah, spring.” With a deep inhale, her lips curve into a half-smile, revealing stark white teeth. “A lovely time of year. And a lovely time for a wedding.”

			I haven’t the strength, nor the desire, to pretend to be happy about something that brings such dread. I rest my throbbing head in my hands.

			“Headache?” Aby asks.

			We round the corner toward my room, across the slated pathway over more water. I nod, cringe.

			“Well, we’ll get you into a nice, warm bed.” Suellen pats my shoulder. “The most important thing now is rest, medicine, and time. A couple more repair sessions and a little fresh air every day, and hopefully, your memory will return soon.”

			Once inside the repair room, Suellen mixes more of that steamy liquid and brings it to me. Within seconds of downing the citrus-flavored drink, the throbbing stops and euphoria engulfs me. Too bad it doesn’t last long.

			“Will I have to go back in there?” I point to the long compartment.

			“Yes, we still have some internal strengthening and healing to do. But we’ll give you something to help you sleep through it. I’m sorry you woke up in there this time. That . . . rarely happens. It alarms most patients, so we usually move them to their beds first.” She takes my chair from Aby and wheels me over to a bed by a small window. “Aby, will you help me lift her?”

			“Sure, Sue.”

			Together, they ease me out of the chair, and Suellen peels back the blanket. I slip beneath the covers and melt into the wonderful softness.

			“Suellen, would you mind getting my sister another pillow?” Aby bats her eyelashes.

			“No, I’m fine,” I say. “I don’t need—”

			“Nonsense.” She pokes my current pillow. “This old, worn-out thing is hardly comfortable, nor suitable for future royalty.” She exaggerates a wink. “Suellen, please . . .”

			“Of course.” Suellen rinses the mug in the sink, dries her hands on a towel, then disappears through the doorway again.

			“I missed you so much, sister!” Aby grabs me into a hug, and a pinch to my arm makes me wince. She leans into my ear. “Whatever you do, don’t drink anymore of that medicine.”

			“Okay, here we are.” Suellen returns to the room, swatting at a fluffy, pristine white pillow.

			Aby steps aside to let Suellen tuck the pillow in behind me, and I scrutinize her. There’s a sadness that resonates with these storm clouds in my mind. And her odd words . . . Something is definitely wrong.

			“Won’t you be late?” Suellen asks Aby.

			Aby glances at the wall clock. “Oh, wow, yes. I’d better go.” She gives me a kiss on the cheek, and a good rub on the spot where I felt the pinch. “Rest now and heal up, sister. I love you.”

			“Thank you. I . . . love you, too.” The words are true. I may not remember my sister, but I know I love her; I can trust her. But why did she pinch me? Was it an accident . . . ?

			She waves, I return it, and she steps outside. I hate for her to go.

			“Time to rest, dear.” Suellen pours a cup of water into a lush green plant on the bedside table. “And if you need anything at all, please, don’t hesitate to page me. Push that little blue button right there”—she points to the wall by the window, at a row of buttons—“and I’ll be with you as soon as possible. I’ll be down the way in Lab B, right next to Repair Room One, so not too far.” Something sinister lurks behind that sweetness. Aby’s words tell me I’m right.

			“Thank you,” I say.

			With the flick of her hair, she’s gone, tapping at a black device in her palm. I roll onto my side facing the window, breath labored with deep unease. Why would Aby tell me not to drink the medicine?

			Because it will erase your memories permanently in two days.

			I shoot upright in my bed. These aren’t my thoughts speaking to me. This is a real voice inside my head.

			Please, don’t panic. I implanted a device into your arm. This is Aby. We can now speak telepathically. Try it. Picture me in your mind, and think something you want to say.

			Um, okay . . .

			It worked! I heard you!

			Aby, what’s going on? How can we speak this way?

			I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you everything yet. The memories have to come back on their own, and until that time, you have to stay safe. They can’t know that you know.

			Know what? What’s the truth, Aby?

			You’ll find everything out soon enough. But for now, you have to go along with everything. Even when your memories come back, you still have to, no matter how much every part of you screams otherwise. Play along until we devise a plan.

			My head explodes with sudden pain, making me curl into a ball. My head, it hurts so bad.

			We’ll do short intervals for now. Your brain’s been under a lot of stress over the past five days. I promise you’ll remember everything soon, and I’ll help you make it right again. Don’t drink the medicine, Joy. Stay on guard. Trust no one. They’ll be probing your mind for information, but don’t tell them anything. I’ll be checking on you soon. Signing off.

			Wait . . . I grip my head and rock; the pain is so intense. I want to ask her what she’s talking about, but forming a clear thought through the pounding is difficult. After a few minutes, the throbbing dies down and I relax in my bed some. I try to recall her exact words and what they could mean. She called me Joy. That must be my real name.

			I gaze out at the picturesque yet foreign world. The weather fan kicks on, blowing air throughout the enormous, domed city, while a lavender cloud drifts past the sun. Far off, past the chasm, people work—digging, planting, and hauling. A group of women wash clothes in a small pool. Past the clusters of broken shacks, animal stalls, and odd-shaped buildings, the dark violet horizon glitters—the ocean—rippling from some faraway, majestic place no human hand has touched. I’m not sure how I know this, but I do. So far, so untouchable, yet more familiar than anything in this room. I don’t know who I am, or where I am, but I’m positive I don’t belong here. Out there, beyond the violet horizon . . . maybe that’s where I belong.
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			The rise alarm sounds, startling me from a strange dream I can’t remember. I tuck my knees to my chest, hiding beneath the blanket in my lumpy bed. I don’t want to make trees today. Maybe the Superiors will let me lie here, find someone else to work the chopper.

			Ha. That’d be the day.

			I sigh, resigning to rise before Mona Superior vomits her atrocious voice into my ear.

			“Aby, you awake?” I tug my blanket down and peer over to her bed. Empty. “Aby?” I bolt upright. My eyes dart to Baby Lou’s crib—empty!—and I leap out, stumble from my bed. All of the other beds are empty, too. “Hello?”

			Where is everyone?

			The wall clock reads 3:22. Whether it’s the middle of the night or mid-afternoon, there’s no explanation for my being the only one here, asleep. I try to remember what happened before I dozed off, but the memory’s blurred or smudged; nothing’s clear. I remember . . . learning how to use the chopper and not having calluses in the right spots quite yet. Baby Lou toddled her first steps not too long before that. And I remember . . . Toby . . . outside the window. Seems so long ago, yet I can’t grasp anything else between now and then.

			A tapping on the wall beside the hole makes me jump. I run to it, unhook the latch, and slide the metal sheet aside. “Jax!”

			“Hey, what the hell’s going on?”

			“I was going to ask you the same thing.”

			“I just woke up and . . . everyone else is gone.” He tucks his hair behind his ears.

			“Same here. Can you remember what happened before you got in there?”

			He shakes his head, wraps his fingers onto the lip of the hole, and I link mine around them.

			“Well . . . what do we do?” I ask.

			“No clue. You tried to open your door yet?”

			“No, let’s try.”

			We each turn away from the hole. I pad across the cold concrete floor toward my door and reach for the handle with a shiver. To my surprise, it clicks open. I exit with caution and meet Jax in the corridor.

			“This keeps getting weirder and weirder,” he says.

			“Yeah, where’s Baby Lou? And Aby? Why don’t we re—?”

			“They took them.” A voice from the catwalk makes us both jump.

			“Miguel, what’s going on?” Jax heads toward him and I follow.

			“Who took them?” I ask. “Took them where?”

			Miguel hops down the catwalk stairs and meets us at the bottom. “The Superiors took them to the Other Side.”

			“What—why?” Panic rises in my chest. “What about us?”

			“There wasn’t any room. You volunteered to stay behind, Joy. Then Jax did, then me . . . because I’m not going over there until I find my brother.”

			Jax crosses his arms over his chest. “Why don’t we remember any of this?”

			“You told them you wanted to forget, so they took three weeks’ worth of memories from you two. You said it would be easier this way.” Miguel inspects the ground at his feet. “It was bad.”

			“Why do you remember?” I ask.

			“I tried to tell you two not to take those damn pills, man!” Miguel shakes his head, kicks a broken bolt across the main room. It clanks against the sun torch, echoing into the eerie stillness. “I knew something wasn’t right, so I pretended to swallow it, but spat it out when they turned around. Then, you two passed out, so I went along with it and pretended I was passed out, too. They put us on these tables and wheeled us down the corridor to the Superior’s bunker and into this weird room with blue lights. And it had this odor of . . . I dunno, fruit or something. I overheard them talking about searching through our memories for some kinda key. Either of you have any idea what they might’ve been searching for?”

			I’m struck with a wave of sadness, followed by terror when an image of his blood on my hands flashes through my mind, then vanishes, leaving a residual sorrow, confusion, an intuitive panic that things are not what they seem.

			“No.” I hug my middle. “And I need to lie down.”

			Jax glares at our brother, shakes his head, and Miguel smirks. The evil in his expression sends a chill through me. Jax takes my hand and yanks me away, dragging me through the main room toward the bunker door. The lights flicker and go out in a flash of temporary darkness before flickering back on. Behind us, Miguel is gone.

			“Jax, wait.” I plant my feet. “Where’d he go?”

			But he continues to tug me toward the bunker. “He told me this would happen, but I didn’t believe him.”

			“Who? Miguel?”

			“No, my dad.”

			We stop at the shelf that blocks the bunker door, and Jax hurls it away, spilling its random contents all over the floor. “I thought he was paranoid, crazy.” He opens the bunker door, then reaches into his pocket to remove a light stick. He cracks and shakes it, then we disappear into the familiar space, and Jax closes the door behind us.

			“Okay . . . ?” I grab my spear, which still leans against the wall in its usual spot. “What about him? And doesn’t this all seem so strange? Miguel—”

			“My dad once worked for some questionable people.” Jax leans against the wall, props a foot on it. “Guys who devoted their lives to getting to the Other Side. He’d come back drunk and crazy, spilling these stories of science miracles and some kinda . . . keys. The Seeker’s Keys, he called them. Said they would unlock some sort of secret passageway through The Wall. And it was the only way through, he said. Right before he died, he confessed to me and Mom that he stole one from someone and hid it in a safe place down here.”

			“So . . . that’s what you’ve been searching for the past two years?”

			He nods.

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I didn’t want you to think I’d lost my mind. I wasn’t even sure myself if I believed my dad. He was a lunatic, and my mom told me not to listen to him. The bad air and post-trauma made him insane, she said. And I believed her, because there was some pretty off-the-wall bullshit . . .” He stares off into the darkness and continues in a low voice: “Then one day, he disappeared and never came back. My mom told me he killed himself, ‘so they couldn’t find the key.’ He claimed that if they did, they’d destroy the Other Side, same as Bygonne. Mom said . . . he honestly believed he was saving our future world by killing himself, because they could . . . read his mind. He was paranoid. Insane.”

			“You never found anything?”

			“No.”

			“So that’s why things are always rearranged when we come down here . . .”

			Jax moves in closer, cups my face in his hands. “Please don’t think I’m insane, Joy. Promise me.”

			“I don’t, Jax. I promise.”

			Then he kisses me, and my internal flame ignites. With one strong hand on the small of my back, he holds me tightly against him. The other slides into my hair, tugging ever-so-slightly at the roots, sending violent, hot tremors surging through my body. I back him against the door and ease my hands up his shirt, fumbling for the muscular body I only now realize I’ve craved for so long. I’ve never kissed him before, but I know this is right, though mixed with a sad desperation, like it might be the last time.

			With a soft nibble to my lower lip, he draws away. “I love you, Joy. I always have, and I always will.”

			“I love you, too, Jax. So much . . .” I move in to his warmth again, hungry for more of him, but he stops me with a touch to the cheek.

			“Then promise me something—no matter what happens next, you have to survive. Escape and find those keys. Promise me.”

			“I don’t understand, Jax. What are you saying? Escape from where?”

			He glances up and around, as if checking for watchful eyes, then runs smooth fingers across my cheekbone. “Notice the nuances.” He winks. “Remember?”

			I wrinkle my brow in confusion and he pulls my hand up to trace the line where my scar is, except—it’s not there. I suck in an alarmed breath, and he lays a fingertip to my lips. And it’s then I notice his fingers have no calluses on them.

			“How—?”

			He kisses me again, squeezes me tight, then pulls back to peer at me through soft tears. A gentle wave of citrus-scented air passes between us. “They have us, just like my dad said. We aren’t really here, we’re—”

			Darkness.
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			The gentle clinking of metal against glass wakes me up. Suellen stands over me, stirring the steamy liquid. She hands me the cup, and I recall Aby’s words: Whatever you do, don’t drink the medicine.

			“Thank you,” I say.

			Suellen nods. “Drink up.”

			“Can I have a cup of water for afterwards? It leaves an unpleasant aftertaste.” A wave of nausea makes me sweat and sway.

			“Sure.” And as soon as she turns toward the sink, I dump the liquid into the soil of the plant beside me, then I place the cup to my lips, tilting it all the way back and faking a few swallows. She returns to my side and I trade her cups, gulping the delicious water. My head throbs. Great. Now I’ll have to conceal that my head is about to explode.

			“Did I already go in there?” I point to the repair pod, trying to mask the pain on my face.

			“No, not yet.” Suellen attempts a half-smile, but it falls into a frown. She takes both glasses to the sink and rinses them out.

			The headaches will only last a couple more days. Aby’s mind-voice startles me.

			“We have something special planned for you tonight.” Suellen tugs back the blankets and helps me up. “Can you stand? Are you dizzy?” She offers her hand and I grip it, rising from my bed.

			“A little,” I lie.

			“Okay, have a seat here.” She steadies me with one arm, grabs the wheeled chair with the other, and guides me into it. I plop down, trying to remember how I acted the last time I drank the medicine.

			“Something special planned, you said?” I slump, doing my best to relax.

			“Yes, a dinner. You’ve been drinking your meals for almost a week now. We thought you might enjoy a real one, and a chance to kiss your fiancé. Our sweet lord has missed you so.”

			Aby, what do I do?

			You’re doing fine, sweetheart. Go along with whatever she says, don’t say too much, and don’t ask questions. If you have any, ask me, not them. They’re the adversary. Do you remember anything from the MemTap?

			What’s a . . . MemTap? And you called me “sweetheart.” Are you not really my sister? That’s not something a sister would say.

			No, I’m not your sister, but I’m a friend, and I’m here to help you. A MemTap is a mind program in which they probe through your memories for information, tapping into both conscious and subconscious ones to find what they need. Once inside, they may manipulate the memory to gain further passage through the conscious, into the subconscious parts of the memory. They must have blocks in place so you don’t remember anything during the waking hours. That’s common.

			I’m so confused.

			It’ll all make sense in time. I’m sorry, I wish it were easier. But you must go through some necessary stages before we get you out of here, before all of the pieces fall into place.

			What’s your real name? Is it Aby?

			You can call me . . . Zee. I promise I’ll explain everything to you . . . when the time comes.

			Suellen wheels me out through the sliding door and this time turns to the right. The sky has changed to a deep, bruised purple with a giant lavender moon.

			“How is it night?” I ask Suellen.

			“You slept for a whole day; you were a tired girl.”

			“Where is everyone? The paths were packed earlier—or yesterday, I guess it was.”

			“It’s after curfew for the Impures, and only selected Pures will be at dinner tonight.”

			A pair of men in white pass us, long weapons at their sides, followed by a pair of young women wearing white helmets. More of them appear, dotted here and there, throughout the dark city.

			Zee, why is there a protective dome over Alzanei?

			It filters the sun’s harmful rays and regulates temperature and safe oxygen levels. It also circulates the waterfalls by siphoning and filtering the water from the chasm and regulating it back up through the dome, and filtering fresh water for drinking, and rain, when it’s time. Every Thursday, to be exact. Tomorrow.

			I grit my teeth. What are you saying? I understand the words, but . . . it doesn’t make sense. Is this how everything is, the whole world? Is this how it’s always been? If I had my memory, would it make sense?

			No, but you’ll understand it all soon, I promise. And . . . you will hate it, I promise you that, too. But hang in there, we’ll handle it together. Me and you, Joy.

			Joy is my real name?

			Yes.

			Then why do they call me Lily?

			It means “Pure.” And . . . because he likes the name.

			My head throbs and burns, muffling Zee’s voice. I squint and cringe. Zee, my head—

			We have to stop the telespeak. I’ll meet you in the dining hall.

			Suellen turns past another cluster of “Dreamland Booths” where a round, glass building stands atop a raised platform. Beneath it, a dazzling, lighted pool swirls, with white bridges crossing over to the grassy area in front of it. Blinding against the night sky under hundreds of twinkling white-gold lights that reflect in its surface, the dining hall is covered with flowers and vines and statues of golden butterflies and other fantasy-like things. My senses are overloaded, my vision assaulted by the sudden blast of refracted light from the glass. I fight to keep from shielding my eyes from the pain.

			We cross over one of the arched bridges, the swirling pool, and the grassy area, and when we reach the door, a man in white with a silver mustache opens it for us. He bows as we pass by him and another sign that reads: Pures Only. Inside are rows of long, white tables, candles flickering at intervals, piled high with rich, succulent food and shiny glasses. Metal utensils clank and tinkle against glass as the people eat. The savory aromas cause a slight grumble in my stomach, but the hunger is smothered by nervousness. Everyone in the room inspects me, trying to hide they’re doing so.

			At the end of one table, talking to an older woman in a huge, floppy hat is “Zee.” When she sees me, she pops something into her mouth and smiles wide, then waves and rises from her chair, dressed in a beautiful, flowing, pale cream dress with sculpted lace layers that accent her curves. She floats over to us, and her beauty makes me insecure in my plain white shirt and linen pants.

			“Sister!” She claps her hands. “How are you?”

			“Better, thank you, Aby.”

			“Great! Open up.” She grins, holds something above my mouth—a little square of sparkling white.

			“What is it?”

			“Divine.” And she giggles, opening her own mouth to coerce me.

			I do so, and she drops the object in. It melts on my tongue, gritty yet sweet and, yes—divine. “Mmm . . . You were right, this is delicious.”

			“So . . . I’ve got a surprise for you.” She winks. “Shall I take her to the dressing room, Sue?”

			“Oh, sure. I’ll be helping myself to a bit of Chardonnay.” And Suellen heads off toward a table that stretches the length of the whole back wall, topped with an assortment of bottles and glasses.

			Zee takes the handles of my chair. “So, are you feeling better, Lily?” Say yes, she says in my mind.

			“Yes, thank you. I may not even need this chair anymore, though it is fun to be pushed around.” I fake a giggle.

			“Well, I’ll bet! And I’m glad, because we have to get you all dressed up for tonight! Bet you didn’t even realize you were the guest of honor, did you?” Say no.

			“No, I had no clue.” Who’s watching us?

			Everyone.

			Why?

			They’re watching to see if the memory implant has been a success.

			What are the memories of? The ones they implanted?

			A “Pure” childhood, in which you worshipped Lord Daumier, then grew in his image and his likeness, and submitted to him in a way no other person ever has; that you let him . . . control you, do with you what he wants, without fight or complaint. They fabricated the memory to . . . strip you of every inherent strength you possess, to reduce you to a frail, obedient, young and beautiful, soon-to-be wife of Lord Daumier.

			I hate him already.

			Wait until you remember.

			And if they find out it hasn’t worked?

			It will complicate things, tenfold.

			Two fancy, cloth-covered doors click open to a carpeted area with flowers, mirrors, and a gold-and-red couch. On a door to our right hangs a gorgeous dress almost identical to Zee’s cream one, except this one is a pure, radiant, blinding white.

			The door closes behind us.

			We still can’t talk aloud, Zee says. Audio monitoring devices are everywhere. He is watching, waiting for the fake implanted memories to register. So this is what I want you to do: put your hand over your mouth and pretend this dress brings back a pleasant memory, one you can’t quite place your finger on but caught a split-second glimpse of it, and it was amazing.

			I do what she says.

			“What is it?” she asks.

			“That dress—I remembered something . . . lovely. For a second, it was there.”

			Zee claps and giggles, then squeals. She kneels down and grabs my hands into hers. “You’re getting your memory back! You have no idea how happy that makes me.” She squeezes my fingers. “Now come on, let’s get you dressed for dinner. Lord Daumier will arrive in about forty-five minutes to join us. He’ll be making the official announcement then.”

			“Announcement?”

			“Of your wedding! Now that your memory’s returning, I’m sure he’ll want to go ahead with the original date—the spring equinox. The purest day of the year.”

			Zee, I don’t want to marry this lord guy. I don’t even know him! A low, vibrating throb in my skull makes me drop my face into my hands.

			Your head?

			Yes, but it isn’t too bad.

			“Are you all right?” she asks. “Emotional?” She coaxes my lie with a slight nod.

			“Yes. I wish I could remember it all. I hate not knowing.”

			“You will. Soon. Now come on, let’s make you even more beautiful.”

			She helps me up from my chair, and we disappear behind the dressing area door with Zee carrying the huge, poofy dress in one hand, steadying me with the other. She lowers me down onto a soft, red bench, pulls the doors closed, then whips around, palm out. Something sits in the middle of it—a pink capsule. I almost ask her what it is, but she lays a finger to her lips, then taps my temple. So, I take the capsule from her and examine it before tossing it into my mouth. What have I got to lose? Certainly not my memory. I toss it in, swallowing with saliva, and it’s bitter in my throat.

			Zee unfastens the dozens of tiny gold clasps lining the back of the dress, and I remove my plain white shirt and pants. Other than the stitches to my lower abdomen, the rest of me bears a few scrapes and bruises, some moles I don’t remember. So bizarre for my body to be so alien. Even more so is how together I am after such a horrendous accident. Can’t imagine how a machine could repair a body so damaged. Seems impossible.

			Or . . . maybe that’s part of the lie, that there was no accident. But what, then? I run my fingers along the tender spot, and a painful, strange sadness, a knife to my heart, brings tears to my eyes.

			Please tell me what happened, Zee. Was there an accident?

			No.

			Then . . . what’s this incision from?

			I’m . . . not sure. The information is safeguarded behind an impenetrable fire wall.

			She looks away. She’s lying, but I don’t have the strength to push her on it. Maybe she has a good reason for not telling me.

			Two more Yromem capsules, spread out over the next two days should do the trick, she says. Then all will be revealed. Provided you don’t take the medicine they give you.

			Yromem?

			“Memory” spelled backwards. My clever nickname for the antidote to the memory implant they’ve given you. It reverses the effects on your neurological system. Some . . . friends of mine gave them to me. “Okay,” she announces, “let’s get your dress on. Can you stand all right?”

			“I . . . think so.” I rise and sway from whatever’s going on in my head, and brace myself against the wall. Zee holds the back of the dress open for me, and I insert one foot, then the other. She tugs it up over my hips and carefully over my incision, until I slide my arms into the sleeves. “It’s beautiful.” I shiver, awkward and stiff in such extravagance.

			She hooks the clasps along my spine. “If you think this one’s nice, wait until you catch a glimpse of your wedding dress.” And she leans to wink at me in the mirror.

			“I can’t wait,” I say in my best excited voice.

			“None of us can! It will be the best USEC we’ve ever had.”

			“USEC? I’m sorry, should I . . . know this?”

			“Yes, but it’s fine; it’ll all come back soon. USEC means Unification and Sacrificial Execution Ceremony.”

			“Oh.”

			“No one thought our lord would ever find a woman pure enough to marry, and we’re all so beyond humbled and honored that he chose you. Mother and Father couldn’t be happier.”

			Mother and Father? And did you say . . . execution? On a wedding day?

			She runs a comb through my hair. Go along with it; I’ll explain more when the time gets closer. She sighs. “Once you get your memories back, you’ll remember what a thrill it is, watching young Impures sacrifice themselves to the chasm for the unification of two Pures. And with this being the greatest Pure unification of all time, a significant sacrifice is waiting just for you.” Zee clasps her hands together at her heart. “How perfectly romantic.” And she rolls her eyes in the mirror.

			Zee, that’s horrible.

			But you have to play along. It’ll be the only chance we have. Please—

			Trust you. I know. I’m trying. But it’s so hard.

			I know. She kneels, fishing two identical pairs of golden shoes from a wooden bin beside the mirror—And it’ll be harder tonight.—then places them in front of us and steps into her own pair.

			I slip into the snug shoes. Why?

			Lord Daumier has plans to take you to the Monastery to . . . “test your devotion” . . . for your wedding night. She runs her fingers along my bare arm to console a heartbreak that hasn’t yet occurred.

			Why does that sound like something I definitely do not want to do?

			Because it isn’t. She brushes strands of hair from my face. But you have to, Joy. It’s the final test, and if you pass . . . well . . . you will understand why.

			Ugh, I hate this. Why can’t you tell me everything?

			Because I don’t know everything. You came here with a group of children—prisoners—and I recognized you because . . . well, I just did. So, when they asked for volunteers, I volunteered and underwent the tests and “changes” and became . . . “Aby.”

			Who is Aby? Someone I’m supposed to know?

			Yes. You were . . . close. She was like a sister to you.

			Was? Is she . . . dead?

			I’m not sure. That’s possible; she did not come in with your group.

			How do you know about her? How did they?

			When I went through the physical changes, they briefed me on your relationship through their findings from the MemTap program. She glances at her hands, then around the little room with a giggle. “Well, we can’t stand here all day gazing at your stunning reflection,” she says. “We’re running out of time! I bet they’ve already served the second appetizer.” I’ll explain more later.

			I take another look at myself, tracing the intricate patterns along the dress. Beautiful, though I can’t say the same for my scarred and bruised face.

			“Oh, here.” Zee opens a small, golden circle with a fluffy, white pad in the middle of it. She pats the white thing in some creamy-soft powder, blots it all over my face, then rubs my cheeks in a circular motion. “For today, you’ll be natural,” she says. “But for the wedding, they’ll decorate your face with the ceremonial makeup to protect your purity from the Impures who’ll be witnessing.”

			“Um, okay . . .” My chest swells with an overwhelming combination of fear and confusion, and I struggle to catch my breath.

			“And one more thing.” Zee removes from a small, gold satchel dangling at her waist a tiny jar with a fancy lid. She holds it near my neck and squeezes an opaque bubble, misting my skin with a delicious scent that makes my eyes pop wide.

			Zee, I think I remembered something. That fragrance, it’s familiar.

			Interesting. This came from the Monastery; only Pure royalty may wear it. To my knowledge, it’s only found in Alzanei, and you haven’t been here long—

			But I’m sure I’ve smelled it before, Zee.

			Well, I suppose it’s possible, though I’m still not sure how. Smell is often the first memory to return.

			That’s why this place seems so strange. How long did you say I’ve been here?

			A few days. And yes, coming from where you have, everything would be unfamiliar, even with your memories intact.

			Where did I come from?

			Greenleigh.

			Can you tell me about it?

			No. We have to hurry. They’ll be wondering what’s taking so long. But you’ll know soon. She loops her arm through mine. “If I support you, can you walk all right?”

			“I think so.”

			“Shall we, then?”

			I take a deep breath and Zee’s hand. “Ready.”
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			We exit the dressing room to the dining hall full of people wearing white and cream. There’s pressure in my chest. Zee, I’m so nervous . . .

			You’ll be great, Joy. You’ve always been good at handling whatever comes your way; it’s obvious in your strength. Just relax and enjoy the delicious food. You’ve had little of that in your lifetime.

			She guides me up front to the end of the center table, to a gold-painted, carved wooden chair. Everyone rises from their seats while Zee pulls mine out for me to sit, and my face burns from their stares. If I could remember anything, I’m sure I’d say this is the most uncomfortable moment of my life.

			Or not.

			“Attention!” A man in a stiff, white suit with gold detail and a tall, white hat stands in one corner of the room, hands clasped. “Attention everyone! Our lord will join us once we have all purged the impurities tainting our minds.”

			The people lower their heads, murmuring words I can’t make out, and I bow mine, too.

			Zee nudges me under the table with her foot. We are Purest. Your “engagement” means we no longer have to repent. She sits taller in example.

			I don’t understand what any of this means. I copy her, raising my chin high, back arched.

			It’s okay. You’re doing great. But be prepared, brace yourself. This will not be easy.

			Her last word dies away, and two men in white helmets roll into the room with wheels for feet. The moment they enter, the helmets are removed and placed onto the long table beside the door. These men wear dark purple suits dotted with gold buttons, identical blank expressions, and unusual black markings on their necks. Each holds a long stick with a canister affixed to the end, and they swing them overhead, casting wispy trails of smoke around them.

			Rolling along behind the rolling smoke-men is a hideous creature slightly resembling a man, draped in a white robe with swirling purple-and-gold patterns. He has high, sharp cheekbones; a pointy nose; thin, blood-red lips; and long, golden-white hair that shines beneath the light. And his eyes . . . so blue, yet so hollow. He yanks hard on a chain, and at its end, a gagged and shackled boy limps forward.

			Zee, please tell me that’s not the man I’m engaged to.

			That’s him.

			Oh my God, I can’t do this.

			You have to, if you want to save yourself and the others . . . and the boy in chains.

			Who is he?

			Someone who came in with you. They call him Alexander. I don’t know his real name. Other than you, only he and three girls from your group were deemed pure.

			In “Alexander” I sense something wistful and warm when we gaze at each other. But it’s severed by Lord Daumier’s piercing, blue-eyed stare when they approach our table.

			Stand up, Zee says. Bow, then kiss his hand when he offers it to you.

			I stand, though I feel I’ll faint or vomit any second. The men with the smoke lanterns pass by, and Lord Daumier stops in front of me with the chained boy. I bow, and he offers his hand, which I take in my trembling one. I kiss it, and the moment my lips touch his skin, an overwhelming urge to scream rises in me, and I hold my breath until it subsides. With a flick of his finger, he motions for the people to sit, leaving me standing there, trying to hide my shaking.

			“Good evening.” His voice alone could cut through bone and glass. “As you are all aware, my fiancée, Lily, had a terrible accident last week. But she has made a remarkable recovery.” He taps a hand to his palm once, and the room erupts into applause. “So let us all feast in celebration! And during dessert, I have an announcement you will all find quite exciting.” He slides pointy fingernails along the clasps of my dress, stopping at the small of my back. Then he turns and ascends the three steps behind him, yanking the chained boy along. I catch another glimpse of the boy’s eyes—blue, bottomless, pleading . . . lost. They call to me as Lord Daumier drags him, his head whipping forward with a trip up the steps.

			Does he still have his memory? I ask Zee.

			Yes, and Lord Daumier has taken a liking to him and the three girls. The boy may not speak; he is severely punished for it. He’s learning quickly that Daumier means what he says, and if he says don’t speak, you’d better not, or be far away before you do.

			All of these people know the lie, and they’re just . . . going along with it?

			I’m afraid so. All of his choices, thoughts, and actions—no matter what they are—are deemed pure, holy, because he is the one true lord. If you question him, you’re exiled across the chasm. And no Pure would ever dream of being sent there, so they obey his every whim.

			What’s on the other side of the chasm?

			The Impure Village. Mercantile factories, crop fields and animal stalls, the rendering plant, the prison . . . It’s where the Impures live, hungry and forgotten, working sixteen hours a day to feed, clothe, repair, fish, render, serve, and harvest for all of Alzanei. Until their thirtieth year, at which time they will give the Ultimate Sacrifice.

			What’s . . . the “Ultimate Sacrifice”?

			That’s too difficult to explain to you.

			Well, it doesn’t sound very good.

			It isn’t. And Joy . . . the rest of your group is over there.

			How many are in my group?

			About forty, I think.

			Wow. So many I don’t remember.

			From doorways set on either side of the back wall, at least twenty or thirty men and women wearing long aprons emerge carrying large, silver trays filled with strange, colorful food. A woman approaches, smiling, a streak of white powder smeared across one cheek, and sets a tray down between Zee and myself. The moment she does, I start. The thing on the tray stares up at me with huge, glossy, dead eyes.

			“It’s okay.” Zee pats my arm. “It’s fish, remember? You’ve had it a thousand times, I promise.” And beneath the table, she taps my foot with her own.

			“Oh, yes, now that you mention it . . . it does seem . . . like a familiar meal.” I give the woman a half-smile, and she nods, then strides off. I watch her leave, and my gaze falls to the chained boy again. He kneels beside Lord Daumier with a wad of cloth stuffed in his mouth, bound in place and tied behind his head. There’s pain and longing in my chest.

			When Lord Daumier catches him staring at me, he flicks one finger in the air, and two men appear from opposite corners of the room. They wear dark red, blending them into the walls and the shadows, and each clutches a stick with a long rope attached. They position themselves to either side of the boy and alternate lashes on his back, three times each, until the boy curls up in a heaving ball at Daumier’s feet. With each lash, he sneers, the corners of his thin lips curling with sadistic lust for the feast spread before him.

			I almost rise to stop the horror, but Zee grabs my hand and squeezes. Don’t.

			Why are they doing that?

			They caught him staring at you.

			Is that not allowed?

			No. Especially not from him. Because he knows the truth.

			Why not implant a new memory into him, too?

			Because this way is more . . . pleasurable for Lord Daumier. To watch those who love you suffer, knowing you will soon wed him. And you, oblivious to the truth, makes it even better. He has a sick fascination with watching others in many different stages of suffering.

			Angry, bloody slash marks show through the tears in Alexander’s cream-colored shirt, and he shudders, heaving on the floor. The people view this in silence while the two red-clothed men return to their corners.

			“As you were.” Lord Daumier raises a hand, lowers it to his lap.

			The clanking of plates and utensils mixed with a rolling murmur resumes; the return to normalcy comes without a second thought.

			Does this happen often? I ask Zee.

			Yes. He always has a martyr—a Pure boy who is made an example of. It is how he instills fear, keeps them under his control.

			After picking at the disgusting-looking fish, and another bizarre aquatic dish, it’s time for dessert. Gooey, creamy, and sweet, dotted with tiny edible flowers. This, I admit, I lose myself in. It’s even more delicious than Suellen’s tea. In fact, the flavor is very similar.

			Zee, this dessert tastes like the tea Suellen gave me.

			Don’t eat it. Say you’re stuffed and can’t eat another bite.

			“Wow, I’m stuffed!” I dab my napkin at my lips. “I can’t eat another bite.”

			Lord Daumier studies me, then he rises from his chair.

			The people silence.

			“As you are all aware,” he begins, “I have finally found a wife suitable for marriage.” And he holds out one hand toward me, beckoning me to him with one long finger. “Lily . . .”

			I rise, numb and fidgety, and take the three steps up to him. He offers his hand, guiding me to his side, then grips me tight around my waist. My blood burns beneath my skin as the boy squirms in my peripheral.

			“On account of Lily’s speedy recovery after her accident,” Daumier says, “I have moved the Unification date up. We will unite in holy matrimony in two days’ time, on the spring equinox.”

			The chained boy pries away his bind and spits out the cloth. “No! He’s lying! They all are! What’s wrong with you, J—?”

			Daumier’s swift kick to the boy’s jaw silences him, and the red-clothed men race from their corners, whips poised to strike. But Daumier raises a hand. “No.” He takes a whip from one man and offers it to me. “Let my Lily prove to us all how fit for royalty she is. Let her give the martyr his dues.”

			I take it with shaky hands. What do I do, Zee?

			 Do it. If you want to save him later, he must suffer now. Please, Joy, you have to trust me.

			But the boy shakes his head at me, and my insides scream to him, I’m so sorry! If only he could hear me like Zee can.

			“Come, my dear.” Lord Daumier’s voice, a razor along my veins.

			Before I can rethink my actions, I raise the whip and strike him, feeling the shock and jolt in my own body and soul.

			Daumier laughs. “Again.”

			I do so, two more lashes, and the boy cries out, threatening my own tears.

			“Again.” Daumier’s thick purple tongue slides along his lips.

			I clutch the whip and inhale, burying my human emotions in a place where I’ll tend to them later. And I strike the boy again. He lies on the floor a sobbing wreck, while I struggle to remain calm. But all I want to do is lie down with him, hold him, heal him, and tell him how sorry I am.

			“Superb, my darling.” Lord Daumier strokes my hair, and I swallow the building rage that drives me to turn the whip on him. Something tells me that would be a very bad idea. He returns the whip to one of his red-robed men, and they retreat to their respective corners. Daumier raises two hands to the observing crowd. “You are all excused.”

			The people shuffle around, chatting with one another. They disappear down the aisles and through the front door in pairs and small groups.

			“And you, my dear . . .” Daumier clutches me close, brushes his ghastly, red lips against the skin of my neck. “You will see how good girls are rewarded, in my Monastery tonight. A little . . . taste . . . of the spectacular life you’ll soon lead once you are my wife.” He looks over at Zee. “Escort her to Maudine’s, then have her to my doorstep in two hours.” He glances at the boy. “I have some things to take care of.”

			Zee bows. “As you wish, my lord.”

			He leans in to kiss me. I almost back away, but remember I’m supposed to play along. So I let him. He grips the back of my head, pressing my mouth to his, and his teeth dig into my lips—I can’t breathe. I manage to stifle a gag, and thank goodness he retracts in time to save me from vomiting. “That’s a good girl.” He slaps my backside and I clench my jaw. “We’re going to have a marvelous evening.” The grotesque, purplish tongue again slides along his bottom lip.

			“I’m sure we will,” I say, though I’d rather spit in his face. “I can’t wait.”

			He picks up the end of the boy’s chain, motions to his smoke canister men, and they all head toward the door, the boy stumbling behind them, bloody, broken. After they’ve exited the building, I break down in Zee’s arms.

			It’s okay, she says. He’ll get what he deserves.

			But what about tonight? What’s he going to . . . do . . . to me?

			We’ll . . . talk more at Maudine’s.

			What’s Maudine’s?

			It’s where Pure women go to get their bodies . . . prepared . . . to offer to their men. And she nods to where a woman gathers plates from a nearby table. “Come now, sister. Let’s hurry along.” She links her arm in through mine, and together, we head toward the door.

			I can’t believe I did that to Alexander, Zee.

			He’ll forgive you, I can see it. He loves you.

			Somehow, I know she’s right. And something familiar inside me clamors . . . that I may love him, too.
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			When we get outside, a thousand lilac stars twinkle above us and the lavender moon has shifted its position in the sky. Over the white, arched bridge and pool, Zee cuts left down a winding dirt path lined with flowers, their colors muted gray by the night. I feel their pain. We stroll in silence, stopping whenever I get dizzy, and I dig deep inside myself for a piece of who I am in the light . . . the colors of Joy. Things will be so much easier—and much more difficult—when I remember.

			Soon, the pathway opens to a wider area enclosed by a metal railing, where at the entrance hangs a large sign that reads: Towne Centre. Posted below it is another sign with words I can’t quite make out. I walk toward it, and Zee follows. Once there, I squint to read it.

			Citizens of Alzanei,

			Due to the recent disappearances, a new law shall be implemented from this day forward: For every one of His Lord’s Clergymen, Pures, or OAIs who goes missing, two children and two Impures are beheaded at dawn the following day. All citizens must be present at the execution.

			~ His Lord’s Clergy

			Farther in, at the center of the area, is a semi-circle of four rectangular objects, each with dark splatter stains on them.

			“What are those?” I ask.

			“Guillotines. For the beheadings.”

			“No . . . Children, too?”

			“I’m afraid so.”

			“How awful.”

			“Yes . . . it is.”

			“What are OAIs?” I ask.

			“They are the men and women you see with the white helmets. They are . . . Lord Daumier’s . . . special Pures.”

			“What makes them so special?”

			“They are part machine.”

			“Part machine? How—?”

			“Extensive scientific discoveries and modifications. Please, don’t make me explain it beyond that for now.”

			Through the darkness and beyond the cluster of living tubes, the Monastery glows on the horizon. Torches flicker along the railings, and at the bottom of the building, right in the center, stands a giant, red door with its own small balcony above it. Hung from this is a heavy white cloth with a gold circle in the middle—the same markings as the scar on my wrist.

			We stop for a moment, and I stare, trembling with dread. I don’t want to go in there.

			I know, Joy. But you have to. Don’t worry, though . . . I’ve got something that will . . . help you. “Right over here.” She guides me in another direction. Also, you going there puts you in a great position to scan the place, see what you find. Few humans have entered Lord Daumier’s quarters. You have a unique advantage.

			A few yards away stands a little brown building with a sign on the door that reads: MAUDINE’S. Through the front window, a thin woman with white hair pulled into a neat, round bun and a thick, silver band hugging her neck arranges items on a table. When she sees us, she waves, then goes back to her task.

			She doesn’t look very friendly, I say.

			That’s common here. I assure you, though, she’s one of the best. She’s gentle and makes it as painless as possible.

			There’s pain?

			Zee giggles, but it fades to sadness. Yes, dear . . . She takes my hand and leads me to the door. There is always pain.

			We ascend the two steps, and Maudine opens the door, barefoot. She bows, pointing off to the side, to a discarded pair of shoes. Zee removes hers, and I follow in kind, dropping the scratchy, sparkling things down with the rest.

			“Welcome.” Maudine crosses the room to a corner table, where a fancy teapot sits among a dozen dainty cups. “Let me serve you some tea.”

			I take in the small space—a vase of flowers, a few framed pictures, white candles scattered around a handful of benches and tables. At the back of the room, a sheer, brown curtain ripples over a window. Maudine heads toward us with a tray of teacups, which Zee and I each help ourselves to, and thank her. We sit on a bench closest to us, and something tickles my foot. I jump at the strange creature with a long, striped tail and yellow eyes, that hops into my lap, then onto my shoulder. It perches there and squeaks, its whiskers tickling my ear.

			“That’s our new friend,” says Maudine. “She appeared a few days ago. First one we’ve seen here in ages.”

			“What is it?”

			“She is a prototype, a half-breed from the labs of Central Bygonne. Part primate, part feline. It’s how the scientists learned how to make—” She sips her tea. “Never mind. I’m sure our lord is waiting for you. We must hurry.”

			I lift the furry creature from my shoulders, and she makes clicking noises at me. She seems familiar. Have I seen this animal before? I ask Zee.

			There is a possibility she may have followed your group here. She arrived on her own soon after they brought you all.

			I inspect the strange animal one more time, then hand her over to Zee. She waves, and I follow Maudine back through the brown curtain.

			I’m right here if you need anything, Zee says.

			Okay.

			Maudine twists a knob beneath a glass lamp, and the cozy space lights up. A long, black table stands in the center, with one end that curves up, and the other down. “Undress, please.” She slides her small hands into a pair of sleek, white gloves.

			I tense at her words, which echo in the flowers-and-citrus-scented empty room, meeting the trickling sounds of a rock waterfall in the corner. “Uh . . . okay.”

			“Here, let me help you.” And she quickly unclasps the back of my dress.

			Already, that’s too much exposure for me. “What will you be doing to me?” I shiver while my face burns from embarrassment.

			“Complete body hair removal, except for eyebrows and scalp hair; bathing in holy oils that soften and purify the skin; manicure, pedicure, and massage to reduce tension and promote overall feelings of well-being.” Maudine turns to gather items from a shelf. “I promise it will be as pleasant as possible.”

			“Z—Aby said you would.” Oh my God, Zee, that was close.

			What happened?

			I almost called you Zee to Maudine.

			You do not want to make that mistake.

			I’m sure I don’t. I’ll be more careful.

			Maudine smears warm goop all over me, section by section, then strips away my body hair, which is more like ripping my skin off. After at least an hour of excruciating pain, she moves on to my feet, picking, clipping, and trimming. She then massages scented oil into my tingling skin and wraps me in an ultra-soft covering. She moves on to my hands, filing my thin and brittle nails, which she coats with a clear gloss and blows them dry. During the process, not one word is exchanged between us, though it’s not at all awkward. She’s good at what she does; she has a special way of soothing the pain afterward.

			“Bath time.” Maudine strides to the corner of the room and pours liquid from a small jar into a large, white tub. “To soften, relax, and purify. A few minutes, and it will be warm.” With the flip of a switch, a fire erupts beneath it. When she pivots toward me again, I notice black numerals peeking above the silver band around her neck.

			“What do those tattoos mean?” I ask, then panic, because I’m probably supposed to know that already.

			Maudine stares at me for a moment before answering. “It is my serial number. Come.” She holds out a hand. “I will give you privacy.” She guides me over to the tub, then tugs a cord attached to a curtain that slides out along a track in the ceiling. “Try to clear your mind and purify your thoughts. You have ten minutes.” And she slides the curtain the rest of the way closed. I drop the covering to the floor and step up into the warm bathtub, the scented oils tickling my nose with a pleasant fragrance. This, I could get used to. But the rest, I could do without.

			Sinking farther into the water, I close my eyelids, try to unwind. But the second I do, the sound of a crying baby snaps them open again. I sit up with a startled splash, reach out, and peel the curtain back. Nothing. Emptiness. I’m alone in the room.

			Zee, what was that?

			A few seconds of silence, and I panic, until she answers. What? Sorry, I was talking to Maudine.

			It was a . . . a baby.

			No, Joy, there aren’t any babies here. Must be your mind playing tricks on you. Perhaps fighting the implant. Is there anything else? A face, maybe? There might have been a baby who came with your group . . . ?

			I search my mind but come up empty. No, nothing. It was so real, Zee, like it came from this room. The dread from before returns, though much heavier, because I know that cry, though I can’t place who it belongs to. And also, because of where I’m about to go. I can only imagine what sick things that monster has in store for me.

			Do I have to go through with this, Zee?

			It’s the only way. To free yourself and to save the rest, you must fool Lord Daumier into believing his implant has worked.

			I’m terrified.

			I know. And there’s something else I need to tell you.

			Okay . . . ?

			The transmitter I implanted into you—the telespeak is not its only purpose. My friends designed it to have multiple functions, one of which is to manipulate the brain’s dopamine receptors. This is how I will help you tonight.

			I don’t understand. Dopamine receptors?

			An area of the brain that allows you to process and experience pleasure.

			Okay, so . . . what does that mean?

			No matter what Lord Daumier does to you, instead of pain, fear, or sadness, you will . . . enjoy your time with him. The rest you will forget. At least for now.

			I don’t like the sound of that at all. Awkwardly underdressed, I exit the back room with Maudine, and glimpse my reflection in a wall mirror. Short, blonde hair frames my face like the sheer, white silk on my body. It’s all wrong. An image flashes in my mind. “Brown,” I say.

			At this, Maudine raises an eyebrow, while behind her, Zee shakes her head.

			I back away. “The walls are such a lovely shade of brown. They match the back curtain perfectly.”

			Maudine inspects me, curiously.

			You remembered something, didn’t you? Zee asks.

			Yes. My eyes and hair should be brown, I think.

			It’s coming back to you. You’re right—chestnut hair and eyes the color of wet sand. Beautiful.

			“Remember,” says Maudine, “when you relinquish control of your body, mind, and soul for his lord, you are giving the Ultimate Sacrifice.”

			“Um . . . okay.” I tug at my silk, a failed attempt to cover more skin. “Thanks.”

			“Now you must hurry.” She opens the door, motioning for us to go. “His lord awaits.”

			Zee gives a slight bow to Maudine, and I do the same. She bows in return, and we slip into the night. Two white-helmeted Clergy guards traipse close enough behind to protect, but far enough away to allow us some privacy. It’s a gradual uphill climb along a curvy path toward the looming, pristine Monastery at the top of the hill. My stomach swims with nausea when we pass the Towne Square where the guillotines taunt in silent hunger for blood and vengeance.

			“I can’t do this.” I grip Zee’s arm.

			“Shh . . .” You cannot speak those things aloud. I told you, I’m going to help you—

			You said you’d make me enjoy it! I don’t want to enjoy it! That man’s creepy and evil! And disgusting! Who knows what he’s about to do to me!

			She ignores me. You’ll need to be frightened; he likes that. So no matter how much pleasure you feel, please, remember: you must act scared. If he sees you’re enjoying it, it’ll be ten—if not a hundred—times worse. And if I manipulate your dopamine receptors too much, you could seize, pass out, or die. The increase I give you will be just enough to mask the fear and the pain, but leave you aware enough to stage a good bluff.

			Did you even hear me? I almost ask out loud.

			Zee shoots me a sad glance, then wraps me up in her arms, and squeezes tight. “I love you, and I’ll be right there with you.” She smoothes down my hair, and a tiny buzz shocks the back of my neck.

			“Ouch! What—?” But before I can get the question out, a hot wave spreads through me, spilling its way into my brain, swirling around my skull. It dives down my body and limbs—sweet love and life and everything holy, pure, and good. I sway, my eyelids fluttering over the glittering scenery and Zee’s face. The night’s a soft blanket, and we’re snuggled beneath it.

			Better? Zee’s voice dances in my head, an ethereal melody.

			I nod.

		

	
		
			


            
            

[image: 20] 

            
			“Come on,” Zee says, “we need to hurry. Our lord abhors tardiness, and we have less than ten minutes.” She links my arm with hers and pulls me along beside her. My feet are moving . . . I think. I might be floating . . .

			Thirty seconds—or hours later; I can’t tell which—we arrive at the steps of the twinkling castle on the hill. It glistens, grand and beautiful, something that could only exist in your wildest imaginings. Am I dreaming?

			No, you aren’t dreaming. Stay with me, Joy.

			We stand beneath the enormous, rippling curtain with the circle, and I giggle at it. Who’d hang that there? What’s so special about a silly circle? But a small voice somewhere in my head tells me I should keep those things to myself. I inspect the matching symbol on my wrist, and my mind expands to the outer regions of the galaxy while it tries to solve a thousand mysteries. I take in a deep breath, and my eyelids flutter closed, warmth circulates through me. How did I get so lucky? Out of all the women in Alzanei, Lord Daumier chose me.

			We climb the palace stairs to the top, and a man in white bows to us before a giant, wooden door. Zee returns it, followed by me, when I remember that’s what I’m supposed to do . . . I think. Why don’t I know?

			Zee plants a soft kiss on my cheek. “Don’t have too much fun.” And she winks.

			“You’re not coming?”

			“No. This night’s for you, and for you, alone.” But I’ll be in your head if you need to talk.

			Okay. I wiggle my fingers in the air at her. “All right, see you tomorrow, then, sister.”

			Zee smiles, waves, and hops back down the steps.

			“His lord awaits.” The man motions toward the opened door.

			At his words, I pour into the palace, water over glass that not a drop of fear nor splash of sadness could shatter. I felt those things recently, didn’t I? I’m sure it’s been days, though, or years. And I know I’ll never experience them again. How could I?

			The building’s interior is a soft, glowing cream speckled with gold, purple, and red flowers, decorations, and curtains. I spin to take it all in, a swirling kaleidoscope of colors and beauty.

			“Come.” A voice beckons from above. My fluttering gaze ascends the steps to a man dressed in white, surrounded by shadows cast from the dark hall behind him. I hitch up my silk in one hand so I don’t trip up the stairs, while my other hand slides along the slick railing. And I ascend to “His Lord.” What a funny name.

			At the top step, I smile at him and sway. Children chained along the walls cower to the floor.

			“You’re late.” He slaps me. My head snaps to the side, a hot flash of energy that jolts through me, vibrating my brain.

			“I’m . . . I’m sorry.” My voice is far away, someone else’s. “It won’t happen again.”

			“It won’t.” He yanks me by my wrist beside him while he rolls down a dark hallway. “That would be . . . rather foolish.”

			Children’s faces are alight in the dancing torches along the walls near them, their bodies hidden by shadows. Door after door flies by, and I almost ask him why he’s in such a hurry. We could slow down, enjoy the moment . . .

			Being quiet is the best thing. Zee’s voice in my mind, closer than my own.

			Why am I here? I can’t remember.

			Don’t worry about that, sweetheart. Take it a breath at a time. I’ll help when I can, and it will all be over soon.

			At the end of the hallway, we stop at a red door with a gold-painted circle on it. A white-helmeted man wielding a whip clicks the fancy handle, and His Lord drags me into the room.

			In the center are three round, floor-to-ceiling glass tanks. Inside each crouches a little girl, shivering and nearly bare, with a single piece of cloth wrapped around her. They bolt up and bang on the glass, screaming, though it’s silent through the thick walls.

			“Once you are my wife,” His Lord says, “I will let you name them.”

			Sadness drifts behind my euphoria. I step toward the first tank, where the girl sobs, pounding her fists . . . and I leave her, numb. Shouldn’t I be sad for her? But there’s not a dash of sorrow anywhere.

			In the second tank, another blonde, smaller than the others, pleads on her knees, smearing wetness from her face and hands onto the glass.

			“Aren’t they beautiful?” A hand slides around my waist.

			“They’re scared.”

			“Yes, fear is . . . the purest emotion.” His hand travels my body, groping and squeezing wherever he pleases. “I have something special planned for us tonight.” And he brushes my hair away from my neck, slides his slimy tongue across my shoulder. Then pain cuts through the shroud of pleasure with a bite to tender flesh.

			I flinch, cringe, and he hauls me over to a huge, white bed, throws me down on it. He seizes my right wrist, fumbling with something jingly, until a cool sensation clamps shut around it. A shackle. He secures the other arm, too, then moves on to my ankles.

			His Lord stands at the foot of the bed and sneers. “Well, now . . . isn’t this a sight? Such a powerful young girl . . . completely . . . powerless.”

			Joy? Zee’s voice is fluttering butterflies in my mind. What’s in there? Tell me everything.

			Lord Daumier tilts his head and laughs, clapping his hands before he glares at me. “I’ve got a treat for us, my dear.” He spins around, white robe flapping, and hurries to the far side of the room.

			Haven’t you been in here before? I ask Zee.

			No. Only prisoners, possessions—like you—or pets are allowed in his quarters. This “privilege” is one way he creates loyalty and servitude with those he claims to own, despite the immense fear he elicits. It also provokes resentment from those who are “free,” making them covetous of the abuse and captivity. Now, tell me what you see.

			I peer into the room, though it’s hard to focus. There’s a long table near the bed, lined with various items. A few candles in fancy containers, a lantern, a bowl of . . . little white squares, a bottle, a box with a blinking light—

			A camera. What else?

			My gaze travels to the far end. A book. I strain to read the title. Master Mozebee’s Complete Course in Modern Magic.

			Oh my God.

			His Lord opens a door to the ominous clanking of metal. “I know how fond of you he is.” He drags a chained boy from a dark doorway, battered, bloody, and filthy. I’ve met him somewhere before. “So”—His Lord smacks the boy’s face—“he’ll be a perfect audience for us tonight. And the pets, of course.” He gestures to the crying girls in their glass cages, then hooks the boy’s chain to a notch in the wall and clamps a lock shut.

			The boy squirms, jerks against the chains.

			His Lord cackles like a tickled corpse. “If he’s lucky, he might get to join in on the fun.”

			Zee, I don’t want this . . . I . . . can’t move . . . he’s chained me up, and—

			Joy, I’m so sorry, but you don’t have a choice. Tears in her thoughts, a sadness that pervades my body. What else do you see? Hurry and tell me. Anything similar to the scar on your wrist?

			I glance at it peeking out from under the shackle to remind myself what I’m searching for. His Lord removes his robe and transforms. His pupils glow red, and long, silver slivers extend from his fingertips, while spines sprout from his neck, arms, and shoulders. Something swivels around him—a tail, long and covered with spikes.

			“What are you . . . what are you going to do?”

			He snarls. “Fear is the purest emotion, my darling. I’m simply testing your purity . . . and your devotion.” He circles the bed, and I turn my head away, and focus on Zee’s request. Nearby sits a bench edged with hand-carved etchings. Something hangs on the wall above it. A cloth, I tell her, hanging from the ceiling. In front of the window. That symbol’s on it.

			“You are very fortunate.” He’s now close enough for me to make out faint, jagged scars around his eye sockets. “No one has ever had the . . . privilege . . . of this experience.”

			It isn’t cloth, Zee says. It’s a three-sided object, small, curved on one side, notched on the other two. It would be somewhere high, to keep it safe from thieves.

			What is it?

			One of the Seeker’s Keys. The other was stolen, and the third is in Bygonne, probably somewhere in the Greenleigh bunkers. But we know he has one somewhere there. It’ll be similar to a section of the scar on your wrist, but about the size of your palm. Dark metal with a green glass circle in the middle.

			While His Lord opens a drawer in the bedside table, I scan the room. On the farthest wall is a clear compartment. It’s too high to make out the details. Something gray. Dots of blue lights encircle the case.

			I think I found it, I tell Zee. Up on a high shelf, behind a glass case. Blue lights around it.

			That’s it.

			“Here we are, now.” His Lord removes a black circular object from the drawer beside me.

			“What’s . . . what’s that?”

			“An amazing new piece of technology.” The end of his spiny tail whips around and travels up my leg, scraping enough to bring on chill bumps. “This is how we remove any residual resistance from the few Chosen Pures.” He slips the band over my eyes and presses a button. There’s a beep, then the room goes black.

			Seconds later, a hideous beast appears before me, glowing green. I scream, and it howls, and attacks. It grips my shoulders with its claws, and breathes warm rot in my face.

			My mind fills with a delicious fog, my limbs and chest tingle with immense pleasure. I’m so, so sorry. Her voice is there in it. This is the best I can do. The warmth spreads through me with every strike to my skin, a symphony of dark bliss and beauty borne of fear. This is my reward, my gift, this must be love. My mind tells me it is, though my body begs for pardon from this “blessing.” Too quietly.

			Maybe I’m a monster, too, and that’s why I’m here, at the mercy of this beast. Is this why I don’t fight him, why I . . . enjoy what he does to me?

			Do I?

			Music fills my mind, melancholy and sweet, and wetness trails my cheeks. I’m right here, sweetheart. Zee’s voice breaks from the lullaby. I’m so sorry . . . Everything will be okay, it’ll all be over soon. Just a little more suffering and you’ll be free, we’ll all be free.

			Why do those words sound so familiar? And that song—I know I’ve heard it before . . . Why is this happening?

			Because he knows you have great strength in you, one that can’t be gained through modern science or mechanics; a powerful inner beauty and true purity that makes his lack of it charred black in comparison. You have real magic in you, and removing from this world all that is pure magic is how he himself becomes pure. Because when no light is left shining, the darkness becomes familiar, acceptable. And that’s the goal of Lord Daumier: to make darkness the new light.

			§

			“If only we’d had her sooner, Richard . . . We would’ve had more time with her.” My momma sobs in the other room, same as every night.

			“Aura, please,” Daddy says, “we’ve been over this. Regretting the past and wishing things were different does us no good. Things are the way they are, and all we have is this moment, right here. Are we going to waste it, swallowed up by regret, or live it to its fullest—?”

			“Fullest!” Momma shouts, and I jump in my bed. Then she coughs, a horrible, wet hacking, and Daddy shuffles around, probably cleaning up her blood. After her coughing fit dies off, there’s a long silence before she continues, much quieter. “How am I supposed to . . . to . . . live life to its fullest? There is nothing left. No happy ending.”

			Daddy shushes her, tells her everything will be all right, that things are exactly as they should be. And I cry. How could they be all right? I’m just six, and Momma’s dying. And much sooner than the others. It’s not fair. She wasn’t supposed to die ’til I was nine.

			Daddy helps her into bed, and I pretend to be asleep when he kisses my forehead, then hers. “They’ll be here, soon,” he whispers to her. “Try to rest.”

			He leaves the room, and Momma drapes an arm over me, hot from her fever. “I love you so much, my precious angel. I promise you won’t have to go through this; your daddy will make sure of it. He’s doing everything he can to find them, to keep them safe, for you, for your children, so you can live long, happy, free lives together. It’s going to happen.”

			I don’t know what she’s saying; I hardly ever do. And why does she smell like citrus? She never has before.

			“It’s the only thing that matters now,” Momma says. “The only reason . . . to keep on . . . breathing.” She kisses the back of my head, then shifts away. She doesn’t want to make me too hot; that’s what she said one time when I asked her why wouldn’t she hold me like her baby anymore.

			Daddy must’ve given her more of that special medicine he got from his friends, because Momma drifts off to sleep in no time at all. Daddy’s friends are nice, they give us lots of stuff: sewing supplies for Momma, books, things Daddy needs for his magic, medicine, and salt for our food, which makes it so much better. I’ve never seen Daddy’s friends, but I’ve heard them. They come late at night, when I’m supposed to be asleep. But sometimes I’m still awake, lying in bed, listening to Momma’s heavy breathing. Like now.

			There’s a tap on the door. It creaks open and quiet feet shuffle inside our common area. They mumble to each other, and I rise from my bed, dangling my feet for a second before I slip down onto the cold, rough concrete. I tiptoe to the door, still open just a crack, and peek through. Daddy’s sitting on the bench with Momma’s blood smeared across his unbuttoned white shirt, his elbows resting on his knees. He stares at a fan of cards in his hand, while the man next to him talks. This man has light brown hair and black letters on his pale neck, and he lays a tiny sack on the table between them. “All in.” He winks.

			On the second bench sit two more men. The one with white hair sets down a gray pouch, and Daddy collects that, too, while the last man sways in his spot wearing a brown hat I recognize. Jonesy, the drunk. Why is Daddy talking to him?

			I worry Momma will wake up, so I go back to my bed and slide in beneath the sheets.

			Momma turns toward me. “No, go back and listen.”

			“Momma, you’re awake—”

			“Shh . . .” She lays a finger to her lips. “Go back to the door. There are things you need to know. Go now.”

			Her eyes are dark and mad. She sounds different, and it scares me. “Okay, Momma.” I peel back the blanket again, and get up, returning to our bedroom door.

			Daddy slips a sack up his sleeve with a nod. “What about you, gentlemen? What’re your antes this fine evening?”

			Jonesy sets a bottle on the table. “How is she?”

			“Worse every day, but this helps to ease the pain and help her sleep. Thank you.” Daddy slips the bottle into his breast pocket.

			Jonesy tips his hat. “Sure thing, Mr. Magnificent.”

			“So . . . when’s this going to happen?” Daddy asks the man with the neck markings.

			“In a few days,” the man says in a low, scratchy voice. “Daumier undergoes a procedure for sixteen hours. It will be the best time.”

			The white-haired man rests back against the wall, crosses his arms. “What about guards? If they’re anything like the ones in the saltmines—”

			“They are OAI,” the man with the low voice says. “They are . . . reprogrammable. Besides, I’ll have the best thief in Bygonne to . . . assist me.” He grins at the white-haired man.

			“So whatcha sayin’, Mr. Seraphim?” Jonesy spits out his words, drunk as always. “You gonna reprogram ’em”—he belches—“then take the keys?”

			The others shush him.

			“Pipe down,” Daddy says. “You never know who’s listening.”

			“I’m jus’ wonderin’ what the hell ya need me fer.” Jonesy gulps from a bottle he’s pulled from his pocket. “I’m useless.”

			“No one’s useless.”

			“Yeah, okay.” Jonesy drinks from his bottle again. “We’ll see, I s’pose.”

			All at once, my legs are tingly beneath me, followed by my arms and my head. I stand up and lose my balance, toppling through the doorway and into the next room. Except, it’s not our common area; it’s a gray blur where the murmurs of my daddy and his friends bounce around me. My heart pounds. I scream . . . and gray turns to black.
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			“Lily?”

			Someone shakes me, and I startle awake. It takes a second in the dim room to make out Zee’s face above me. The early morning violet light shines in through the window, a soft, warm glow across my white blanket. Then it registers—nausea and horrible pain all over, as if someone beat me senseless in my sleep. Every inch of my body throbs and cries out for relief. I cringe, and Zee’s expression grows sad.

			“What . . . happened?” I ask. “Why do I hurt all over?”

			“What’s the last thing you remember?”

			I dig through my mind-fog until I unearth something. “The pathway to the monastery . . .” I rub the spot on my neck. “You shocked m—”

			Zee lays a finger to my lips with a nod. Lord Daumier has decided to further “purify” you. You did not . . . pass his “test” last night.

			What test? What happened? Why can’t I remember?

			Painful memories fuel your power, and he knows this. Without your memories, you are docile, fragile . . . powerless. And you’d become more so soon . . . if it weren’t for my planning ahead.

			What do you mean, Zee?

			I thought this might happen. You won’t remember me telling you this, but the implant that allows us to speak has many uses. It can also intercept signals to the mind-altering device known as the Nirvonic System . . . which they’ve now implanted instead of the memory chip and acceleration serum they tried first—the serum you’ve not been taking. It became apparent last night that the other memory-altering technology wasn’t working when you . . .

			When I what?

			You called the boy by his name.

			What boy?

			The boy in chains. He was there. And in your delirious, dopamine-induced dream-state, you called him by his name, told him . . . that you loved him.

			I did?

			Yes. I’m so sorry . . . I did not anticipate that when I manipulated your dopamine levels.

			Well . . . what’s his name? What did I call him?

			Jack, or . . . Jax, maybe?

			The sliding door opens to a bright light, followed by Suellen’s stony expression. “Time to check your incisions.”

			Ask her why you’re here and not at the Monastery, Zee says.

			“Why am I here?” I ask.

			Her lips pull to a thin line. “You lost consciousness at his lord’s monastery last night. We discovered internal bleeding in your brain, most likely from the damage to your skull from the fall last week, so we had to operate. Fortunately, you’ve made a speedy recovery.” She punches a few buttons on the wall panel, avoiding my gaze.

			“I don’t remember anything. Why am I in so much pain?”

			“You were also attacked.”

			“Attacked? By who?”

			“An Impure woman. She escaped captivity last night and crossed the chasm bridge. The guards didn’t see her; she’d stolen a dark gray robe and was lurking in the shadows. She attacked you and two of his lord’s men as they carried you here. You are once again . . . extremely lucky.”

			“I’ll be back,” says Zee. “I’m going to grab breakfast for us. Want me to bring you some tea, Sue?”

			“Yes, thank you. How thoughtful.”

			Zee disappears through the doorway, leaving me with Suellen, who studies me, shakes her head with a look of disapproval.

			A woman’s screams pierce through the silence. I find her through the window, across the chasm, where two helmeted Clergymen rip her from a man’s arms. A gathering crowd charges at the Clergymen, met by a second, larger group of helmeted men who shoot them back twenty feet with some sort of electrical blasts. In droves, people leave their living tubes to join the riot, but with superhuman strength, the Clergymen tear their attackers from their bodies and toss them, screaming, into the chasm.

			“What’s happening?” I ask.

			“You don’t remember yet, Lily? This is a common occurrence here.”

			The two helmeted men drag the woman across the chasm bridge as she sobs, pleads for . . . something. When she gets closer, I see her swollen belly. “No!” she screams. “Please don’t take my baby! Please, no!”

			The man she was taken from breaks free of the brawl and races toward her, calling, reaching for her. Then he, too, is tossed to his death. I cover my mouth, mortified, and they drag her to the room next to mine. Within minutes, her pleading subsides to a heartrending silence.

			Zee, what happened to that woman? Did they kill her?

			No. Not yet, anyway. They tranquilized her. They’ll take her child and place it in a Cekducellus Pod, then they’ll transfer the woman . . . and recycle her.

			How horrible! Nausea and anguish swirl inside me, making it hard to inhale.

			“Knock knock.” Zee appears in the doorway, holding a cup out for Suellen, and a tray of food. She sets the tray on the counter by the sink and hands Suellen the cup.

			“Thank you, dear.” Suellen takes the cup, sips from it, with the hint of a smile. “Mmm . . . Maudine makes the best Ragasian Tea.” She downs the rest and sets the cup onto the bedside table. “Now, let’s get a look at those stitches.” And she inspects the line on my abdomen, though seems to only pretend to care about its condition. She gives a stiff nod and turns to Zee. “I need to run down to Lab G. Will you stay with Lily?”

			“Of course. Take your time.”

			“Appreciate it, dear.” She leaves with a small black case.

			“Are you hungry?” Zee takes my hand. And are you all right?

			“I’m okay for now, thank you.” No. Why do they do that to the women? It’s so sad . . .

			It’s too hard to explain right now. Listen, for the next two days, do exactly what I say. All signals—if any—from Lord Daumier will first be intercepted by me. They’ll be testing you, so you must do as I say. Now, ask me for some water.

			“I am thirsty, though,” I say. “May I have some water?”

			“Sure.” Zee crosses the room and fills a mug from the faucet. When she brings it back, a pink capsule sits at the bottom. “Drink up.” She winks.

			“Thank you.” I gulp down the water, swallowing the bitter capsule with it.

			When your memory returns, it will all return, Zee says. Your memories of the MemTaps they’ve administered, and . . . what happened last night. She studies me, brimming with emotion. As difficult and heartbreaking as that will be for you, it’s what you need. Daumier is right; your painful memories make you stronger.

			A dull ache at the base of my skull makes me reach for the spot. I find a fresh row of stitches to match the ones on my belly. When will I remember?

			Soon. In test studies, the average dosage for memory reinstallment was three capsules, with four being the maximum. So, in three to four days. It’s already been two. With luck, you’ll have full memory return before the ceremony tomorrow. And you’ll have me instead of Suellen to watch over you for the next two days, so that will help us prepare. She pets my hand. “How are you feeling?” she asks—a cover-up for our silent internal conversation.

			“Not so great.” And why will you be here for two days instead of Suellen?

			“Well, don’t worry,” she says, “they pushed the Impure woman from the chasm bridge. I saw it myself. She won’t hurt you again.”

			A beeping resonates from the wall, and Zee drops my hand, pressing a button beside a speaker. “Yes?”

			“Aby? It’s Suellen. I’m not feeling well, I—” Her words cut off with the sound of vomiting.

			“Oh my, Suellen . . . what happened to you?”

			“I’m not sure. I . . . guess I’m coming down with something. Can you stay with . . . Lily for a while?”

			“No problem. Just get better, Sue, don’t worry about us.”

			“Okay, thank you.”

			Zee releases the button and grins. That’s how.

			How did you know?

			I poisoned her. She’ll be teetering very near death in a few hours.

			Zee!

			Don’t worry, she’ll live. The levels are near-lethal, but not fatal. Besides, I couldn’t kill her even if I wanted to.

			Why’s that?

			I . . . can’t explain that to you yet. But listen, Daumier’s trying to find the other two keys with the MemTaps, I’m sure. They’ve administered twelve already. Your father’s done a remarkable job of keeping his secrets safe, as have any others who may have known the truth. Thanks to them, Lord Daumier does not yet have the information he needs. And fortunately for you, we’ll be far away before they can discover anything via MemTap.

			Keys? What kind of keys? I don’t understand what you’re saying. And what about my father’s secrets? What secrets? What do you know about my father?

			I can’t answer all of those questions now, Joy, it would only confuse you more. I was excited and said too much. But you’ll understand soon enough. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to upset you.

			I sigh. When will you explain things? This mystery is so infuriating, I want to scream.

			I can imagine, and I’m sorry. But it’ll be all over soon enough. She crosses the room to the back corner and collects something from a tabletop. “You left this at Maudine’s yesterday.” The gold purse from the feast. She sets it in my lap. Don’t let anything happen to those.

			To what?

			Look inside.

			I open it to find the golden compact of face powder and a tiny, clear jar with two pink capsules.

			Can I take both now?

			No. Doing that has caused brain hemorrhage in prior patients. We’re not sure why a higher dosage affects certain people this way, but it’d be best if we kept them spread out. Take one more tonight, then the other in the morning. Still a little close together, but we haven’t much time.

			So . . . I might not have my memory back by the ceremony?

			It’s a possibility.

			What happened to the others, the ones who didn’t have brain hemorrhage?

			But instead of answering, Zee turns away, fiddling with a string on her white shirtsleeve.

			What?

			They . . . had full memory return in less than one hour. The implant and its effects are eradicated, though the side effects, other than hemorrhage, can be extensive and vary from human to human.

			Adrenaline lights me on fire. In less than an hour, the mystery could be over. I could remember everything . . .

			I suppose it is best to wait, then, I say.

			It is, yes.

			“Will you wheel me down to the trees again?” I ask. “I need fresh air.”

			“If you’re up for it, yes. We can do that.”

			“I’d love that.”

			“Do you want to go now?”

			“If it’s okay with you.”

			“Sure.” Zee turns to retrieve the wheeled chair, and I uncork the tiny bottle, downing the two pink capsules before she even reaches the corner. Bitterness spreads through my mouth as the capsules stick to my tongue before going down with another swallow.

			She returns to help me into the chair, and I might as well be sitting on nails. I can’t imagine the horrible things that must’ve happened to me. I’m about to find out, though. If I don’t die first, that is.

			“Are you hurting?” Zee wheels me toward the door.

			“Yes. A lot.”

			She stops at a nearby cabinet, removes a bottle of pills, and dumps a couple into my palm. “When we come back, we’ll get more if you need them.” Then she fills the ceramic mug and gives it to me, and I gulp them down to be with the pink capsules. I taste adrenaline again while my head radiates with warmth. There’s something . . . different there, though it must be my imagination. Those pills couldn’t possibly work that fast.

			The door slides open to water pouring from the sky.

			“Oh, yeah,” Zee says. “Thursday.” And she unhooks a long, black object from the wall, clicking a button on its side. It pops open to a large, curved canopy.

			“What in the world is that?”

			“An umbrella. For keeping dry in the rain.”

			“Oh . . . ?”

			She holds it above us and pushes me through the doorway. The top of the dome is filled with dense fog that shields the sun’s brightness, creating a dreary, purplish-gray day. How fitting. Still, the soft shower tickles my senses. So strange, having no memory of these things. Almost like experiencing them for the first time.

			I suspect this is your first time out in the rain, Zee says.

			Really?

			Yes. Where you’re from, people can’t be “outside,” experiencing things from the Old World. Not even under a dome. You’ll remember soon.

			Sooner than you think.

			She yanks the chair to a halt on the slatted, wooden pathway, making an OAI who’s passing by crash into her.

			“Pardon me,” he says.

			“No, it was my fault,” Zee says. “I’m sorry.”

			With a bow, he’s on his way again, and Zee crouches down, her face inches from mine. “You didn’t.”

			Water rushes by through the cracks in the wood below, and crowds of people pass by, trying not to stare, though each catches a glimpse, peeking from beneath matching umbrellas.

			“I had to.”

			A Pure woman stumbles out from a Dreamland Booth by the chasm, drops to her knees in the mud and vomits, then lies there in the rain.

			Zee resumes pushing my chair, gait stiffened. I can’t believe you did that, Joy. You could . . . you could die.

			If I die, I die.

			You can’t die! You have people depending on you to live!

			Well . . . then I’ll live.

			Why didn’t you wait? It would have been safer!

			“I’m tired of waiting,” I say.

			Shh. Don’t do that, or they’ll discover how we’re communicating. Please, Joy, you need to be smart and trust me. This isn’t a game, and your life isn’t something to risk. Tiny souls are depending on you—

			And I need to remember them. I can’t wait any longer; I have to know who I am. And like you said: my painful memories fuel me, make me stronger, and I need all of the fuel and strength I can get. I have to remember. Now.
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			We turn down a left-hand path, traveling in silence until we reach Maudine’s. A numbness begins at the base of my neck as a warmth that eases my physical pain spreads through my body. But my mind has a thousand unscratchable itches; prickles of energy, popping and coursing through my mental passageways.

			A tremble starts in my skull and cascades down my spine in electric ripples, producing periodic violent shaking in my body. Nausea churns my stomach and pain in my chest accompanies my pounding heart; fragments of bruised, broken, and burned pieces. I must be dying. Because what’s there isn’t life. There’s only pain, darkness, death, and brokenness.

			I cry, because there are so many reasons I should . . . but what are they? Numerous, dysphoric, unbearable . . . they swallow me up in their vague yet vast magnitude. Soon, I can’t control my sobs, and my body hiccups with each one. I clutch my stomach, doubled over, missing . . . something. What? Scattered fragments, strewn into the wind—lost, empty, separated . . . Vital pieces necessary for my survival are absent—I sense it, deep inside my splintered soul.

			Zee squats in front of me before the fisherman’s bridge, bringing the umbrella down to hide us. You can’t do this here. They’ll know, then they’ll imprison or kill you. And me, too. Then you won’t be able to save the rest. Hold it together, Joy, for two more days. No matter what you remember, you cannot let it break you. You have to be both strong and weak: strong inside, weak in front of Lord Daumier. I have a plan set in motion. We have an ally who’ll aid in our rescue. But we cannot let on that anything is different from how they’ve programmed you and arranged for it to be. Understand?

			I nod, though a shell has already cracked inside me. A raw, red, and wounded soul claws from it, flailing, grasping at my thoughts. A desperation I can’t tame drives me to my feet, knocking aside the umbrella. I glance around, left, right, frantic—someone’s supposed to be with me. “Who is it?” I demand. “Who’s supposed to be with me?”

			“J—Lily, please.” Zee grabs my arm, drags me close. She squeezes my arm hard. “Stop this—now. You’ll remember soon, and when you do, also remember what I’m about to tell you.”

			I nod again, shaky with grief and panic.

			“I will take you to her. Tonight. Once everyone is asleep.”

			I collapse into the chair, tumbling from a million feet high, about to shatter against the Earth. I clench my fists, fight to calm down, or at least appear so. But holes are being drilled into my skull from inside, with heartbreak gushing out, wrecked and ruined, limping into the sunlight.

			I unclench my fingers to a shaky hand, examine the lines crisscrossing my palm, the cuts and scabs, the calluses. What did these hands do?

			Remember.

			What have they held?

			Death . . . life . . .

			Whose?

			So many without faces, without names; they blur, smoke from bodies as they burn, and I burn with them.

			We pass Maudine’s, heading toward the Atrium, and rain pours at a steady pace, beating the ground. Zee pulls back the netting and rolls me into the fluttering, wet oasis filled with trees, flowers, life—and now, I’ve brought death. We stop beneath a canopy with a dry bench, and she sits before me, takes my hand in hers. I study her face—puffy, heart-shaped lips; long, curly, reddish-blonde hair . . . and there’s a flash of something—of Zee—except she has red hair and we’re someplace dark . . . with machines. She grins at me, reaching over to take—

			“Baby . . . Baby Lou! Where is she? Is she okay? Is she . . . alive?” I sob. “Please, tell me she’s alive!”

			“Shh!” Yes, she’s alive. She’s across the chasm with a few of the others who’ll grow in waiting for their transfer. Please, Joy, don’t say anything else aloud!

			I slap a hand to my mouth, press it there, while scorching wrath and horror wrenches me apart. At the word “transfer,” it all comes crashing down with destructive power so fierce, it slices through the dome and tears another hole in my sky. Jax, Pedro, Johnny, Emerson, Serna, Tristan—The boy in chains! That’s Mateo! And Chloe, Pia, and Raven—trapped in those glass tanks!

			I recall their faces during the prior night’s events with Lord Daumier, the monster, ripping my helpless body to shreds. The surreal horror was intensified by the device he put around my head. Zee masked the pain some, but still the memory is there, sharp, stabbing, visceral. Was it a nightmare? How could that have been real? He violated, ravished, and defiled every inch of me from surface to bone . . . I should be dead . . .

			Cringing, I dig my nails into my palm, shaking the thought away in favor of questions to Zee: How will we rescue them? What about Jax and Vila? They were missing when we were captured. Are they here? And that was Tallulah at Maudine’s!

			Zee frowns. Who’s Tallulah? And I thought Jax was the boy in chains—

			No, that’s Mateo. I must’ve mumbled Jax’s name by mistake. And Tallulah is Vila’s pet. She ran off into the jungle when the Queen and her men captured us. She must’ve found us here.

			I see, she says. Sorry, but I’m not sure who everyone is here. Certain things are unclear. Others are too classified. If I tried to gain access to the information now, it might compromise the plan.

			What is the plan?

			We’ll discuss it in further detail in the morning before the ceremony.

			Are they all okay, Zee?

			Though scared, yes, they’re all okay.

			Thank God. And . . . wow. You look so much like Aby. She . . . died. Arianna Superior killed her a few weeks ago.

			Oh, Joy . . . I’m so sorry . . . She takes my hand, holds it tight.

			Zee, how did I get here?

			Queen Nataniah’s working with her—Arianna Superior. They traded you all to Lord Daumier for a high price. They administered the Melatozan to make you all unconscious and easier to ship to Alzanei.

			A memory blindsides me: Suellen, my “nurse,” was the food server from Zentao. Her hair is lighter now. She kept trying to hide a scar on her wrist, kept questioning Jax, and had an overall oddness about her. I saw darkness in her from the beginning. Then, when the flood came, she disappeared with Morris the cook. He’s probably a traitor, too. I shouldn’t have trusted Mr. Tanner’s judgment of him, but some people are cursed to see the best in everyone, even if it’s a lie. I’m positive Morris and Suellen took Jax and Vila through the secret transport harbor we found. But why?

			With a shaky hand, I grasp strands of my hair. How . . . why is my hair . . . blonde? And my eyes—?

			Lord Daumier likes it that way. To him, that appearance is “pure.” And since making you his was a sick victory he prided in claiming, he changed you the way he wanted to. He took that from you, too; took your looks, your name, and everything else. He could’ve killed you, but he finds too much pleasure in controlling you and watching you suffer, knowing you’ve lost everything . . . even your own mind.

			Why? Why me?

			He has a sick fascination and obsession with . . . your father.

			Okay . . . ?

			We’ll discuss that more at a later time.

			I gasp. Smudge! There was an AOAI with us! Our friend, Smudge! Did you see her?

			I don’t recall seeing an AOAI come in with you. What was her serial number, do you remember?

			Yes, it was . . . it was . . . When I try to recall the string of digits on Smudge’s neck, the memory’s foggy. I can’t remember.

			Another image appears: the Key, wrapped up in the paper Professor Al gave me, now hidden under some leaves near the jungle entrance of the Northeast Subterrane.

			Zee! I—

			Then I replay Professor Al’s warning: Don’t let this fall into the wrong hands. Memorize it, then destroy it. Let no AOAIs—even your friend—lay eyes on it. Promise me.

			What? Zee asks.

			Are you an AOAI?

			I am.

			I drop my gaze to my trembling fingers.

			What is it?

			I have some . . . information. But he said not to tell anyone, even trusted AOAIs.

			You can tell me, Joy.

			I consider it for moment, before deciding Zee is the only person I have in the world right now. Trusting her with all of the information I possess is my only option. I had one of the Keys. A woman we were with, Cheyenne, she . . . died . . . But before she did, she gave it to my brother, Johnny.

			Ah, yes . . . Zee chuckles under her breath, but it’s swallowed like a tear in the ocean. Cheyenne. I knew her. After Raffai awakened me, and I chose to stay with Lord Daumier, there was an . . . incident.

			An incident?

			Yes. She’d been his fortune teller, and she told him . . . about the fall of Alzanei. He went into a rage and . . . Her gaze drifts off into the trees.

			“What?”

			She glances at me, then looks down at her hands. He took her eyes.

			No. That was him?

			Yes. He had his own, failing eyes replaced with them. He was going blind—

			Blind! Adrenaline shoots through me as the pieces come together. Professor Al gave me a paper during the flood, before we escaped . . . it said something about three blind eyes helping to find the Keys—

			“Lovely day, isn’t it?” The chilling and toxic voice permeates through the other side of the canopy. I freeze and Zee’s face goes stoic.

			Lord Daumier enters the covered area, flanked by two helmeted, red-clothed men. And now I remember Smudge’s words, about all of the OAIs wearing helmets. Tucked into their belts are looped whips, and they each hold an umbrella for the demon in white.

			As he approaches, I tremble, haunted by what he did to me. The urge to strike him or run is so real—but neither are an option.

			“Don’t you agree, Lily?” He rolls toward me, arms clasped behind his back.

			You must submit, Zee thinks. Do not let on that you know.

			Then I remember. My daddy taught me how to bluff, and Mother . . . she taught me how to treat even the foulest of men. And this man will soon regret the day he chose to play sick games with me and my family. For now, though . . . the bluff of weakness.

			I force a smile. “Yes, I do.”

			A memory resurfaces of my first time in the Tree Factory’s dungeon, coupled with something I learned back then: No matter how scared you are, don’t let your enemy know. But fear is what Lord Daumier wants, Zee claims, so my bluff is a fear weighed down by weakness and unknowing . . . when the truth is, I do know, and my fear and anger have made me stronger.

			I purposefully fidget, adjusting in my wheeled chair. “It’s much nicer now that you’re here.”

			It’s not a smile he returns, though I’m not sure what to call it. More of an acknowledgement that my statement’s accurate . . . ?

			“Leave us.” He motions for Zee and his men to leave the canopied area.

			Without a second thought, the three of them retreat, and he saunters over, hands still clasped behind his back, then takes a seat in front of me on the bench. One hand finds its way to my knee and trails up my thigh, stroking the bruises he left there.

			“It’s too bad I can’t remember last night,” I say. “I’m sure it was . . . amazing.”

			Lord Daumier grasps my jaw and pulls me close, his face an inch from mine. The putrid stench of rot and lies seep through my nasal passages and down into my soul. “We will have to work on purifying you. We’ll need to teach you some things.” He licks his lips with that slimy purple tongue. “You have much, much to learn.”

			“I will learn what . . . whatever you w-want me to. I’m yours to do with . . . what you will.”

			He laughs and squeezes my thigh hard, digging his nails into my flesh. “Indeed. When I am done with you, you won’t even recognize yourself.”

			“I look forward to the . . . the transformation.”

			The rain splatters against the canopy above us, the only sound in the long silence as he inspects me—as if deciding which portion of me to devour first. Then he snarls, “As do I, sweet Lily. As do I.” He withdraws his hand, much to my relief, and he rises from the bench, brushing imaginary filth from the seat of his white robe. He towers over me, a venomous predator. Maybe he’ll let me fatten up before he eats me alive? Then he smirks, accentuating the ghastly sharpness of his features. “Have your sister take you to Claudette’s as soon as possible. Your gown must fit perfectly for tomorrow.” He claps his hands together, once. “One more day, Lily. Just one more day . . .” He leans close to brush my cheek. “Then you will be Lady Lily Daumier, right hand to the ruler of Alzanei. What a fine, noble privilege that is for you.”

			“Yes . . . my lord.” I lower my chin. “Thank you.”

			He makes strange clicking noises in his mouth, then leaves me sitting there. As soon as he rolls to the end of the canopy, his red-robed men converge with umbrellas overhead, and they all move down the path. Zee returns, shaking the wetness from her own umbrella and folding it up. I relax, adrenaline fading, leaving me achy, warm, and queasy.

			Are you okay? she asks.

			I nod. We have to get out of here.

			We will, and we have to acquire all three Seeker’s Keys, as well.

			What I don’t understand is . . . if they’re keys to the Wall, and we’re already on the other side of it, then—

			We are not.

			Not . . . ?

			Alzanei isn’t on the other side of the Wall. If it was, the dome would not be necessary.

			I’m so confused . . . And I hug my middle, shuddering, when my arm catches against the stitching there. I stiffen, and my heart sinks into the pit of my stomach, my tears return with a pained groan. “No . . . Oh no, oh no no no no no! They took . . .” I can’t force the words out, my mouth quivers with their weight, not wanting to solidify the truth by verbalizing its horror.

			What? What did they take?

			My . . . unborn child.

			Zee enfolds me, rocking me softly in her arms. “Oh, Joy,” she whispers. “I was hoping that wasn’t the case.”
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			When Ms. Ruby told me I was pregnant, I wanted it to be a lie. How could I ever be a real mother? How could Jax be a father? But things are different now. They’re all gone, and I’m alone . . . with a stranger who knows more about me than I do about her. I need my friends, my family, Baby Lou, Jax . . . and our baby. I’m severed, lost, and lifeless without them.

			Zee crouches before me and takes my hands. “We’ll get them back. All of them. I promise.”

			My vision blurs, and I go numb. This can’t be happening.

			Did you hear me, Joy? You must stay strong. I’m sure it seems impossible at the moment, but I believe in you. You can move through this.

			I meet her gaze with quivering lips, and she embraces me. To return a clear thought to her isn’t possible.

			“Come on, sister, let’s go to Claudette’s.” Zee stands. There are Clergymen waiting for us to exit. She takes my chair handles and pushes me out from beneath the canopy, clicking open the umbrella over our heads. We’re met with the pitter-patter of rain and two OAI Clergymen standing at attention beyond the netting enclosure.

			Time to play the part, “Lily,” says Zee. It’s life or death. For you, me, and everyone you love.

			A bean of strength sprouts from the soil of my soul planted there by Zephyr the Magnificent. Be strong, my daughter, it says. Now isn’t the time for weakness.

			I sit up straight and wipe the wetness from my face. When we approach, they scrutinize me in my apparent devastated state. “Is everything all right?” one of them asks Zee. He’s younger than me. He must’ve only recently been “born” into this world.

			Zee pats my hair. “Oh, we’re fine. Lily is just a little upset that her memories have not returned yet. On top of the incident last night . . . I’m sure you understand.”

			The OAI boy nods, and the older one waves us past, stiff, blank-faced. Programmed. Like Smudge, when she led us off of Raffai’s ship. But in the boy, I see curiosity, suspicion. He tries to hide it, but I call his bluff.

			Zee, he’s awakened, I can tell.

			You’re right. He is. He chose to stay.

			We leave them at the Atrium entrance and they wait until we are a few yards ahead before they follow.

			How many of them here are awakened? I ask.

			Seven. And they are . . . my friends.

			Did Raffai awaken you together?

			No. But we found each other. It was the first any of us had ever connected with another soul.

			It must be difficult for you, pretending . . .

			Yes. And it will be difficult . . . to leave them.

			That pain, I understand.

			This is a stupid question, Zee says, but are you okay, Joy? I can’t imagine how horrible and devastating this is for you.

			I’ll be okay, eventually. But at the moment, no, I’m not okay. I’m the furthest from okay that I’ve ever been.

			She brushes my shoulder, gives it a loving squeeze. I’m right here for you. You’re not alone. We’ll do this, and we’ll do it together.

			I hope you’re right. And thank you.

			Two storefronts down from Maudine’s is a place called Xavier M. Modifications—a strange mix of Maudine’s and a laboratory. From this place exits a human Clergyman, rolling on visible wheels implanted into his ankles where his feet should be, with the area bandaged. They must be the same type Arianna Superior and Lord Daumier move around on, except they keep theirs covered to give the appearance of floating. I’m guessing Xavier’s is where they got their mechanical modifications.

			Next to Xavier’s is Claudette’s Boutique, an eruption of floral and cloth and fragrance. Such splendor. If I wasn’t so numb, bloated with sadness and indifference, I might feel something. But I don’t. What’s beauty without love?

			Claudette’s a thin, young human woman who wears her golden blonde hair in a braid. A gentle stream trickles by the side of the building, near her door, with a dainty white bench on the bank for sitting to gaze at the beauty. Statues of angels and birds scattered around it complete the “perfect” setting. But it might as well be rotting or on fire, charred black with lies and artificiality.

			Claudette greets us at the door, and memories continue to flood back, including peculiar ones. Jax and Miguel in the Tree Factory . . . Lying next to Mother in bed, listening to my daddy and his friends chat in our common area. I remember that night, years ago, but not their conversation. After peeking through the door for a moment, I climbed back into bed with my mother and drifted off to sleep to their murmurs. She never rolled over and told me to get back up.

			Other altered memories resurface. Like memories turned into dreams, so real, yet bizarre. Those “dreams” must’ve been from the MemTap program when they were trying to extract information through Aby, Miguel . . . my mother. They weren’t themselves. But Jax . . . how he talked to me, the things he said . . . the way he kissed me. That was real. In the dream—or whatever you call it—I couldn’t remember ever kissing him before, but I sensed it was natural, right.

			Maybe he was there with me, like in the transfer program. He even said those words: they have us. Do they have him, too, tapping his mind for information? And did his father steal a Seeker’s Key from mine? Before he died and soon after Jax and his father moved to Greenleigh from Taborton, there were a few weeks when my daddy was devastated and he’d never say why. When I asked him, he said he’d failed me. But a week or so before his death, he was suddenly better.

			He held me close, the day before he died. “As long as you hold on to the magic, you’ll be free one day,” he’d said. “If you always, always question everything and let your courage guide you through the raging flames of fear, you’ll make it, my darling. There’s no doubt in my mind. There’s so much strength in the magic. Don’t ever lose it. Promise me, Joy.”

			And yes, I made that promise, though I hadn’t the faintest clue what he meant. Still don’t. Although now I sense it on a level beyond words. My heart and soul understand it.

			Claudette flits around the room as if her life’s never had a stagnant moment. “Come, come, sweet Lily! Can you stand?” Her voice rings like heavenly crystal in a hollow, crumbling hell, her cheeriness out of place, performed.

			“Yes, I—I think so.” I stand, wobbly and awkward, on the verge of collapse. Too much information, too much turmoil, bewilderment. Zee sits on a nearby bench, fidgeting with her satchel strap, while I stumble to Claudette at a vanity lined with jars, brushes, palettes, and an array of other curious objects.

			“Stand here, please, darling.” She leads me to a corner, where a trifold, floor-length mirror waits to judge my imperfections from all angles.

			Another memory collides with my consciousness. In Lord Daumier’s room last night, my daddy’s old book of magic tricks was there on his bedside table. What would he want with that? Strange. Does it have something to do with those Keys? But if my daddy had one of them, what did he do with it . . . ? Sadie wasn’t aware he had it, otherwise Smudge would’ve told me. At least, I think she would’ve. She has been known to harbor a few secrets. He might’ve kept it from her, though. And my mother, too. But why? To keep us safe?

			Yes, Zee answers my thoughts not intended for her. That’s why.

			How many of my thoughts can you hear?

			Oh, not . . . many.

			I look at her and she glances away. But I can’t press the issue. My mind, my emotions are too riotous. It may not be brain hemorrhage, but it’s a close second.

			As Claudette prepares my extravagant gown, arranging rows of pins to make it fit me just right, I stand staring at the blonde stranger in the mirror. I contemplate my previous life, all of the heartbreak and devastation . . . it’s too much. And Ms. Ruby . . . I can’t believe she’s dead. Even more so, that it was Smudge who killed her.

			Arianna Superior. She was controlling her. So she took Smudge from me, too, and made her a killer. I wonder where my poor friend is now.

			Over the next hour, while Claudette pins the dress in various areas, I let my vision blur and retreat further into my painful thoughts. Before long, though, she’s inching the huge, white dress up over my arms and head, trying not to poke me with any pins.

			“I’ll need you here two hours before the ceremony tomorrow,” she says. “It’ll take time to prepare your hair and makeup to perfection.”

			“Okay.” Hopefully, I won’t resemble Emmanuel Superior when she’s finished with me.

			Zee rolls me back to Repair Room Six in internal silence, though the streets around us bustle with life. Many of the faces avoid mine anyway, so I’m not too concerned with hiding my misery. I slump in my chair, baffled by all of the occurrences leading up to this point, and unable to pretend I am anything other than distraught. Zee sees it, because she leaves me alone, doesn’t say a word. She wheels me into my room and helps me into bed, kissing the top of my head. “Rest. And try not to worry. I’ll be right back with hot tea.”

			Zee leaves again, and I lie in my bed, lost, listening to the trickle of the waterfall in the corner. I let my vision blur as I stare at the rain, in the “outside” that’s yet another prison. Why am I not dead? This question plagues me. My spirit’s weary and scathed, raw and vacant, yet something coaxes me to keep fighting. Is it love? A ridiculous delusion that one day everything will be okay? That we’ll all be together and free, in some paradise where bad things never happen? Where we’ll never be separated again? A place where no storms of hatred and showers of blood rain down on us from an angry, poisoned sky . . . ? This dream’s too good to ever come true. At least, that’s how it seems at this moment.

			The door slides open and Zee enters carrying a mug of something steamy. “Here. Drink this.” She sets the mug onto the bedside table, next to the wilting plant that was green just yesterday. “And I’ve momentarily blocked reception from this room so we can speak freely. I’ll have to remove it soon, though, so they don’t suspect. I didn’t want to put more stress on your mind for a while.”

			I roll over and sit up. “Who are you—really? I mean . . . who were you? Your donor.”

			“That’s not important.” She sits on the edge of my bed. “What’s important is that you snap out of this self-pity. It won’t get you anywhere. It won’t bring your loved ones to safety.”

			“But why won’t you tell me who your donor was? Was it someone who knew me or my parents?”

			“Yes, but you wouldn’t remember my donor . . . you were too young.” She points to the mug. “Now, drink up.”

			“What is this? More medicine?”

			“No more medicine. I’ve made this tea myself with some herbs to help replenish your body’s natural healing ability. For the next twenty-four hours, your mind must be as clear as possible, and your body strengthened for what’s to come.”

			I take the mug, sip the hot liquid. Not the most delicious thing I’ve tasted, but not too bad.

			“Tonight, after the banquet,” Zee says, “once you are in bed here and most everyone in Alzanei is asleep, I’ll come. We’ll go visit your Baby Lou. We’ll have to avert the guards, but that will be easy. I’ve done it hundreds of times.”

			“Okay. Thank you so much.” I peer down into the glass. “I think our friend, Smudge, was being controlled. She led us straight to the Queen, murdered someone we all loved, and then took Baby Lou away from me before pushing me into a cell by myself. I hit my head—” I touch the spot and the bruised lump is faint, but still there.

			“Yes, that would be possible, especially with the new technology for overriding the old Nirvonic System commands. And if Raffai’s killblock was deactivated . . . that would’ve made it even easier to override.”

			“He turned it off, right before he died, I think. She asked him to, so she could protect us.”

			“Then, yes . . . that makes sense. I’m . . . so sorry.”

			I down the rest of my tea and set the cup on the table. “Did Raffai awaken you, too?”

			Zee drops her gaze to the floor. “He did. And I . . . never got to thank him.”

			“What happened? Why did you decide to stay?”

			“I chose to hide my awakening, to continue to serve Lord Daumier. And I thought I was okay with it until . . . you arrived. I knew what he’d do to you, and I had to stop it. That’s when I realized . . . I could. And at that moment, I was aware of some Power in the Universe that made things happen for a reason . . . sort of . . . an inherent magic . . .” Zee grins to herself, as if remembering a faraway moment in time, then takes my hands, squeezes them tight. “I was here when you needed me, to spare you a life of torturous servitude and despair.” She wipes at a stray tear. More come, and she turns away.

			“That’s how I felt about Smudge,” I say. “About the way things happened with her, and her donor.”

			Zee turns back around. “Oh?”

			“Yes, it’s a long story. I’ll explain when we get out of here. Oh, and do you know what they did with our belongings? My daddy’s magic book is in Lord Daumier’s room, so they have everything somewhere. There are some irreplaceable items in that bag.”

			“They brought you here at night, so I did not see you until the following day in the repair lab. If your belongings came, too, they could be in one of two places. Either in the Monastery, or in the storage area near The Soul Room.”

			“The Soul Room?” Cheyenne had mentioned something about that while we sucked on sugar cubes.

			“Where they keep the . . . Cekducellus Pods and the Donor Liqui-drives, among other things.”

			“Is that where my baby is?”

			“I’ve scanned the database and found him there, yes.” Now we must stop this verbal talk. I have to unblock the room reception.

			Okay. But we’re going there tonight, right?

			To the Soul Room? Oh, no. I don’t think that’s a good idea—”

			But what about my baby? I have to get—

			To move him now would be detrimental. We will have to come back for him. In a few weeks, he’ll be the size of a human two year-old, like your Baby Lou. He’ll have a better chance at life outside the Cek Pod, then. First, we must escape and get help.

			You keep saying “he.” Does that mean you’re sure he’s a . . . a boy?

			Yes. In my full scan of the Soul Files, I found his information. He has already begun the process.

			Process? Of what?

			Of rapid growth in preparation to become OAI.

			No . . . Can you at least take me to see him?

			Zee sighs. I guess . . . as long as OAIs guard the room. I can block visual response, make them inactive long enough for us to get in and out without being seen.

			And we have to find my belongings, keep them somewhere safe and accessible until it’s time to go.

			Now you’re asking too much—

			“Please!” I slap my hand over my mouth, then remove it to cover my slip. “I’m . . . I’m so thirsty. May I have . . . some water?”

			“Sure, Lily. It’s time for your next dose of medicine as well.” Be careful. With a stern glance, she walks to the sink, fills a cup, and brings it to me. “Drink up, sweet sister.”

			“Thank you, Aby. I’m starting to remember such lovely things. I can’t wait until it all comes back.” Please, Zee. It’s all I have left of my parents, and of Aby.

			“Soon, my sister. Very soon.” For a moment, she studies me, and I try to read her face. Too many emotions to name sit there. But curiosity, I recognize, and I’ll take it, use it to my advantage.

			I know you’re curious.

			Yes . . . of course you do. And I am.

			So you’ll take me to the storage room, then?

			Zee sighs again, sweeps her hair back. I suppose I don’t have a choice, do I? When you’re determined to do something, there is no stopping you. Such a strong, yet often irritating, quality. She chuckles, and I grin.

			Good to see you smile.

			And with her words, I hang on to it a moment longer as I scan the drenched splendor through the window. The flowers in the rain are more vibrant against the foggy gray backdrop of the dome. They’re a symbol for us now: flowers, scattered in the darkness. The downpour is our hope, filling our souls with perseverance. The dreary sky is our past—proof we can conquer evil. And in the dim light that seeps through the fog, there is our strength, the ever-growing love we have for each other. The promise that we’ll rise, blossom, and overcome.

			They don’t understand. Uprooting us won’t kill us; it’ll only make us stronger, motivate us to fight harder. To push through the dirt and find the loving light of freedom.

			I see the whole picture now, Zee. And I’m willing to accept the challenge, because . . . what have I got to lose?

			So . . . what is this you’ve realized?

			I may not know how it will all work, but we’ve seen so many miracles, we’ve survived so much . . . There’s a great chance we’ll get through this, too. And if . . . when we do, I’ll prove my daddy right, that fear is the greatest illusion of all. We must face it, and fight it, to be free.
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			Are you sure about this, Joy? It’s risky.

			I’m positive.

			A boy in white scrubs every inch of the bathroom tiles in my room without even breaking a sweat, and the chemical smell burns my nostrils. The tattoo along his neck reads H95F-77S. He looks at me, expressionless, before going back to scrubbing, and I scrutinize myself in the mirror. I adjust the tiny device in my left palm, hiding it beneath one of the lace gloves Zee got from Claudette’s with another atrocious dinner dress. Impossible to move in. No idea how—or why—women wear these things.

			Be careful, Zee tells me. The moment it comes in contact with skin other than yours, it will activate. Make sure you touch no one but him. That would be . . . tragic.

			I won’t. Just remember your part.

			Zee tugs at the lace around her waistline. Her pinned-up hair shows off her slender neck, which I now realize something’s missing from. Why don’t you have a tattooed number?

			They removed it for this occasion.

			I don’t get it. Why go through so much trouble to make you resemble Aby?

			“Your washroom is now purified.” The OAI boy loads his few supplies onto a small rolling cart and heads toward the sliding door. “Have a nice evening.”

			“You, too, 77S.” Zee waves.

			He exits without a wave back.

			To Lord Daumier, Zee says, it’s no trouble at all.

			Then what is he afraid of?

			Fear, although he enjoys instilling it, is not his main motivator.

			Well . . . what is?

			Control. He toys with the mind . . . plays God. With you, he seeks to push your mind to the brink of insanity until you can no longer differentiate the truth from the lies. Until your life is a living nightmare. I was to help with this task, especially if portions of your memory were to return. I was to tell you any pieces of your past you remembered were “dreamt up,” and you’d trust me, because I’m your sister.

			The more I learn about him, the more I want to murder him in his sleep.

			That would not be possible, nor would it be wise. She straightens strands of my hair, then circles around me, inspecting from head to toe. “Beautiful. Absolutely gorgeous.”

			“Thank you.”

			“We should get going.”

			We don our tiny golden satchels, and Zee dabs last-minute powder onto our noses and cheeks before we leave Repair Room Six. The rain has subsided, with the scent of damp earth and greenery lingering in the air with a sticky humidity.

			Doesn’t Lord Daumier sleep? I ask.

			Little, and when he does, it is in a regenerative pod, where periodic updates of his mechanical modifications are run, tested, and programmed. The area is heavily guarded, and well hidden.

			Together, we join the solemn mass of OAIs and human Pures who stride up the path toward the dining hall. Nervousness makes my stomach flutter, and I’m reminded of butterflies . . . of Sadie . . . Smudge . . . and perhaps her absence is the most unsettling, because . . . what if they reprogrammed her? What if she’ll never again be the Smudge I know? Even worse, what happens if she returns to her old self, to realize she’s murdered someone we all loved . . . ? I imagine her wandering the jungle alone, waiting to die, contemplating a dive into the river with the Teuridons. I may be scared for her the most.

			When we get to the dining hall, the OAI man with the silver mustache opens the door for us. Programmed. We take our same seats as last time, while the others fill in the rest of the empty ones. A few minutes later, the door opens again to two red-clothed men with helmets, smoke lanterns swinging high on long poles. My insides burn like stirred coals in an oven. This had better work. I have one shot. Zero room for error. Story of my life.

			Behind the men in red strides Lord Daumier dressed in a new robe—purple with white floral designs so bright, they almost glow. In one hand is the end of a chain, and attached to it, bloodied and mangled . . . is Mateo. My soul aches to free him, embrace and heal him, but I have to hold it together. I can’t let my emotions run this showdown. This bluff is vital to us both. I can’t save him from the pain and torture now, but I can be there with him in mind and heart until it’s time. I can give him hope, a spark in the dark. He’ll do that for me, too, and I need that fuel.

			They approach, and I stand to curtsy how Zee showed me earlier in the bathroom. Lord Daumier extends his hand and I kiss the top, peeking at Mateo. Dried blood and dirt on his face appears to have been there for days. I guess certain things are okay non-purified, if it instills pure fear into the people.

			Daumier ascends the steps to his own throne, where my boy in chains drops to his knees at the monster’s feet, vulnerable, wilted . . . ruined. It takes every bit of inner strength I have not to stare at him, and to keep my emotions at bay.

			“Attention everyone.” Lord Daumier raises a hand to silence them. “I expect you all to be purified and prepared for tomorrow’s ceremony. Those who do not attend . . .” He laughs. “Well . . . you do not want to discover what happens to those who do not attend.”

			You ready? I ask Zee.

			Ready when you are.

			I straighten in my seat and glare at Mateo. “Why are you staring at me?”

			He shakes his head, frantic, and it breaks my heart. He pleads through the gag as Daumier motions to his red-clothed men. When they’re near enough, I rise from my chair. “Wait. Let me.” And I stride toward them with a subtle confidence, fueled by faux sadist lust. I adjust my lacy glove in a staged intimidation to hide the straightening of the device beneath it.

			Mateo sobs, having lost every last sliver of his shattered pride at the hands of Daumier, his men . . . and me. I take the whip from one of them and embellish a slight stumble.

			“Sister”—Zee rises from her chair and hurries over—“are you okay?”

			“Fine.” I raise the whip, and Mateo shields himself. I sway, stagger to the side.

			“Lily.” Zee lays a hand on my arm. “You should let them handle it. Your dizzy spells—”

			“No!” I push her off of me and topple forward onto Mateo, pressing my palm firmly into his shoulder. He flinches, and I feel the pinch in my palm, a charge between us. Zero error. Then I shove him away, kick him, spit on him.

			Zee steadies me. “Let’s have a seat, Lily. Your mind has been playing tricks. I’m certain the boy wasn’t looking at you.”

			“Oh? How are you so certain?”

			“Because. He was looking at me.” She winks. “We’ve had this discussion all too often in our young lives . . .”

			Laughter and murmurs rise in the crowd, amused by this sudden turn of events. Lord Daumier sends the red-clothed OAIs to fall back to their respective corners, and I celebrate our silent victory as we return to our seats. The kitchen people exit the back room with trays and rolling carts, and my heart races. I take a deep breath and focus on him. Mateo, don’t be alarmed. It’s me, Joy. I’ve implanted a device in you that’ll allow us to communicate telepathically. It travels through the blood stream to the brain stem and implants itself. Concentrate on me and think a thought, and it’ll be transferred to me.

			Silence.

			Mateo, are you there?

			Joy? . . . How—how does this work?

			Mateo! My heart thumps a glorious song. Hearing his voice gives me strength, hope . . . I’m not sure how it works, but it does.

			Oh my God, Joy . . . I love you so much . . . I thought I’d lost you forever.

			You didn’t. I’m here, and we’re getting out of this place. All of us.

			My sister . . . my poor baby sister . . . and the other little girls. They’re so scared, and I—I can’t do anything. I can’t save them.

			A servant sets a silver tray down between Zee and myself and I try not to notice the creepy aquatic creature’s dead, gawking eyes. I nod to the servant boy, then pick up my knife and fork and saw a chunk of scaled flesh from its slimy body. Disgusting. I’d almost rather eat Tree Factory slop.

			We’re going to save them, I say to Mateo. The girl they’re telling me is my sister? Her name’s Zee, and she’s on our side. An AOAI, like Smudge. She has a plan to help us escape. The first part is to make everyone believe the memory implant they inserted into my brain is operating correctly.

			They didn’t—

			Yes, but Zee stopped it, and gave me something to reverse its effects.

			Where is Smudge, anyway? I haven’t seen her . . . or anyone else.

			I don’t know where Smudge is, but the rest are across the chasm, in the area for criminals and Impures—humans awaiting transfers. There’s a possibility she might be with them, though I doubt it. As far as I know, everyone’s still alive. I just hope . . . someone’s been taking care of Baby Lou.

			I’m sure they have. They’d have to. It’d be a waste of a mind if they didn’t.

			That’s true. I slice off another hunk of meat, willing myself to eat it.

			Are you okay, Joy?

			Yes . . . I’m all right. And Mateo . . . I’m so sorry I hurt you. I had to, I—

			Don’t apologize. I understand. I’m the one who should be apologizing.

			For what?

			For not saving you from . . . from what that monster did to you.

			He hurt you, too, and I did nothing! What could we do? Nothing . . .

			You fell asleep, Mateo says, and he left me there, chained to that wall, alone with you, and all I could do was . . . pray it would all end soon, that we’d all be put out of our misery together. I wouldn’t want to die any other way.

			I glance at him while I stuff another bite into my mouth. We don’t have a choice but to survive, okay?

			That sounds familiar.

			We’re getting out of here. All of us. Together.

			A long silence passes before he answers. Okay, Joy. I trust you.

			And Mateo? I love you, too. So, so much.

			I believe you love someone else, too. But that’s okay, none of that matters right now.

			I swallow the grotesque meat and set my utensil down. What do you mean?

			Well . . . while I was watching you that night, you were talking in your sleep and . . . you said it.

			What?

			I love you, Jax. Forever.

			Mateo’s words echo through my mind as Daumier dismisses everyone. With his smoke canister wielding men before him, Daumier rolls from the dining hall, yanking Mateo along behind him. My head’s heavy and warm.

			Zee leans close. “Are you all right? You’re flushed.”

			“I need to lie down.”

			She dabs her lips with the cloth napkin, then places it onto the table and rises from her chair. “Yes, you should rest.” She circles around to my side to help me up, eyeing my temple. Despite her warning, I focus on visualizing Mateo while thinking his name, and the thought brings with it a hot, throbbing pain.

			I’m here, his voice drifts through it.

			Until my head stops pounding, I won’t be able to telespeak, I say. For a while. But please, if you really need me, I’m here.

			Okay, Joy. Will you tell me the plan later?

			Yes, after Zee explains it to me. The agony in my skull intensifies, and I cringe, cradling it in my hands. I’ll talk to you soon. I promise.

			Be safe.

			“You, too,” I almost think, but that’s the most ridiculous thing I could say, considering he’s chained to Lord Daumier.

			Zee steadies me on our trip back to Repair Room Six, where a human doctor stands near the door, reading on a handheld device. She raises her head, and my heart stops. Doctor Sullivan from Zentao.

			She gives my face a split second’s glance before turning to Zee. “Nurse Suellen is very ill. Could she have eaten something that made her sick, do you think?”

			Zee pretends to contemplate the question, crinkling her brow in thought. “Well, just the usual tea from Maudine’s. Nothing out of the ordinary. Perhaps one of the new Impures brought in an illness . . . ?”

			Doctor Sullivan bites her thumbnail. “Hmm . . . I’ll check on that.” She taps onto the small square in her palm. “She won’t be back tonight. Tomorrow, either, though I’ll make sure she attends the ceremony.” She peers up at Zee. “Will you be all right taking care of your sister?”

			“Oh, yes, we’ll be fine. Lily’s about to lie down. She’s a bit tired.”

			Doctor Sullivan moves from the doorway, and Zee escorts me into the room. “All right, then. You two have a pleasant evening.”

			“You, too,” says Zee.

			I clamp my jaw shut, afraid I might say something I shouldn’t.

			We enter and the lights flick on by themselves while the door closes behind us. Zee helps me into some nightclothes, and into bed. She brings me a cup of water, which I gulp down. I’m so thirsty.

			“I’ve blocked reception for one minute only,” she says, “so listen carefully—”

			I grab her arm. “That’s Doctor Sullivan. I remember her from Zentao.”

			“I . . . am not surprised. She’s a very loyal follower.”

			“She’s a lying traitor.”

			“Many of them are, I’m afraid.” She crouches beside me. “Now, I’ll return around midnight, after everyone else is asleep and I’ve gathered the needed supplies. But for now, rest your mind. A lot is happening in your brain; overuse of the telespeak devices can be damaging, or cause severe migraine. So try to sleep and I’ll be back later, all right?”

			“Okay.”

			“Unblocking reception now.” She glances at a small, black box on the wall, then at me. “You have a good night’s rest, Lily.” She winks. “Tomorrow’s the big day! I’ll be by early to take you to Maudine’s, then on to Claudette’s. Lots of preparations, so get plenty of good rest.” She leans in to kiss my forehead.

			“Thank you, Aby,” I whisper.

			She pats my hand, then pulls the covers up to my chin. “You’re very welcome. What are sisters for?”
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			After Zee leaves and for the next few hours, I doze in and out of sleep, fighting the urge to telespeak with Mateo. His silence must mean he’s doing okay . . . though something nagging says he might be silent for other reasons. And this keeps drawing my attention to the window. A flickering row of torches lines the other side of the chasm—where my Baby Lou is, along with the rest of the people I love. They’re scared. Alone.

			Whatever Zee’s plan is, I hope it’s a solid one.

			From 11:43 until 12:11, I watch the red numbers on the clock, then I worry that Zee won’t show. No sooner have I thought it, though, does the door slide open and a figure dressed in dark clothing slips in.

			“Zee? Is that you?”

			“Shh . . .” She lays a black-gloved finger to her lips, and I see it in the glow from the window. She tosses a cloth bag into my lap. “Put it on—quickly.”

			I remove a set of black garments, complete with headscarf and gloves, shed my clothes, then stuff them into the bag to hide them. My heart pounds as I dress. “What about shoes?”

			She lifts a bare foot, wiggles her toes. “It’s easier to be quiet this way.”

			I tie the scarf around my head and don the gloves, breathing slow and steady to calm my raging nerves.

			“You ready?” Zee asks.

			“Yes.”

			“Let’s go.” She heads toward the back of the room.

			“Where are you going?”

			She lifts a hand, and a second later, a section of the wall shifts to reveal a passageway trimmed with blue lights. “This way.”

			I swallow down the familiar spike of adrenaline in my throat, while my palms begin to sweat inside my gloves. “W-why is this here?” I peer down the long, dim hallway.

			“Repair Rooms Five and Six both have entrances to the secret labs. These rooms are specifically for . . . embryo and infant extraction. That’s why I knew there was a great possibility they might’ve taken . . .” She shakes her head, tossing away an evil. “Anyway . . . we’ll encounter some OAI guards, but I’ve blocked their visual perception with a ninety-minute loop of the area around them before we arrived. Also, all other sensory perceptions—smell, touch, hearing—which will enable us to move by them without being noticed.”

			“How did you do all of that? I’m not sure if Smudge could even do that much.”

			“I am . . . upgraded.” And with a sadness on her face, she takes my arm. “Come on.”

			We walk into the hallway, and the wall slides back closed behind us.

			“Why’d you get sad just now?”

			“It’s . . . nothing.”

			“Tell me, please.”

			She leads me down the dim hallway, past metallic doors that shine silvery-blue beneath the lights. “The old model AOAIs . . .”

			“What about them?”

			“If they’re found, they’re . . . euthanized.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Killed. Most of the time, they’re beheaded and tossed into the pit of the Lesser Impure Souls and left to rot. Lord Daumier often stands at its edge, admiring the decay.”

			“Oh my—you’re serious?”

			“Yes. He is a sick man.”

			“Do you think . . . Smudge . . . ?” My insides ache with fear. Through all of this, she’s been my stronghold, my comfort, my security. She was a stranger who became an unlikely true friend . . . a sister.

			“Let’s hope not.” She points a few doors down where an OAI girl stands at attention. We pass by her, yet she doesn’t register our presence, so I relax a little.

			Two more ahead, Zee says.

			The closer we get, the more I begin to sweat, and fierce adrenaline pumps through me, making me light-headed. Zee stops in front of one, reaches around him to press a button by the door. It opens, and we slip into the dark room. She removes a glove and holds her hand high, fingers lit, to illuminate the area. Along the walls stand lockers with metal doors. She clicks a button on the first one, it slides open with a whoosh, and she shines her light in.

			I lift a bag and check beneath it. None of these items are familiar. I shake my head and we move on to the next, then the next, until we’re two-thirds of the way around the room. We peer inside the next one and the first thing I see is my daddy’s magic bag. We both gasp as I snatch it up and unsnap it. From what I can see, everything’s still here—the branch of Dahli, Aby’s stuff, my daddy’s gloves, his pack of playing cards with the missing Ace of Spades, and the rest of his magic stuff, minus the book. Even my parents’ rings, and the ring Mr. Tanner gave me, plus the U-shaped scrap metal bracelet I made for my mother. I can’t wait to slip it onto my wrist, where it belongs.

			Zee’s face is still frozen in disbelief.

			“Do you know what this is?” I pat the bag.

			“Greenleigh’s only living magic . . . Yes.”

			“Where will we hide it? And what’s your plan for tomorrow?”

			“Tonight, after you’re in bed, I’ll take it to a secure place where we can retrieve it once we are free and headed out.”

			“That sounds great and everything, Zee, but . . . how?”

			“I’ll spend the rest of this evening fabricating the program to upload into the OAI mainframe in the morning. When I activate the override, you’ll all be together, gathered around the chasm, so we’ll be able to escape easily through the weather fan column. I’ll have complete control over the OAIs for about forty-five minutes.”

			“I still don’t see how you’ll do all of that . . .”

			“My friends I told you about—the ones from outside of Alzanei? They’re helping me with this. They’ve been planning a revenge attack on Alzanei for a while now and were happy to oblige when I revealed my plan. They’re providing our means of travel to their refuge.”

			“Smudge told us about a refuge. Maybe it’s the same one, and she’s already there.” But even as the words come out, I know she’d never go without us.

			“If we don’t find her by the time we leave tomorrow,” Zee says, “there is a place we can check . . . on our way out.”

			“Where is that?”

			“Come on”—she closes the locker, takes my arm—“we should go.”

			“Okay. But tell me, please. Where should we check?”

			“The Pit.”

			With an inward cringe, I follow her to the exit. As much as it would crush me to find Smudge in The Pit, it’d be better than not knowing. And better than her being evil. Perhaps even better than her living out her life with the burdening guilt of having killed Ms. Ruby. Although I want to believe our forgiveness, love, and acceptance would heal her, eventually.

			Again we pass by the door guard as we trail down the hallway. We take a left, heading down another long corridor with an eerie pink glow ahead. Two OAIs guard a doorway at the far end. The source of the glow soon appears to our right. On the other side of a long glass window, is an enormous room filled with hundreds of floor-to-ceiling cylindrical pods. Inside each are children in different stages of growth, floating in pink liquid. Still. Dead-like. Hooked up to various hoses or tubes all leading to individual side panels with blinking lights and buttons and switches. I curse under my breath. There’s so many of them . . .

			We edge toward the guards, and even though their sensory input is blocked, I try my best to slip along through the darkness like a shadow anyway. As we tiptoe by, I focus on their unmoving shoes, black and planted on the floor. If I weren’t sure they were alive, I’d think they were statues.

			Welcome to The Soul Room. Zee presses another wall button and the glass doors part. She leads me past countless Cekducellus Pods to the far end of the room with rows of clear cubes that look both electrical and aquatic. Currents form web-like patterns through the greenish-silver liquid.

			Are those the liqui-drives?

			Yes.

			I take it all in. Those are people’s minds?

			Yes.

			Cheyenne said they were souls . . . Must be a thousand, or more—rows and rows and rows of them, stacked fifteen high.

			They’re that, too. Kind of.

			How?

			The ‘“soul,” as you call it—the essence of a being that is regarded as immortal—lies dormant until awakened. Until a connection is made between the donor mind-maps to the AOAI brain, there is no soul, but merely a “fingerprint” of what was. Once the OAI is awakened, and they begin to make sense of their donor mind, the “soul” of the donor is awakened, yet can only reside within the AOAI mind. Then what happens is a sort of magic within itself: the donor soul, in turn, awakens the OAI soul, and the two—though separate entities—are married together as one.

			Wow . . . that’s . . . kind of beautiful.

			It is.

			We keep walking and soon arrive in yet another area where the tanks are small and square with the same pink liquid. Not as many of these, maybe a hundred, tucked in a corner of The Soul Room. Inside each is a single, dim light shining warmth down onto a tiny specimen no bigger than the tip of my little finger. Some of the tanks appear empty.

			Zee guides me halfway down the row and stops at one. There’s a number scratched into a thin sheet of metal stuck to the corner of the glass.

			“Here you are,” she says.

			“Is that—?”

			“Yes. This is . . . your son.”

			I crouch down to peer at the little speck of soul occupying the tank. My fingers slide along the glass . . . this close to him, yet . . . there’s nothing I can do. “I’m so sorry.” I kiss the glass. “I’ll be back for you, my little Richard. I promise.” Then I cup a hand over my mouth to stifle my sobs. Seeing my baby, his umbilical cord attached to a machine, his life in the hands of Lord Daumier, makes me suddenly consider staying. How could I leave my son? How could I ever live with myself?

			“We have to go now,” says Zee.

			One last time, I brush my hand along the glass, streaking it with my tears, and I press my lips against it. “I love you, my son. I’ll be back for you.”

			Zee tugs at me, a sobbing mess, stumbling while I clutch my abdomen where my precious little soul once was . . . safe. But he was never really safe, either.

			Stolen. The worst possible violation.

			All of Alzanei will burn for this.

			Zee breaks into a tiptoe-jog, and I follow, doing my best to stay strong. Voices ahead make us stop and duck behind a shiny silver cabinet.

			“We haven’t found anything of use yet,” says a man. “But we’ll keep trying.”

			“He’s got somethin’ in there,” says a familiar voice. “He has to. I’m sure his drunk-ass father blabbed something to him.”

			The face that voice belongs to pops into my head: Morris, the cook from Zentao, that traitor. I knew it.

			“What about the girl?” the other man asks. “What does Daumier want us to do with her?”

			“She’s a good candidate for—”

			“Yeah, I was thinking that. We should take her down there.”

			“Let’s wait ’til morning,” says Morris. “I’m exhausted. And they won’t start anything tonight, anyway. She’s fine in there with Lover Boy for now.”

			“Okay,” the other man says. “How about poker at my place? I made a new batch of ’shine yesterday.”

			“Hope it’s better than the last shit you made.” Morris chuckles. “Sorry, Six-I-Nine, but you guys need a lesson or three. That doesn’t come with your programming?”

			“No, Morris. Some things we have to learn ourselves. But thanks. I appreciate your . . . honesty.”

			“You guys also need to work on humor,” Morris adds, their voices fading as they draw near the exit. “Learn how the hell to take a joke.”

			The doors part, and the men slip into the hallway. Zee raises a hand, focused on something unseen. After a moment, she drops it and exhales. “I had to make sure the door guards were prepared to respond if they spoke to them. But they did not, so we’re all clear.”

			“Jax and Vila are here somewhere. I want to see them.”

			With a nod, Zee peeks out from behind the cabinet. When the coast is clear, she ushers me along after her, down a short hallway to a series of doors. The first three rooms we open to darkness, but inside the fourth is a row of see-through capsules similar to the pod in Repair Room Six. Two are occupied by dark figures. I step forward, but Zee stops me, then points to one corner of the room, where a black circle sits near a blinking red light at the ceiling.

			After a few seconds, she drops her hand. “Okay. The camera’s temporarily looped. But we must make this quick. If we’re discovered, it would be . . . detrimental.”

			We hurry to the farthest capsule on the right—Vila’s. After a long gaze at her, I move on to Jax’s. Both are hooked up to a machine, hoses and wires plugged into various parts of their bodies and skulls. My knees weaken at the sight. I fight the urge to lift Jax’s lid, rip the wires away, and rescue him from this hell, and my hands move to do so.

			“No.” Zee stops me. “If we remove them now, we’re all dead. We need to be smart, strategic.”

			I nod through my tears, although I haven’t a clue what she could have in mind. We’re all too scattered, too separated, too . . . captured. How will we ever get out of this together?

			“We have to go,” Zee says.

			I take one last look at Jax and blow him a kiss. “I love you . . . and I’ll get you out of here, I promise.”
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			Once we’re back in Repair Room Six, I head straight for the exit door, quaking with fury and outrage.

			“Wait,” says Zee. “We need to discuss the plan first.”

			I spin around to face her, fists clenched, bare feet planted on the cold tile. I bite my quivering lip. My rage has crashed headlong to a thirst for ruthless revenge, and I refuse to shed more tears. In forced momentary surrender, I return to my bedside and plop down.

			Zee explains her strategy for sneaking across the chasm to the Impure Village to see Baby Lou, and I focus on stifling my emotions. They’ll have to be dealt with later. I’m reminded of Aby and Jax after Miguel died. They were blinded by sorrow and despair, unable to grasp and hold onto what was most important for our survival: to spread our wings before we hit the ground, soaring up again, despite the weight of our loss. Same way we’ll fly from here.

			“Are you ready?” Zee takes my gloved hand with her own.

			I inhale, slow and steady. “Yes.”

			“If anything goes awry, we abort and return to RR Six, okay?”

			“Got it.”

			“Come on.” She leads me toward the door, where my adrenaline again surges. It should probably just stay. Things will be intense for the next twenty-four hours.

			We sneak out into the night, two stealthy, black-clad figures, dropping behind the Dreamland Booths near the chasm. A group of Clergymen approaches, and we duck our heads to blend in with the shadows. After a few seconds, they’ve passed, and Zee tugs me up and over the paved pathway to the chasm railing. High above the power plant, the weather fan clicks on, and begins to rotate.

			Getting across the bridge is the biggest challenge, Zee tells me. I’ll send a Trojan signal from Lord Daumier to the OAIs guarding the entrances to lead them away. But the lights . . . it will be impossible to hide in any shadows. To lessen our chances of being seen, we’ll need to run.

			This is a huge risk. Why are you doing this for me?

			Because . . . no matter how successful I believe we’ll be tomorrow, there’s always the chance . . . we won’t be. And seeing her will give you much-needed strength and motivation for tomorrow. It is a risk, yes, but nothing I can’t handle. Since my awakening, I’ve been sneaking around Alzanei, preparing unknowingly for this. Once I could make my own choices, my curiosity about our city and the world around it, grew. And I’ve learned a lot from my friends here, and in the Refuge. I could protect us, if I had to, though it would compromise our entire mission. So of course, it’s better to . . . not get caught.

			When she says those words, I cringe. Last time I heard them? Humphrey. Poor guy.

			“Follow my lead,” Zee whispers.

			We rise from our crouched spots by the railing to make our way through the soft grass toward the OAI guarding the chasm bridge entrance. Zee stops, and a minute later, the guard heads off in the opposite direction. We race to the entrance, dart down the wood-and-steel bridge, past the weather fan and a fork to another bridge that leads from the middle to a door at the weather fan column.

			The guard at the other end leaves his post, clearing our exit, and we dash off the bridge to duck behind a cluster of nearby bushes, peeking around them to scan the vicinity. On the far side of the chasm, the first guard has returned.

			Zee touches my arm. “Now.” She darts through the open space between the chasm railing and the first living tube, which is much larger when you’re right under it. I’m at her heels until we’re once again safe in the shadows. Up close, the “Impure Village” is even worse than I imagined. Broken shacks of crumbling stone, rotting roofs, and missing windows where hanging cloth ripples in the breeze from the weather fan. Ground-to-dome living tubes are interspersed with shacks, some of them sinking into collapsed river banks. Lanterns are alight in many of their quarters. Seems odd. Must be at least one a.m., yet many of them are awake . . . ?

			We pass huge fields flourishing with various forms of vegetation including apple and banana trees, berry bushes and vines, plus numerous animal stalls with chickens, pigs, goats, and others I can’t remember the names of. And I wonder what happened to our three little pigs . . .

			We reach a pair of large buildings that resemble factories, and I’m out of breath. Our pace slows when we approach another trio of the Impures’ living tubes, headed toward a huge, dark, metal dome with no windows.

			“That’s it.” Zee points. “That’s where your Baby Lou—and the rest of them—are.”

			Beside it, a bulky, brown, rectangular building pours out smoke from a long, silver smokestack, the vapors stirred through the air by an unseen current. As the smoke drifts past us, I plug my nose from the foul aroma. Like Tree Factory slop, but a hundred times worse.

			“What’s that place?” I ask.

			“The rendering plant, where they recycle human bodies for various things. Food, soap, fuel . . .”

			“Yuck.”

			“Yes. But that’s life here. You take the dark with the light . . . and build on.” Zee winks. “Now come on, let’s find your Baby Lou.”

			“Will there be guards?”

			“Two at the door, six inside. But don’t worry, I’ve taken care of the ones inside, and I’ll lead away the ones outside for ninety seconds.”

			“Do you know where they are in there? It’s such a big building—”

			“Well, well,” a voice says from the shadows.

			We spin around to a young man with wild black hair and a mischievous grin, stepping into view.

			“Please, we don’t want any trouble.” Zee pushes up her sleeves. Be prepared to get behind me.

			Okay.

			He tugs down our scarves to inspect our necks. “Ya ain’t Synths . . . So what’re a couple of Pure young dames like yous two doin’ over here? You come fer the ree-volt? Or you here to try ’n stop it?”

			“Um . . . neither,” says Zee. “We were going to visit a friend.”

			“Ah, I see. Welp—” He claps once, then spits on the ground. “You might wanna come back some other time, pretties. All hell’s ’bout to break loose over here. Could be the fall of Alzanei as we know it. You gals better take cover.”

			Zee and I exchange a concerned glance. “It won’t work,” she says. “Tell your people to back down.”

			“Not gonna happen, pretty. Ya see”—he moves closer—“that woman they took? She’s my baby sister. Well, was.” He wipes his nose on a hairy arm. “She’s dead now, more ’an likely. And my lil’ niece or nephew . . . who knows what they’ll do . . .”

			Eyes glistening with tears, he gazes off toward the horizon, where the moon glimmers on the surface of the ocean. He brings up a flask, gulps from it and cringes, then turns back to us. “Prob’ly be another damn Synth in no time a-tall.” He wipes at his wet face, then laughs in disgusted desperation. “An’ the worst part ’bout that? We’ll never know who he or she is. So if we ree-volt, we risk killin’ him . . . or her . . .” He stares at the ground, face tight with anguish. “Them bastards knewd it, too. That’s why they does it. That’s why they takes our babies, so we won’t kill their precious robot people. ’Cus them’s our babies, turned into robots. But you know what?” He slams a fist into his palm. “’Nuff’s enough. They gonna regret every damn child they took.” After guzzling down the rest of the flask’s contents, he wipes his mouth with a shaky hand. “Don’t even know why I’m telling you girls this. I don’t even knows ya.”

			“When’s this happening?” Zee asks.

			“Soon’s I gives the signal.”

			I take a cautious step forward. “What’s your name?”

			“Eugene Rufus.” He holds out a hand and I shake it, its roughness reminding me of my daddy’s working-man’s hands.

			“I’m Joy, and that’s Zee.”

			He gives her hand a quick shake, while Zee’s urgent stare tells me I shouldn’t have revealed our true identities.

			“Your secret’s safe with us,” I say.

			“As long as ours is safe with you,” Zee adds.

			“Of course,” he says. “And I’ll give ya a few to get to safety somewheres, back over on the other side there—”

			“Please, Eugene,” I say. “I really need to—”

			“Go! We ain’t waitin’. This is happenin’. You got ten minutes to get gone.”

			“Then at least promise us you won’t let anything happen to the prisoners—the children in there.” I point to the brown building.

			“Oh, we won’t do any damage over here.” He motions toward the glittering palace high on the hill. “Our target’s right there.”

			“The Monastery?” Zee says. “There’s no way you’ll get there.”

			“We sure as hell gonna try.”

			“And you’ll die—all of you.”

			“Then that’s the way it gots to end for us. Now yous two get to a safe place. Please.”

			After a few moments of silence, Zee sighs. “Good luck to you, Mr. Rufus. I hope you succeed.”
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			After we get back to Repair Room Six, Zee and I watch from the window as men with torches and weapons storm the chasm bridge. At least fifty or sixty of them overwhelm the OAI guard there, and a dozen fall with blasts from his palms. The rest pass him, and bolt across the bridge, met by two more OAIs.

			“Zee, can’t you do something?”

			“We’re too far.”

			“Well, let’s get closer.”

			“Joy, it’s not our battle—”

			“It is our battle.” I stare her down, one hand on my now-childless belly. “And maybe they can help us. Maybe this is what we need.”

			“Even if the majority make it to the Monastery, there’s no way they will succeed. There are too many OAIs, and I can only control a few at a time without implementing a full-out reprogramming.”

			The OAI bridge guards take the men down, one by one.

			“Zee, do something!”

			She bolts for the door and I follow her out, racing across the path and into the grass. We duck behind the Dreamland Booths there, and a few seconds later, the OAIs freeze. The remaining rioters don’t waste a second before ripping off the guards’ helmets and beheading them. They erupt from the end of the chasm bridge and race toward the Monastery, spears, machetes, and torches raised for war. And leading them all is Eugene Rufus.

			Once the mob has passed us and marched up the trail, we follow behind, until a line of white-helmeted OAIs—at least a hundred—line up across their path. To our horror, they blast, and the men fall in succession.

			“There’s nothing I can do,” Zee says. “We have to go back.”

			One last look at the rioters, and I see Eugene collapse to the ground, followed by the last of his men. Dead. All of them. Like Zee said. We sprint back to Repair Room Six while the OAIs cross the chasm bridge, headed toward the Impure Village. We return to the window, and the OAIs are already halfway to the other side.

			“What are they doing?” I ask.

			“Teaching them a lesson.”

			An alarm sounds, and flashing red lights pulsate in each glass living tube. People scramble from their beds, down elevators and stairs. The sound screeches faster until it’s one long, deafening howl. Outside of the tubes, people stand in pleading, huddled masses.

			“Every home shall lose a loved one,” Zee says. “That is their punishment.”

			The OAIs spread out, take aim . . . and blast one person from each group. Their loved ones drop beside them, and though I can’t hear their screams, I see their faces in the torchlight, stretched in horror. They hold each other and cry, and I tremble with empathy. “Why don’t they kill them all?” I ask.

			“They’re needed. They’re the farmers, the seamstresses, the steelworkers, and the carpenters, among other things. Alzanei would not be livable without them.”

			“They’re innocent victims . . .”

			“Yes, they are.”

			“Then it’s settled. When we burn this place to the ground, we have to save whoever’s left.”
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			Zee leaves to spend the rest of the night creating the program to upload into the OAI database for the ceremony—and the revolt—tomorrow. I lie awake, tossing and turning until streaks of lavender paint the sky. Above the chasm, the weather fan spins around slowly. A morning breeze wafts through Alzanei, across the motionless bodies of the murdered, left until sunrise on purpose, I’m sure. Light-haired women step over them, careful not to de-purify their crisp, cream satin shoes and skirts in the glimmering crimson. They line the chasm bridge’s railings with long vine ropes and flowers, chatter and smile, as if this were an everyday happening and nothing to fret about. On the Pure side, hundreds of chairs are set up in rows, while on the Impure side, nothing. Will my brothers and sisters be sitting there, in the grass? I suppose I’ll find out soon enough. I can’t wait.

			The door slides open to Zee, cheery and radiant. “Morning, my sweet sister! Today’s the big day! Are you excited?” She claps and bounces her way to me. “It’s not every day you become Lady Lily Daumier!”

			“Of course.” I yawn. “So excited.” Did you do it?

			Yes. It took a few hours to hack into the system and decipher the operating codes, but . . . it was a success. The program will run when I give the command.

			Woo! Here we go . . .

			Yes . . . and we will succeed.

			She yanks the covers off me, helps me up. My body still hurts in various places, muscles tight and stiff from lying awake in bed for hours.

			“Now come on,” Zee says, “we’ve got a surprise for you!”

			What kind of surprise?

			It’s nothing, really, but act excited anyway. It’s a Pure Women’s breakfast, with white wine and fruit to relax your nerves for the big day.

			“Oh, I love surprises!” Another yawn. “How fun.”

			All night long, I thought about how terrified I’d be when it was time. But I’m not. There’s a strange calmness in me, a solid resolve: I will leave this place today with the people I love—all of them—or I will die trying. I understand how Eugene felt, and were I in his position, I would’ve done the same thing. Although I might’ve been a little more strategic—and sober—about it. My daddy once said a drunk man with a grudge is more dangerous than the naked sun.

			Zee dresses me in a simple, white cloth gown, pins my hair away from my face, then gives me soft shoes that slide right onto my freshly sloughed feet, thanks to Maudine. I miss my daddy’s boots. I should’ve looked for them where we found his magic bag.

			I try to remain calm while we stroll down the path toward the dining hall, until something catches my eye—fluttering over the chasm are two white butterflies that must’ve escaped their netted enclosure. The weather fan kicks on, sending them dancing along with it, and I shiver, praying it’s a prophecy of future victory.

			For a second, I wonder if this is all an illusion, remembering Smudge’s white butterfly in the transfer program. But this has to be real. No one could ever dream up something this horrendous and make a program out of it. And if they could, why would they?

			Joy? Mateo’s bewildered voice enters my thoughts.

			I’m here.

			He’s having the “pets” dressed now, the sick fuck. They’re trembling and sobbing, chained to the wall like animals, while his servant puts them in white dresses. They’ll be tossing flower petals in your path along the chasm bridge—as if they weren’t terrified enough!—and they’ve been told that if they don’t “perform adequately,” they’ll be severely punished. We have to get out of here, Joy. What’s your friend’s plan?

			Zee will have control of the OAIs long enough for us to escape. We’ll still be able to communicate in here, so you’ll know when to act and what to do. I’ll ask Zee what she’ll do about your chains, and I’ll tell you more soon. I have to go for now, though.

			Okay. I love you.

			I love you, too.

			We cross the bridge to the dining area, over the sparkling pool, to a group of women waiting for us. On either side of the dining hall doorway stand two lines of them—both OAIs and human—all dressed in simple, cream-colored gowns, arms full of colorful packages and heaping plates of food. When we get to them, one begins to sing, and the rest join in, in an awkward, spontaneous song about purity and forever love.

			“What beautiful singing,” I say. “Thank you. I need to sit down now, though. I’m a little nervous.”

			“As you should be!” A young, reddish-blonde woman claps her hands, then tucks a stray strand of hair back into its neat bun on top of her head. “I mean—wow! It’s not every day you get married!”

			“And to Lord Daumier, at that!” says another one.

			Have these women lost their minds? To keep up the façade of being excited about marrying the most despicable, atrocious, monster-of-a-human imaginable is so mentally exhausting. Are they brainwashed, programmed, or just plain idiots?

			“Well, come on, then.” A tall, skinny, older woman with short, whitish-gray hair opens the door, motioning me in first. “We have a great breakfast waiting for you, Lily.”

			Tell them your amnesia has made remembering names and faces more difficult, Zee says, which would explain why you can’t remember anyone.

			“Thank you,” I say to the older woman. “And please, forgive me. I do vaguely remember you, but my amnesia . . . I’m having a hard time remembering faces and names. I’m so sorry.”

			“Oh, that’s fine,” says the woman holding the door, and I spot the lie hiding behind her smile. I return it with my own, a genuine bluff she’d never call because my daddy taught me well.

			“Thank you for understanding, Ms . . .”

			“Jillian Frune. I was your writing professor two years ago in studies.”

			“You don’t say?” I blink in surprise. “Wow, this memory of mine . . . how sad. I wish I could remember. I bet it was an amazing class.” I exaggerate a frown, then brush past her through the doorway and into the dining room, which looks brighter than usual. The curtains are pulled back to let the silvery-lavender morning light in. White flowers adorn every table. On the middle one sit long trays of colorful fruits, and for once, I’m not afraid to eat. Three slender bottles stand among tall crystal glasses with tiny stems. The wine, I’m guessing. I won’t be having any of that.

			“Looks fantastic!” I stroll into the room with Zee at my side, the trail of women behind us. The OAIs take their places as food servers, and Zee pulls out the end chair for me to sit down in.

			“Wait until the banquet tonight!” one woman says, popping a white cube into her mouth. I remember those now. From Cheyenne’s. Hot determination awakes in me, a stirring dragon, recalling the blind woman’s laughter, kindness, and sweetness, just like those sugar cubes.

			This revenge will be so much sweeter.

			“For sure,” says another woman. “You haven’t seen anything yet, Miss Lily.”

			Neither have you.
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			The women chatter with one another as I force-feed myself, itching to leave after not even thirty minutes here. For once in my life, the thought of not knowing when I’ll get to eat again excites me. Wherever and whenever it is, I hope the food doesn’t have eyes. I could do without aquatic meals for the rest of my life, unless there’s no other option, of course.

			“Drink up.” Zee gives me a wink. “Relax.”

			I take the thin stem between my fingers and thumb. “Thank you, sister. You’re right, as always.” What’s in here?

			She nods at my spoken words. Holy wine. Don’t overdo it, but drink at least half of a glass, so they don’t suspect.

			I sip the liquid, wrinkle my nose at the sour-sweetness. Suspect what?

			That you aren’t in the mood for celebration; that you’re trying to keep your senses sharp.

			I take a larger gulp and grin. “This is absolutely delicious.” I gulp again, stopping at the halfway point.

			Zee sips her own and grins back. “Well”—she dabs her lips with a cloth napkin—“we should move along to Maudine’s. Three hours until the ceremony, and we have so much preparation.”

			I pop one last purple berry into my mouth and think of Miguel, of the berries he found on the beach in the transfer program. The berries Smudge put there for us. They’re an exact replica, including flavor and texture. Incredible. What a beautiful moment that was, that she created for us. I savor the nostalgia, missing my friends, but I smile through the pain. That’s one thing they taught me, and I can’t let them down. Or Ms. Ruby. Or any of the long list of people I’ve loved who were made to suffer at the hand of greed and malice played by Lord Daumier.

			Zee and I exit the dining room, leaving behind the prattling women.

			When you take control of the OAIs, then what? I ask. How do we get out?

			The chasm bridge, through the weather fan elevator. A stairwell leads down to the mezzanine caverns. It’s a tight fit, but we’ll make it. Once we do, we’ll be near The Pit. If your friend still has not shown up . . . we can check for her there, but we’ll have to move fast. We’ll have forty-five minutes at the most before they . . . come after us, at which time, we should be in the Rover and as far beyond Alzanei’s barrier as possible.

			We’re going . . . aboveground? In a vehicle?

			Yes.

			The faint aroma of scented smoke pours from canisters draped along the chasm bridge. With a click and a whir, the weather fan switches directions to send a thicker swirl of smoke and cool air past us.

			During the daylight? I tremble in the breeze. Won’t it be too hot?

			I will regulate the temperature, though it’s not as bad as what you had in Greenleigh.

			How far away is the Refuge?

			Thirty miles north.

			Won’t he follow us?

			No, I don’t think so. Lord Daumier doesn’t go outside of Alzanei. He’s safe here.

			My gaze trails along the chasm’s circumference to the mighty rushing of the massive waterfalls as they roar into the whirlpool below. Where are the caverns?

			Hidden behind the water. And once we get there, we’ll have to be careful. The rock is extremely slick.

			You hid my father’s bag there last night?

			Yes. It’s safe.

			As we pass the chasm bridge, human Clergymen order OAIs to line the bodies of the dead Impure in a row for all to see.

			“What perfect additions to our décor!” a Pure woman says, followed by laughter from a few bystanders.

			The OAIs put the bodies in a line with little effort or care, unmoved by the loss of innocent lives. That was Smudge once. And Zee, before they were awakened. And how Smudge was again, when she delivered us to Queen Nataniah. What would these OAIs be like if they were awakened?

			We arrive at Maudine’s, and already she has the necessary items laid out, waiting to torture my beauty into submission for Lord Evil. At least I’ll be silky smooth and fragrant as I wave goodbye.

			Being cocky might not be the best idea, but it sure beats feeling terrified.

			In an hour and a half’s time, I’m waxed, plucked, bathed, sloughed, scented, lotioned—again—and all ready to go to Claudette’s.

			“Don’t touch anything,” Maudine says. “You are one hundred percent purified for your husband. We wouldn’t want to repeat any of this process.”

			“Yes, ma’am. No, we wouldn’t.”

			The second we reach Claudette’s, I’m whisked away to be stuffed into the gigantic, ornamental gown that fits too tight and forces upward cleavage I don’t have. To maneuver along slick caverns in this thing will be a challenge.

			Zee’s voice enters my mind. Ask Mateo if he can visualize the key. We need to make sure that’s what it is.

			Okay. I switch my focus from her to Mateo. Hey, I say. You there?

			I’m here. We’re about to be moved out for the ceremony, I think.

			Before you go, can you tell what the thing on the wall is? It’s surrounded by blue lights. You’re taller than me, so you might be able to get a good visual of it.

			A silent moment passes before he answers. I’m not sure what it is . . . some kind of . . . metal wedge with a green circle in the middle. It’s familiar, though. What is it?

			We’ll talk later. Will he be bringing you and the girls soon?

			He’s leading us down the stairs now.

			Okay, I’ll give you more instructions when you get there.

			If this works, it’ll be a miracle.

			Or magic. Lord Evil chose to marry the daughter of Zephyr the Magnificent. Worst mistake ever.

			If we get out of here, Joy, I hope you’ll let me do the same thing.

			What?

			Make you my wife.

			Mateo—I . . . let’s just get out of here first, okay?

			Okay, Joy.

			Claudette wraps me into a giant cloth, over my dress and beneath my chin, then takes out an oversize palette of different colored powders and glosses. With a tiny brush—like the paintbrush I found stuck in the warehouse wall the day we escaped from the Tree Factory—she dabs a bit of pink powder on its end and tells me to close my eyes.

			As she decorates my face, I think of Jax, about the conversation we had through the dungeon wall, similar to the one I just had with Mateo. Perhaps marriage is some kind of tool used for power or to strengthen a weak mind. I didn’t realize it then, but after Jax and Aby . . . That’s when I realized it was something you say, a trick you play on your mind to ease the pain of reality. Another bluff to soften the blow, to feel like you aren’t alone, when really . . . you are. Always have been, always will be, forevermore. In the end, when all’s said and done, we’ll slip silently into that eternal solitude.

			And this is why we must do all we can to be with those we love, while we’re still breathing. Because who knows when that time will come. Someday, we might discover that the infinite solitude of death is yet another beginning. But until then, this life is all we have. This day. This moment. And we will fight for love to conquer it, or we will welcome death.

			“Best work of my life.” Claudette kisses her fingertips, dances them through the air, then tucks the palette and brush away in a drawer. “Two final touches and we’re finished with the face. Look up.” With a tiny comb, she coats my eyelashes with black goop, then blows a soft breath to dry them. I’m not even going to ask her what the black goop is. Considering what these people eat around here, I’m sure I don’t want to know.

			After glossing my lips and spritzing me with perfume, Claudette pins my hair in loops to the top of my head, decorates it with little white flowers.

			When will I get my brown hair and eyes back? I ask Zee.

			Once we get to the Refuge. We may be able to reprogram that area of your Nirvonic System. It may take some time to reverse the effects of the manipulation chamber—

			Manipulation chamber?

			Oh, the . . . um . . . Repair Pod. I’m sorry. Another lie. I should’ve told you. It wasn’t what you thought it was. You only went in there once to change hair and eye color. The MemTaps took place in the same room your friends are in now.

			I was in the same room with him?

			Yes.

			Is it possible to go into the same MemTap program with someone, like in the transfer programs?

			Yes, they sometimes do that.

			I knew it. Jax was there. He warned me, and he . . . he kissed me, told me he loved me. He knows about the Keys—

			How much?

			I don’t know.

			Claudette removes the cloth and backs away. “Stand, please. Let me look at you.”

			I rise and turn until I’m facing the mirror, startled by the girl who stands before me. She’s a beautiful a work of art, but she isn’t me. I lean in closer to inspect Claudette’s work. Lavender hue on my eyelids fades to a soft blue along the outer edge with light pink in the corners, and thin black outlines them. Long black eyelashes, flawless pale skin, and rosy cheeks . . . With all of this on my face, you’d think it would look hideous. But it doesn’t. “Wow, you did an amazing job,” I say. “You’re an artist, Claudette.”

			I think of Smudge again. My sadness shows through the painted-on beauty, but only I recognize it.

			“Thank you, Miss Lily. Now, it’s time to go! I’m sure everyone’s already there waiting. The music should start any moment.”

			On cue, melodious music begins outside. Claudette holds out two golden slippers dangling from her fingers by their straps. My stomach lurches as I slip them on, first one, then the other.

			Joy, they’re here, Mateo says. They’re forbidden to speak through the entire ceremony. I’m here with Pia, Chloe, and Raven on this side of the chasm. Everyone else is on the other side, except . . . I don’t see Smudge, Jax, or Vila.

			With a heavy heart, I take a few painful steps in my golden shoes, which squish my feet. They’ll be the first thing in the chasm when we get to the caverns. What about Baby Lou? I ask. Is she all right?

			Yes, Emerson has her. They’re standing apart from everyone else. I’m not sure why. They’re on the chasm bridge—at the other end.

			Claudette removes a white-and-gold shawl from a hook and wraps it around herself, opens the door, and motions for us to go ahead of her.

			I train my thoughts over to Zee. Why would they have Emerson and Baby Lou standing away from everyone else?

			I’m . . . not sure.

			You hesitated. You know, don’t you? I side-glance her, and she looks away.

			Please, Joy . . . trust that it will all work out the way it’s supposed to . . . in the end.

			We start down the path, and I glare at her. No, it has to now, right now, today, everything has to work out. We have one shot. Zero room for error.

			I know. And we will do the best we can. That’s all we can do.

			That’s not good enough. We need to do better than that. And what about Jax and Vila?

			We’ll have to come back for them when we come for your son. I’m sorry, Joy, but there’s no other way.

			We round the corner and head straight between the lab building and Maudine’s, back over the fisherman’s bridge, then turn left toward the chasm. Hundreds dressed in their best clothes sit in chairs on the Pure side, chatting and laughing. When they register my presence with Zee, they quiet, stand and bow. My face burns red, my chest flutters from the surge of adrenaline. The music plays a joyous melody, a strange contrast to the impending war waged in the name of love, and freedom.

			Or maybe, it’s perfect.

			Mateo’s chained to the railing near the three flower girls. They shiver, afraid even to look up and around. At the back of the Pure crowd, speaking privately with a pair of OAI Clergymen, Lord Daumier dissects me with a scrutinizing gaze.

			I’m sorry, Joy, Zee says, but I have to do this. It’s for your own good, and the good of everyone involved.

			Do what?

			This.

			I smile . . . without meaning to. Then my pace picks up, my posture straightens, and I twist around in my flamboyant dress like I haven’t a care in the world. And I did none of it.

			Zee, are you . . . are you controlling me?

			Yes.

			Why?

			Because if I do not, you will blow everything.

			No I won’t—I promise! Stop, please, I hate this!

			Joy, your friend, Emerson, and your Baby Lou . . .

			As soon as she says their names, I see them both crying at the far end of the bridge. The Impure crowd stands when they see me. They bow, then sit back onto the ground in their filthy, tattered clothes, hatred and heartbreak on every face.

			Past Emerson are Pedro, Serna, Johnny, Tristan, and the rest of my brothers and sisters, all red-faced and in tears, sitting in the grass mere feet from the murdered loved ones of the Impure.

			What about Emerson and Baby Lou? I ask Zee, dreading her answer.

			She takes my hand, with a broad, fake smile. They are . . . the sacrifices.
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			Zee, no! Not my Baby Lou! My insides grow hot and numb as a rage-fire ignites, and explodes. Please, tell me we’ll stop this before it happens!

			We are. I plan to stop it well before that time.

			Lord Daumier in his white-trimmed gold robe leaves his Clergymen and rolls toward the chasm, led by his smoke-canister men. He motions to the flower girls, and they stumble onto the bridge, tossing trembling handfuls of flower petals around them. From the far end of the bridge, Baby Lou screams for me. Lord Daumier points to Emerson, who hugs her to his chest, placing a hand over her mouth and sobbing along with her.

			A tear crawls down my cheek as Lord Daumier looks my way. “Why are you crying?” Zee makes me wipe it away with a knuckle, gently, so I don’t mess up my makeup. “It’s all so perfect and beautiful,” she makes me say. “I can’t believe this is actually happening.”

			An evil leer curls his blood red lips, and he extends his hand. Zee makes me kiss it, when I’d rather bite it off and pummel him into the chasm. He lifts his other hand into the air, and someone comes forward from the Impure crowd. I’d recognize those white robes and that face anywhere: Queen Nataniah.

			Why is she here? I ask Zee.

			I didn’t want you to panic or overreact, so I didn’t tell you. This is her reward for delivering all of you children—you. The Queen and her people get to move into the Alzanei village and live in the light, and the Queen herself could become part of Lord Daumier’s Clergy. She’ll unite you today. Or . . . at least that’s what everyone believes will be happening.

			“Are you ready, my dear Lily?” asks Lord Daumier.

			Zee forces me to nod and smile. “I’ve never been more ready for anything,” she makes me say. Well, that’s great, I tell her. At least this day can’t get any worse. It can only get better, right?

			Right.

			Lord Daumier holds out one elbow, and Zee makes me take hold of his inner arm, sleeved in silk, with my fingertips. The flower girls pass by, and Chloe’s sad, terrified, blue eyes beg me to save her. She pulls her thumb to her mouth, but at Daumier’s glare, she yanks it back down, trembling, a stream of wetness trailing down her leg. Fortunately, he misses her accident, too focused on the feast beside him: me.

			He walks us toward Queen Nataniah. Beyond her, two red-clothed OAIs with whips usher Emerson and Baby Lou to the railing near us, where three steps up lead to the obvious jumping-off point. Emerson shakes with fury and confusion, while I hold a straight face. Never has there been a sound that’s ripped my soul from its fragile heartstrings like the pleads for me of my Baby Lou . . . when I’m right beside her, doing nothing. Thanks to Zee, I ignore her, and in an instant I realize she’s right for doing this. I would’ve already run for Baby Lou and gotten us all killed.

			I wish I knew what this plan was, Mateo says.

			Zee’s controlling me. My poor Baby . . . Zee knew it, that’s why she took control.

			Damn. Well, hang in there. I’m sure she knows what she’s doing. Will she give some sort of signal or something?

			Let me ask her.

			I switch my focus to Zee. Will you signal when it’s time? And how will we free Mateo?

			The OAI nearest him is programmed to cut his chain. And I’ll tell you . . . when it’s time.

			What do I do when it is?

			Duck, then run for the others. While I hold Lord Daumier and his Clergymen at bay with another OAI, gather the children and take them to the weather fan control room door. Tell Mateo that once he is free, he needs to take the three girls and meet you there. While you all move into the control room, I’ll initiate the stand-off. The OAIs will move Lord Daumier, the Queen, and everyone else to the chasm’s outer edges and hold them there with energy fields as long as they can, blocking off the bridge’s entrances.

			I repeat to Mateo everything Zee told me, we stop in front of Queen Nataniah, and I flash her an unwilling smile. An unmistakable sadness sits in her; it resonates within me. So strange seeing a woman I thought was a monster, in this fragile, human light. Of course, next to Lord Evil, anyone would seem like a saint.

			The Queen chants something, lifting high a painted spear, then tamping its blunt end onto the concrete beneath our feet. A few more times and she swirls it over our heads. “The gods have spoken. This Pure unification is welcomed . . . but it must come at a price. A sacrifice. Two Impure souls for two Pure. Please”—she motions to Emerson—“step up with the child.”

			Emerson hugs Baby Lou to his chest, and inside I’m dying. He shakes his head, but Lord Daumier lifts one finger, and the two red-clothed OAIs move forward, whips raised.

			A blast from the weather fan control room door makes us all jump. Baby Lou wails, and I discover I was wrong about the day not getting any worse. There stands Arianna Superior on impossibly tall legs, with a demonic grimace and bright orange fingertips held out toward Lord Daumier. “So . . .” She sizes him up. “This is how you repay me for all I’ve done for you?” Her voice is that of a broken machine.

			“Arianna, please . . .” Daumier raises a hand to silence her. “There is no need for this—”

			She blasts an orange orb from her palm, and it’s met by Lord Daumier’s own blue one. The two orbs burst together, dissipating into sparks. Another shot, and I recoil away from him. Zee, what do we do?

			And the unthinkable occurs: Queen Nataniah hurls her spear at Arianna Superior and impales her, sending her toppling over the chasm bridge.

			“Now!” Zee screams, and I duck. She shoots electricity from both palms, encasing Lord Daumier in a field that seems to freeze him. “Initiate stand-off sequence! Go, Joy—go!”

			I sprint to Emerson, scoop up Baby Lou and kiss her, and scream for the rest of my brothers and sisters to follow. They jump from frozen terror and disbelief, and come running. With one glowing-red finger, an OAI slices through Mateo’s chains. Mateo gathers up the three girls and, with a limping run, ushers them toward us on the bridge.

			Another OAI activates an electric force field around Lord Daumier so Zee can let go, and another group of OAI men approach him as we make it to the section of bridge that leads to the control room door. Along the outer edges of the chasm, the shocked humans and clergy members, now in an uproar, are held back by the energy fields that block off either side of the bridge. We race to the weather fan column and scramble inside, two at a time.

			“Are we all here?” Johnny asks.

			I swallow hard and nod. I shed my hideous gold shoes, kicking them out the door and between the bars of the railing. They’ll join Arianna Superior in her much-deserved and long-awaited end. Before I slam the door, I catch a glimpse of Queen Nataniah. She rests her hands on the metal railing, content, glad to see us go. She’s avenged her sister’s death . . . and my sister’s, as well.

			“You look . . . different.” Johnny pants, taking Old Jonesy’s hat out of his back pocket and tugging it onto his head.

			“Yeah, they changed my appearance. I’ll explain everything later.”

			“We thought you were dead,” Serna says. “It’s so good to see you.”

			“Good to see you, too, Serna. Let’s get out of here.” I start toward the elevator.

			“No.” Zee stops me. “The stairs are safer, we can stay together.”

			“Olders, help the youngers!” I say. “Hurry down the stairs, but carefully.”

			Dozens of feet slap the metal as we descend, and I hug Baby Lou to my chest. I try not to trip over my stupid huge dress down the dizzying spiral. The dim white lights lining the ceiling above flicker with the sudden force of our fleeing.

			“Where’s Smudge?” Johnny looks up from a few people below and ahead of me. “We thought she’d be with you.”

			“I don’t know, but—”

			“But what?” He slows, letting others pass, then falls in sync with my climb down. “And why is she here?” He points to Zee. “Isn’t she one of them?”

			“No. She’s awakened. She planned and orchestrated our entire escape.”

			“Oh! Well, I’ll be damned. Thank you.” He gives her hand a quick shake. “You look so much like . . . our sister, Aby.”

			“Yes, I know. That was purposeful.”

			“This is all so damn confusing.”

			“I’m sure it is,” Zee says. “I’m sorry. I’ll explain more once we get to safety.”

			“Sounds good. And you have any clue where Smudge is?”

			“No, but there’s a place we can look for her. And if she’s not there . . . there’s a good chance she’s still alive . . . perhaps underground. The jungle, or somewhere else in Bygonne.”

			“Okay, where are we going?” he asks. “And what about Jax and Vila? They’re still out there, too, aren’t they?”

			“They have them in a lab,” I say.

			“What?” He stops. “We can’t just leave them—”

			“It’s the only way right now. But we’re going back for them later. We have to anyway.”

			“Why?”

			The adrenaline, along with the downward climb, has me dizzy and winded.

			“You okay?” Zee asks.

			I nod. “There are hundreds . . . of innocent . . . lives that need to be . . . saved,” I tell Johnny. “We have to get the . . . Seeker’s Key—another one, like . . . the one Cheyenne gave you—along with my daddy’s book . . . of magic from Lord Daumier’s . . . quarters. And . . .” I place my hand onto my abdomen. “They took my unborn son. He’s being grown into an OAI.”

			Johnny stares down at my stomach, dumbfounded. “What the—you were—?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

			“I don’t know. But after we . . . rescue everyone . . . Alzanei will . . . burn.”

			We continue our spiraling descent, and soon, the line slows ahead of us. “We got a door!” Emerson yells from the front.

			“Wait!” Zee says. “Let me make sure it’s safe before you open it.” She squeezes past all of the frightened boys and girls, and disappears around the corner.

			“What’s this place where we’ll be checking for Smudge?” Johnny asks.

			“It’s called ‘The Pit.’ It’s . . . where they dispose of the bodies of the ‘Lesser’ Impures, or discovered AOAIs.”

			Johnny’s gaze turns sad as he tugs at Old Jonesy’s hat. “Joy, if we don’t find her, I don’t know what I’ll do. I never told her . . .”

			“Told her what?”

			“That I loved her.”

			“I hope you get to.”

			“All clear!” Zee calls back, and the line begins to move forward, down the stairs again, amid the deafening pound of the mighty rushing water. A thick, cool mist greets us as we move closer to the platform. “Watch your step, it’s extremely slick!” I can just hear Zee’s voice over the thunderous noise.

			After we get through the door, a narrow ledge with a rusted railing leads us into an even narrower crevice in the stone to our right. To our left, the waterfall blocks us from the view of Alzanei and its power plant.

			“Do not touch the railing!” Zee shouts. “The salt in the water has corroded it, made it unstable!”

			We inch along, single-file, much slower than I’d like, but a slip could prove deadly. One by one, the children disappear through the crevice, and when it comes to me and Baby Lou, I have to reposition her to fit. As I’m doing so, my gaze lands on a heart scratched into the stone where, inside the heart, are two pairs of initials: P.T. + M.K. Below these are the words: Love will set you free. I kiss my finger, place it on the heart. “Thank you, Mr. Tanner.” And I disappear between the rocks with Emerson behind.

			After a few minutes of squeezing through the tight space, and ripping my fancy dress to shreds against the rough wall, a stench hits me as the children sound the alarm ahead with their clamors of disgust. The area widens a little, with light shining down on us from a hole in the rock above.

			The line stops, and Zee pushes her way through to get to me. “Are you ready? It’s around the next corner.”

			“Em, will you hold Baby Lou?” I ask.

			“Sure thing.”

			I hand her over, though she screams for me. “I’ll be right back, my Baby, I promise. Momma will be right back.”

			“I’m going, too,” says Johnny.

			“Okay.” I say a quick prayer. “Lead the way, Zee.”

			We move past the children and round the corner, where the odor of rotted flesh multiplies, tenfold. The hole is directly above us now, and in a giant pit below lay dozens and dozens of bodies all in various stages of decay. I fight my initial instinct to spin around and vomit, and force myself to scan the death-heap for the face of my dear friend.

			Before I realize what’s happening, Johnny’s jumping into the pit. “No!” He lands with the crunch of bone and squish of rot. “No!”

			Then I see her, a line of dark red sliced across her neck, and I jump in, too, trying not to notice the oozing give of the corpses. Zee follows, and we wade through the decay until we make it to Johnny, who sobs, holding Smudge close. I cry with him as he clutches her nearly severed head against his chest.

			Zee feels for a pulse, shakes her head. “Lay her down.”

			“No!” Johnny clutches her to his chest. “We can’t leave her—!”

			“If you want me to try to save her, lay her down!”

			He lays Smudge back down in the rot, and Zee locates the nearest corpse that hasn’t yet begun to decompose. With one clean swipe, she rips away the skin from the headless woman’s chest.

			I pivot to vomit onto a pile of bones and blackened flesh. My pure white wedding gown is now a disgusting brownish-red. When I turn back, Zee has already placed the skin onto Smudge’s neck and traces the edges of the tear with two orange fingertips. She lays her palm over the spot, then closes her eyelids. Her hand glows blue, and then bright red. Then over Smudge’s heart, she places her other palm, which lights up green. She touches three fingers to her own chest, and Smudge’s body jumps. She repeats, then places an ear on Smudge’s chest, shakes her head, and blows a long breath into Smudge’s mouth before shocking her again.

			Johnny kisses Smudge’s hand, held tight in his own. “Please don’t die.”

			“I remember her,” Zee says. “One of his favorites.”

			Johnny and I clutch each other as Zee repeats the process a fifth time, placing her ear to Smudge’s chest after blowing more air into her lungs. At once, Zee’s face lights up. “We have a pulse! It’s faint, but it’s there!”

			“Oh thank God!” Johnny sobs, giddy and grotesque where he sits on a rotted body.

			Speechless, my vision blurs and I swipe my eyes to clear the happy tears.

			Zee stands. “We have to get her to the Refuge; they have medical equipment and doctors.”

			Johnny lifts Smudge from the muck and cradles her, and we maneuver back to the ledge, where a steep climb awaits. Zee ascends with no trouble, then turns to help me. Johnny struggles to climb with Smudge draped over his shoulder, and keeps sliding down in obvious severe back pain.

			Emerson appears behind us. “Hand her to me, we gotta move.”

			With an effort, Johnny hoists Smudge up over his head, and Emerson leans over to grab onto her, with me, Zee, and Pedro bracing him so he doesn’t fall in. Once Emerson gets a good grip, he hauls her up and cradles her, while Zee and I drag Johnny up and out of the pit.

			With a yank, Zee removes the top few layers of the bottom of her dress, leaving a more manageable getaway outfit. “We have to hurry. The OAIs will soon be recovered.” She tosses the ripped layers into the pit.

			“How soon?” I consider doing the same with my own dress, but decide there’s no time.

			“Less than ten minutes.”

			“How long before we get there?”

			“About ten minutes, considering how we are traveling—with Smudge, and the children.”

			“Lead the way. I’ll move us along as fast as possible.”

			“I’ll take her now.” Johnny opens his arms up to Emerson.

			“You sure? Your back—”

			“I’m fine. Please, we have to go.”

			Emerson carefully rolls Smudge into Johnny’s arms, and Johnny holds her upright with her head against his shoulder so he can fit through any narrow crevices. He starts after Zee. A line of olders and youngers follow, then there’s someone attached to my leg. Several someones: Chloe, Pia, and Raven, all terror-stricken.

			“We’re going to be fine, okay?” I tell them. “We have to move now.”

			They hurry to get in line with the others, and Baby Lou wails from Serna’s arms. I take her, shush her, and the line inches ahead, Zee at the front and Johnny close behind. Emerson and another older boy take up the rear, while Mateo holds the hands of the three flower girls, who I’m sure may never let go of him again.

			The crevice narrows to just wide enough for me to fit through with Baby Lou. Emerson’s broad chest is behind me, and I bet Johnny’s having one hell of a time with Smudge. That might be the reason for the line’s near-stop ahead of me.

			“Everything okay?” I call to the front.

			“Almost there!” Zee says.

			The line begins to move again. Another couple of minutes along the dim passage, and it lights up and widens into a large cavern. In the center and before a large, metal arched doorway, sits a huge, strange vehicle with a smoky gray shell, giant black wheels, and a small, rectangular window on the side. Next to the window is a ladder leading up to the roof.

			“Everyone follow me.” Zee darts up and opens a giant circular lid in the vehicle’s roof. “We have to hurry, the OAIs have been overridden. All but two.” She gathers Smudge from Johnny so he can climb up and in, then he takes her back and down into the vehicle. A second later, it lights up with a rumble.

			“Hurry!” I help them up as fast as they can go, and they drop one by one into the Rover. Pedro gives me a quick squeeze and a kiss on the cheek. “And Joy does it again . . . You’re a badass chick, sis.” Then he ascends, and disappears to safety with the rest of them.

			Finally, it’s Mateo’s turn. The three girls scamper up the rungs ahead of him like there’s a blazing fire beneath them, then Mateo turns from the hatch. “Here, I’ll take her so you can climb up.”

			I lift her up to him and start up the ladder.

			“Oh, my sweet wife . . . where are you going?”

			To my despair, Lord Daumier stands at the entrance to the cave, one glowing red hand raised. Mateo drops inside the Rover with Baby Lou, and I dart the rest of the way up with Emerson at my heels. A blast of energy slams into Emerson’s back, he loses his grip, and I reach down, grab his arm. I yank him back up as Lord Daumier and his three Clergymen race toward us. We topple down the steps into the Rover, and Zee slams the hatch closed as Daumier springs to mount the roof . . . and a corner of his robe is caught inside.

			Zee flips three large latches, then weaves her way up to the front, past the terrified children crammed against both sides. Red flashes through the window tell us Daumier is attempting to blast his way into the Rover’s top. But it’s no use. The hatch is impenetrable.

			Zee straps herself into the front seat, then pushes a large, green button above her head. The door before us rises and blinding light pours in. Daumier’s Clergymen struggle to free his robe from the Rover’s hatch, but instead, they remove Lord Daumier. They abandon the robe and retreat to the rear of the cave, back into the shadows.

			While we move forward . . . into the sunlight.
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			We see our outside world’s true colors for the first time.

			Through the narrow, rectangular front window, tinted a slight gray, the dead Earth is a dark brownish-red, littered with the carcasses of old Tree Factory trees and other scrap metal objects. What might be the shell to another Rover sits charred black a few hundred yards from us, and in front of us, the red earth meets dark brown sand, which slants downhill and crawls toward the mouth of the sea a couple hundred yards to our right.

			And the sky . . . ? Well, it’s blue. Blue like I always imagined it would be, like in the picture books my mother read to me as a tiny girl. Blue like the sky Smudge made for us in the transfer program; a stunning, infinite, soul-warming blue. A few miles to our left, that same blue grows dark and angry farther into Bygonne. I search for the Wall, but it’s nowhere on the horizon. We must be too far away from it still.

			Everyone gapes in wonderment at the beauty of it all. Except Johnny. He sees none of it. Eyes glued to Smudge’s face, he’s caught up in silent prayer. He’s never been so full of despair and longing. He cradles her to his chest, fingertips in position against her neck for constant pulse monitoring.

			“How is it?” I ask him.

			“Weak . . . but there.” He kisses her cheek.

			“She gonna be okay?” Pedro leans from his seat next to Zee at the front.

			“She’ll make it.” Johnny chokes back a sob, stifling it behind a bluffed strength. “She’s a strong girl.”

			One thing’s for certain: if Smudge dies, Johnny won’t ever be the same again. And neither would I.

			“You’re right,” I say. “She will. She’s the strongest girl I’ve ever met.”

			Second, Mateo says in my mind.

			This wasn’t all me. Zee did most of it.

			Still . . . you’re amazing. If you weren’t, I doubt she would’ve risked her life to help you.

			I guess.

			I know, he says.

			For a moment, I regard all of the terrified children’s filthy faces peering back and forth between me and the front window, bracing for what’s next. Baby Lou grips my shirt in a tight fist and sucks the thumb of her other one, so tired and scared.

			“Buh-byee?” She shivers.

			“Yes, Baby, we’re going bye-bye.” I rock her, hold her snug against me. “We’re going to a safe place.”

			“Pace?”

			I kiss her nose. “Yes, sweetheart.”

			“Where are we going, Momma Joy?” asks Raven, with Pia and Chloe held to either side of her.

			“Somewhere Smudge told us about. We’ll be there soon.”

			“Are they coming after us, Joy?” asks Serna.

			“No.” At least not yet.

			Emerson cringes with each bump.

			“How are you doing?” I ask him.

			“He got me pretty good.” He leans away from the wall to reveal his tattered shirt and several layers of skin burned off in a wide circle across his right shoulder blade.

			“That looks bad. Zee, Emerson’s injured.”

			“We’ll be there in about fifteen minutes,” she says. “They’ll fix him up. I’ve already notified them we are on our way.”

			Emerson chuckles, swallowing a wince and tugging on the corner of the white-and-gold-trimmed cloth caught in the hatch above. “But we’ve got this!”

			“I doubt there’ll be much left of it when we get there,” I say.

			“Doesn’t matter. Let it burn. Point is, he lost something. A lot of things.”

			I find Mateo, who holds his sister’s hand. He also kept a few things.

			We’ll get him back, he says. And Vila, too. Don’t worry.

			That’s not all.

			What do you mean?

			They took . . . my baby. My son. He’s in a lab there—The Soul Room—waiting to become . . . an OAI.

			“I’ll be right back,” he tells Pia, then gets up and comes over to me. “Oh my God, Joy . . . No . . .” He grabs a fistful of hair, shakes his head. “You’re serious?”

			I give a sober nod, then I break down.

			Mateo kneels before us, and I crumple in his embrace. “I’m so sorry, Joy.” He caresses my back, and Baby Lou cries with me, between us.

			I fight to contain it, breathing slow and steady. I don’t want to upset her anymore. God knows what kind of torture she endured in that village.

			Mateo brushes the scar on my wrist, traces the circular pattern. “What does this mark mean? I saw a few humans with it.” His attempt to distract me.

			“Supposedly, it’s a ‘mark of purity’. . .” And I laugh in disgust, swiping wetness from my cheeks.

			“It looks so familiar . . .” He stares at it for a moment longer, then shrugs. “I don’t know, maybe it’s nothing.”

			I want to tell him about the MemTap program, about his father, and more about the Key, but decide to wait until we get to the Refuge. I inspect his scraped and bruised face, still spotted with dried blood from two days ago. “Wow . . . you look terrible.” My attempt to distract him.

			He stares at his hands. “Yeah . . .”

			“I’m sorry you went through that.”

			He brushes my thigh, and I sense a great rage held back by a makeshift dam. “I’m sorry . . . you went through that.” His voice cracks, and he stares out at the ocean for a moment before returning to me. “You’re such a strong girl. Thank you, for everything you’ve done for us.” He kisses my cheek. “I’m so sorry about Jax, and . . . and your . . . I’m so sorry.”

			Now, it’s me who shrugs. I don’t want to feel that anymore right now, either. “It could’ve always been worse.”

			“True.” He rubs Baby Lou’s cheek and sniffs at the air around me. “They used the ceremonial perfume, didn’t they?”

			“Oh . . . yeah. That’s why I recognized it. It’s the stuff Vila got from the Queen, right?”

			“Yep. I’d recognize that scent anywhere.”

			“Oh, and speaking of the Queen, now I see why Ms. Ruby seemed familiar to you.”

			“Thought about that when I was chained up. I had a lot of time to think.”

			“Why didn’t you just tell me when we were in the pool?”

			“I didn’t want to spoil the moment.” He chuckles. “And I figured it was a coincidence. None of us knew the Queen had a younger sister. Apparently, there were a lot of things we didn’t know about her.”

			In my arms, Baby Lou shudders, staring at the red, rocky Earth as we roll along over it.

			“It’s okay, Baby.” Lifting her filthy dress, I inspect her body for cuts and bruises, but find nothing but a full diaper. I glance at Emerson. “Did they hurt her at all?”

			“No,” he replies. “I was surprised they let me keep her in my cell. Gave me water, food, and diapers, too.”

			“Really?”

			“Yep. They fed us decent, too. Well, the Queen did. So strange, that queen. Mat’s right. She ain’t who we thought she was. Or maybe she just changed.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Well . . . every night, she came to check on us. She tried to sneak around, but I seen her through the bars, off in the shadows, like . . . like she was just makin’ sure we was okay. I never seen that side of her before, almost like losin’ her sister changed her. Maybe.” We hit another bump, and Emerson cringes with a deep inhale. “But then she threw me off.”

			“What do you mean?” I glance out over the cobalt sea, heat ripples rising from it through the stifling air, creating a layer of steam right above the waves, mesmerizing, mysterious.

			“Well—” He takes a deep breath, readjusting his position to ease his pain. “At first, they was gonna sacrifice three boys, but . . . the night before the ceremony, I heard her talking to someone—Lord Ugly, maybe—saying the gods asked for the brown-skinned boy and the baby. Said she couldn’t unify the marriage in purity unless them gods got what they wanted.”

			I contemplate this, gazing again at the sea. “She knew what was going to happen. Maybe she kept you close in case she needed to . . . protect you and Baby Lou?”

			“I was thinking that, too. But it don’t seem right. I never seen her be that way before.”

			“People can change, I guess.”

			“Yeah, but I didn’t think they could change that much.”

			There’s a sudden increase of temperature in the Rover. Sweat droplets form on my neck and collect beneath the tightness of the dress stretched across my chest. “Zee, are we almost there?”

			An alarm beeps on the dash near her, slow, shrill, and repetitive. “Yes, and perfect timing. I’m unable to regulate the temperature any longer.”

			Ahead and over the horizon rises a mountain of sand and debris with what appear to be windows peeking through the dirt in various spots. The closer we get, the larger the mound grows until it towers high above us. A sand-colored panel lowers to reveal darkness behind it.

			“You sure about this, Zee?” I ask.

			“Yes.” She drives forward, and the panel closes behind us. Red lights flash on the other side of the room, then switch to a steady green, while a smaller door slides open ahead. Two figures emerge, and I squint to get a better look. My heart skips a beat. They’re near-exact replicas of Smudge—a boy and a girl—the twin brother and sister she mentioned.

			Zee cuts off the engine and makes her way to us and the hatch.

			Johnny struggles under Smudge’s weight, but two older boys come to his aid. They help him up from the floor and cradle Smudge’s body between them.

			“I’m scared, Momma Joy.” Chloe sucks her thumb in a sweaty heap with the other flower girls.

			“It’ll be okay. We’re in a safe place.” I hope. “Now come on.”

			Baby Lou grips me as they unpeel themselves from each other and stand. Zee hurries to open the hatch, and with a relieving rush of cool air, what’s left of Lord Daumier’s charred robe falls down into the cab. I kick aside the burned and melted skeleton. Too bad Daumier didn’t stay attached to it.

			Zee lets the cover drop back with a bang against the Rover’s top, and we all jump. “We have three injured,” she calls out. “An AOAI in critical condition, and two stable human boys with superficial wounds.”

			“Mine can wait,” Mateo says. “Take care of them.”

			Zee moves to the roof of the Rover and Johnny climbs the ladder behind her with Smudge draped over his shoulder. The two Smudge look-alikes reach down through the opening to retrieve her. They pause, their eyes widen, and the girl’s fills with tears. They take their sister from Johnny and work together to carry her down.

			“Come with me, everyone.” Zee helps Emerson up the ladder. Mateo and I with Baby Lou are the only ones to move, though. Everyone else seems too terrified. Zee leans down through the hatch. “It’s safe. I promise. There’s a mile of sensory explosives encircling us. If an unwanted guest arrives, we’ll know.”

			“So, they . . . they turned them off so we could come in?” Mateo asks.

			“Yes. Now come, please, don’t be afraid. Let’s get inside. You’re all going to love it.”

			Mateo climbs out first and helps Emerson, then Serna, who takes Baby Lou so I can aid everyone else. The three flower girls tremble in their dingy white dresses as they climb up and out to Mateo.

			“Joy,” Zee says. “Check the rear storage compartment. It’s the small black door to the left.”

			The last of the youngers exits and the olders start up. A few crouched steps to the back of the Rover leads me to a small cabinet. I click the handle up. It pops open, and my heart thumps. My daddy’s bag . . . and his boots! Never thought I’d be so happy to see a pair of shoes. And I’d completely forgotten about the bag. I pull on my boots, melting into their familiar comfort on my worn-out feet. I yank my boot laces tight, tie them up, then sling the bag over my shoulder. As the last older boy climbs out, I start my own climb to the sound of Baby Lou’s wailing and Serna shushing her. With each rung, I step on this stupid, disgusting dress. Can’t wait until I can get rid of it and bathe, and wash my boots, too, because now they have corpse residue inside them.

			Time to purify, for real. And it could be . . . we’ve finally found a safe place to call home.
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			From the darkness where the Rover sits, I take Baby Lou from Serna and step from the shadows into something so amazing, no words can verbalize it. And I’m not alone. Everyone stands in awe, staring out over the massive, buried utopia—strings of multicolored lights hang in jagged, perfect chaos from wall to ceiling, back to wall, to railing, and across the center of a wide open space; a web of glowing rainbow dots on wires. And above is a high dome similar to the one at Gomorrah Grande, except its clear glass lets in the sky’s true blue color.

			Below the web and on a looped track zips a screeching, squealing vehicle full of screaming children who are either being tortured or having the time of their lives. Sweetness rises into the air, something delicious and very edible, and my stomach growls.

			Zee waves us on from down the long balcony. “You’ll have plenty of time to explore. Let’s get you all cleaned up, in fresh clothes, and I’ll ask the nurses to check everyone over. Then you can all rest, if needed. I’ll speak with Diego and Star, as well, about the condition of your friends.”

			“Are Diego and Star . . . Smudge’s brother and sister?” I ask.

			“Yes. They are . . . wonderful.”

			“It must run in the family. Where did they take her and Emerson?”

			“To the medical wing. Once you’re bathed and changed into fresh clothes, and the medical staff has checked you out, you can go see them.”

			“Will Smudge be okay?”

			“I think so. Her spinal column was not entirely severed, and her body was still warm. They must’ve put her there an hour or so before we found her. She was likely still alive when they threw her down there.”

			We pass by open-front rooms with glass walls and doors that face the balcony, along with a tall, rotating, circular thing with seats that AOAI adults and children sit in. They chatter and point at us, curious. But we’re just as curious. I’ve never heard of such a place. So unusual, like walking into a daydream on another planet. Mini-domes along the ceiling let in enough light to douse everything in a soft luminescence. Lush green plants, flowers, and trees surround us, while along the walls grow patches and trails of “common jungle ivy,” as Smudge had called it. There’s a word for this place, and it’s a word I haven’t used in so long: magnificent.

			“Dah?” Baby Lou points a slobbery finger toward the rotating wheel, where a little girl waves at her.

			“Yes, it looks interesting, doesn’t it?”

			She stares with wide-eyed wonder as the wheel turns, then comes to a squeaky stop. An AOAI man with worn, baggy slacks, no shirt, and a hairy chest opens a gate to allow more people through as the wheel rotates down and then stops, letting off each pair sitting in the seats.

			“This is called a Ferris wheel,” Zee says. “And the other one is a roller coaster.”

			“What is this place? Or . . . what was it?”

			“We believe it was once an old gathering place where humans would meet to trade and . . . have fun with their families. We think they buried it to protect it from the sun.”

			A toothless elder grins up at us from a stool in a wide doorway. Behind him sits a small cot with stacks of folded clothes, some blankets, and a few neatly positioned other items. The man’s neck bears no tattoo.

			“Human,” I whisper.

			“A few of them are here. Impures who’ve escaped from Alzanei. A few Pures, as well. They helped a group of AOAIs escape, and in return, were given a home in the Refuge. They . . . accept each other more as time goes by.”

			We turn down a walkway bridge that crosses over the open area to the other side, where more open rooms are located. Halfway down, we arrive at a staircase with moving steps. This place gets stranger and more amazing with each passing second.

			“Be careful,” says Zee. “Everyone hold on.”

			I switch Baby Lou to my other hip so I can grip the railing with my right hand, although I hesitate, unsure of how to mount the thing. But when Zee hops on, I follow her lead, and the moving staircase descends with us on it. Youngers hop on behind me, and squeal, giddy at the thought of moving stairs.

			“This place is incredible,” I tell Zee.

			“Yes, it is. Humans once lived here, but they most likely died from disease or malnutrition. The AOAIs who discovered it found artifacts . . . along with the bone furnace.”

			“That doesn’t sound too nice.”

			“It’s where they cremated their dead. They unearthed a couple hundred in there. Fortunately, OAIs can survive on less air, water, and nutrition than humans can, so it’s been easy for them to thrive here. Plus, they can take out the Arc for deep-sea fishing. The water is still cool there.”

			“What’s the Arc?”

			“A submersible ship. It enters the sea from a tunnel beneath the Refuge.”

			At the bottom of the moving staircase, a young AOAI man sits on a tabletop, smoking a pipe. He greets us, and with a tinge of sadness, I think of Mr. Tanner. If only the people of Zentao had come here instead.

			“Why didn’t Raffai come here with his people?” I ask.

			“He was here for a short time after his daughter and son-in-law were killed. But during a raid in which dozens of humans were slaughtered and AOAIs were taken back to Alzanei, Raffai and his granddaughter, plus a few others, escaped through the ventilation shafts. And that’s when they discovered Zentao.”

			“So, Zentao was already there?”

			“Yes. But nothing was in operating condition until the AOAIs helped bring everything back.”

			“What about those who stayed behind here? How did they survive the raid?”

			“Fighting, hiding. Some even took the Arc out to deep sea. They all scattered, making it impossible for Lord Daumier’s men to catch everyone. Then the refugees hunted down those who tried to commandeer the Refuge, killed them off one by one. Thirty-seven men in all. That’s why Lord Daumier’s Clergy is so small; half are dead.”

			“Okay . . . what about the explosives? How did they get in?”

			“There were no explosives. Those were scavenged later from various ghost cities around Bygonne and set up along the perimeter. Explosives protected by EMP blockers, which act as a polar electromagnetic force field, bounce any unrecognized signals right back to their original source, eliminating the possibility of someone hacking into the Refuge’s operating system.”

			I sigh. Another Zentao. Any minute, we could be found and seized. At least, that’s what my mind tells me, no matter how self-assured Zee acts.

			“Trust me,” she says. “You’re safer now than you’ve ever been.”

			We wait beside the moving staircase while each group steps off, two at a time, and at once, I’m overwhelmed with gratitude when I see their shining faces. Every pair of eyes, so wide with wonder, dart around to take in the amazing new home. Every mouth forms a unique smile, given something to be happy about. And that’s the true magic and miracle here. Even though a sadness lingers with my having to leave Jax and our son behind—and Vila; we weren’t close, but she was still family—a part of me realizes it would be silly not to be grateful for this moment. We escaped another impossible situation and made it here, to the Refuge.

			That means we can do it again.
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			Beneath the huge dome in the center of the Refuge, couples and small groups of AOAIs, with a human here and there, converse warmly, faces alight with love and contentment. As our group passes by, dazed by it all, laughter hangs in the air, a forgotten song, now remembered. It takes me back to a time in the bunkers of Greenleigh when I was young, when Micah Greenleigh was alive and we still had families. At once, I’m filled with a surge of mixed emotions. I want more than anything to call this marvelous place home, and these people our new family, but a darkness behind the wish beckons me to that crevice in my mind where the truth lies, wrapped in Cheyenne’s words: What a journey you have been on, Joy Montgomery. But it isn’t over yet . . . No . . . I’m afraid you have much farther to go.

			No matter how comfortable we get, we’re going back to Alzanei. The outcome of that is uncertain, though Cheyenne’s promise that our journey would end in both tragedy and triumph offers some comfort . . . as long as I don’t ponder about the “tragedy” part for too long.

			Beneath a potted palm tree, an AOAI wearing a funny hat and sporting an arm tattoo sees us and sets a bottle down. With a giddy chuckle he skips to Zee, lifts her up into the air with a sloppy kiss on the temple.

			“Hi, Chuck.” Zee giggles.

			With one last squeeze, he sets her down. “I’m gonna have to get used to the change.” He brushes a finger along her cheek. “I love it. I mean, don’t get me wrong, you were beautiful before, but this is very nice as well.”

			“Thank you. I appreciate your saying so.”

			“Of course. And welcome home, gorgeous. I knew you’d come back.”

			“Me, too. Things worked out the way they did for a reason.”

			Chuck leans back against the wall. “A time and a rhyme for everything.” He winks. “So, you must be Joy.” He holds out a hand, and I shake it.

			“Yes, and this is Baby Lou.”

			Baby Lou hides her face in my chest, not yet ready to make friends with strangers.

			“Well, hi there, Baby Lou.” He grins. “It’s very nice to meet the both of you.”

			The rest of the children have continued on ahead, fascinated by every sight, sound, and smell.

			“They’ve been through a lot,” I say. “I’ll introduce you to them all soon.”

			“Sure thing, Miss Joy. Welcome home.” He removes from his pocket something small—a tiny, tarnished metal rectangle—palms it and puts it to his lips. Sweet music fills the air, and we stroll on, soaking up every last note. Chuck smiles and waves goodbye.

			“Chuck seems quite fond of you.” I give Zee a gentle nudge in the ribs.

			“Yeah.” She sighs. “I suppose I’m quite fond of him, myself.”

			“Oh?”

			She grins and drops her gaze to the ground.

			“I see . . .” She avoids my grin. “So . . . what did you look like before? I’m curious. Because it’s amazing—and somewhat haunting—how similar you appear to Aby now.”

			“It doesn’t matter.” She peers up at me. “It’s a body. It’s not who I am inside.”

			“I understand that, but . . .”

			“Does it bother you?”

			I consider it for a moment. “No. It’s . . . strangely comforting.”

			“I’m glad. Because I’ve grown attached to this face.” She chuckles. “That must be a human thing. I’ve never cared about my appearance.”

			“When were you here? I didn’t realize you’d been here before.”

			“I came here last night. Seraphim’s team, along with Star and Diego, helped me with the program for overriding the OAIs. Chuck drove the Rover to pick me up, and I went back alone right before dawn.”

			“Oh, wow. You had a busy night of preparing.”

			“I did.”

			I take her hand in mine and we share a breath of relief.

			“Straight ahead, everyone,” she calls out to the wandering children. “The gray doors at the end down there.”

			“Thank you so much for everything you did for us,” I say. “We’d still be there if it weren’t for you.”

			She gives my hand a squeeze. “As Chuck says, there’s a time and a rhyme for everything. I’m just glad I stayed in Alzanei after I was awakened. If I would’ve come here, I wouldn’t have been there when you arrived . . .”

			We reach the gray double doors that open to a wide room lined with cots, divided down the middle by large, hanging sheets.

			Zee motions to the left. “Boys on that side”—then to the right—“and girls on that side. The washrooms have showers, and their closets are filled with various types of clothing. If you need any extras, I can gather more for you. We believe this was set up as an emergency shelter toward the end of the Old World time. A lot of it was this way when they arrived.”

			“Pedro?” I search for my brother’s face in the crowd and find him chatting with another boy.

			“What’s up?” He inches through everyone until he’s standing in front of me.

			“Will you start the boys to bathing? They may need help with the water, or clothes.”

			“Sure thing.” He salutes me with his stump. “And Joy?” He wraps me up in his arms. “I love you. My brother would be so proud.”

			“Thank you. I love you, too.”

			He leans back. “No, little sister, thank you.” And for a moment, I see Miguel in him. The sadness that wishes he was here meets the joy of having his brother here. It’s the way Miguel would have wanted it. Given the choice, he’d have Pedro take his place. And in a way, that’s what he did.

			With one last squeeze, Pedro leads the boys over to the left side of the room. Lights brighten as Zee activates the overhead fixtures, and the girls follow Serna to the right side. All at once, thirty-something children claim beds and toss their tired bodies down onto them. But Baby Lou isn’t ready to let go of me yet. She still grips my dress, threatening to yank it from my chest.

			“I’ll need cloth that’ll work as diapers,” I tell Zee. “And a new shirt or dress for her. This is the same one she was wearing when we . . . left Zentao.”

			“Sure, I’ll be right back.” She passes the long row of cots, then turns left into a dark doorway leading to what I’m guessing is the washroom. A moment later, she reappears with a small stack of rags, a wadded-up damp one, and a miniature linen gown. “I’ll get more from the supply room soon.” She sets the stuff in a neat pile beside me.

			“Thank you.” I lay my sleepy Baby Lou down on the cot, strip the nasty dress from her body and toss it to the floor. After her diaper’s changed, I blow bubbles on her belly, and her giggle brings tears of joy. I snuggle her, and she bops my head and babbles as if we hadn’t just escaped from another hell. Children are like titanzium—so strong, resilient. They can take so much before their spirits break. And even when they do, it doesn’t take long before they are mended again.

			I wipe my eyes. “I’m so glad they let Emerson keep her with him. She was well taken care of while she was away from me.”

			“Yes,” says Zee. “He seems like a nice boy. How fortunate he and your baby were that the Queen took a liking to them.”

			“It was Ms. Ruby. Before she died, she asked her sister to help us. Ms. Ruby’s love saved us today, too.”

			“I knew it would work out.”

			“I wasn’t so confident.”

			Zee inspects my dress, then makes a face. “A shower would do wonders for you.”

			“Ugh, you’re right about that. I’m dying to get out of this dress. And burn it, if we can.”

			“Well, there is the bone furnace—”

			“Yeah, I think we’ll wait on that. I’ve had enough of bones and corpses for today.”

			“Me, too.”

			I pick up Baby Lou and set her on my knee. “Momma needs to change out of this yucky dress. Will you go to Zee?”

			Zee stiffens.

			“Have you never held a baby before?”

			She fidgets with a loose string on her own shredded mess of a dress. “My donor, yes. But not me.”

			“Well then, here.” I hand over Baby Lou, who at first whines and grabs for me. But too tired to fight, she gives up and instead studies Zee’s face. “Now you have,” I say.

			“Hello, Baby Lou. How are you?”

			Baby Lou stares at her sleepily.

			“She’s tired,” I say. “She’ll fall asleep if you hum to her. That’s what I do, sometimes.”

			“Really?”

			“Yep. And I need to get out of this thing and rinse the filth off of my body, then you can go. I also need to get the rest of the girls to bathing. Could you stay with her while I go?”

			“Sure, go right ahead. I . . . think she’ll be okay with me.”

			“I do, too.” I smile, followed by a yawn. No sleep last night is catching up with me, on top of crashing from all of today’s adrenaline.

			“The nurses should be by soon to begin the health screenings,” she says.

			“Okay.” I stand and stretch. “You’re going to stay with Zee for a little bit, while I take a bath, all right?” I bend to kiss Baby’s nose. She attempts a whimper, but it turns into another long yawn. I pat her head and turn away before she has a chance to object.

			Serna walks back into the room through the side door from where a dim light shines. “Four showers. And the water’s a bit salty, but warm, at least.” She yawns, too.

			“Will you watch everyone while I get the youngests bathed?” I ask.

			“Sure, no problem. But I’m next.” And she collapses onto a cot.

			“Deal.”

			To my right, Chloe, Pia, and Raven sit close, whispering amongst themselves. When I walk over to them and crouch down, they silence. Behind the sad, tired eyes, there’s a numbness, deep emotional scars. What that man did to them, no child should ever have to go through. He may not have their physical bodies anymore, but he took something precious from them: innocence, a piece of their souls. And he’ll keep that, too, I’m sure, on some trophy shelf in his mind. The monster. He makes the Reapers look like playthings.

			“Are you girls all right?” I whisper.

			Pia’s lip quivers and she breaks down, then Chloe and Raven join her. I wrap my arms around them and cry, too. We sob for a long time, purging every moment of darkness, setting it free into the air of the Refuge. I say a prayer to God or Mother Universe to take their pain and heal their torn and shattered spirits, to make them whole again.

			“I was so scared, Momma Joy,” Chloe cries.

			Pia wipes her nose. “Me, too!”

			“I know how terrifying that must’ve been for you, but I promise he won’t hurt you again—”

			“How do you know?” Raven asks. “We thought we were safe in Zentao, and now my grandpa’s dead, and we got taken by the bad man who killed my mommy and daddy! And now where are we? With a bunch of Synths who could turn bad and kill us all. I’ve seen it happen before!”

			“Raven, honey, please . . .” I squeeze her hand. “I know you’ve been through so much—we all have. But we have to breathe and take things one step at a time. Right now, we’re safe, okay? And we need to bathe and rest.”

			“I don’t want to bathe.” Pia sniffles.

			“Me, neither,” says Chloe. “Ever again.”

			“What—?” I look to Raven for an explanation.

			“His servants scrubbed us clean three times a day,” she says. “While he watched.”

			“Oh my God . . .” Shaking my head, I pull them close again. “What a sick man.”

			“Please don’t make us,” Chloe begs.

			“I won’t. If you don’t want to, I won’t make you. Not today. Not for a while. Now, lie down and rest.”

			Raven hops up and moves a nearby empty cot right up next to the one we’re sitting on. “Excuse me,” she says to two older girls sitting on the cot next to that. “Could you move?”

			They give her a look, but I nod to them and they move to another cot. Raven pushes the third one up against the second, creating a cozy resting space for them. “There,” she says. “Now we can rest, because we’ll all be together.”

			“Let me shower, then I’ll grab you girls some fresh clothes on my way out, okay? Then you can change out of these dresses if you want.” I tuck them into their pushed-together cots, and kiss each one on the head. “Serna?”

			She peeks up at me from her cot.

			“They’re just going to lie down. I’ll take three others.”

			She gives a nod, and a handful of girls jump up. They push at each other, competing for who goes first. From the looks of it, bathing isn’t a thing in the Impure Village.

			“Everyone will get the chance to bathe,” I say, though not too loud. At the far end of the room, Baby Lou’s already dozing off in Zee’s arms. While I untie my boots and slip them off of my feet, the boys chatter on the other side of the thick sheet wall. For the first time in years, Jax isn’t one of them.

			“Momma Joy?” Chloe tugs at my sleeve.

			“Yes, sweetheart?”

			“You promised you wouldn’t let nothin’ bad happen to us again. You promised. But somethin’ bad did happen.” She sniffles, plops her thumb in her mouth.

			“You were right there,” Raven says, “and you didn’t . . . save us . . .”

			“He would’ve killed me, I couldn’t. Besides, I didn’t have my memory back yet, and Zee . . .” I recall the night spent with Lord Daumier, a detonation of rage, guilt, and remorse. No matter what I say, it won’t ease their pain. So instead, I wrap Chloe up in my arms. “I’m so, so sorry. I wish you could understand. To get you out of there, I had to do what I had to do. I’m so sorry he hurt you, and I’m sorry I couldn’t save you sooner.”

			Together, we cry for a moment, before Pia and Raven join our embrace, and our tears.

			“We saw . . . what he did to you,” Pia says. “He’s a bad man.”

			“And we couldn’t save—save you, either,” Raven sobs.

			“I wish you hadn’t seen that, girls. I’m so, so sorry—”

			“But at least you got us out now. Right, Momma Joy?” Pia asks. “And we don’t have to ever, ever go back? Ever?”

			I pause, almost hesitant to make another promise I’m unsure I can keep. But there’s no other way; I’ll have to keep it this time. “You’ll never have to see that horrible man or that place ever again. I promise.”

			“But you—you promised last time!” Chloe cries, and I along with her.

			“I know I did. But this time, I really, really promise. I won’t let that man—or anyone else—hurt any of you, ever again. Okay?”

			And they all nod, ready to be fed any assurance of safety, whether it be truth or lie.

			I kiss their foreheads. “Now you get some rest. I love you, girls.”

			Chloe kisses me back. “We love you, too, Momma Joy. Thank you for saving us.” She and Pia lie down on either side of Raven.

			“I’d give my life for you girls.” With a smile, I pull their blankets up to their chins, then head toward the washroom.

			How’s it going over there? Mateo’s mind-voice makes me jump.

			You scared me.

			Sorry. Should I knock first?

			Three girls pass me in the washroom doorway, and I follow them in. Funny. Yes, everything’s fine over here. What about your side?

			Perfect. I’m about to shower.

			That’s good. You look terrible.

			Gee, thanks.

			I giggle aloud.

			When are you going to visit Smudge and Em? he asks.

			Zee and I are going after we’re clean. Come with us and get checked out.

			Yeah, okay. Let me know when you’re ready.

			I will.

			The three girls disappear behind half-rotted shower curtains, while I take the last stall on the left with its cracked, gray floor tile, green around the edges and in the corners. It’s a rapture I’m more than happy to settle for, though. Once I’m inside the stall, I rip off the dress and toss it over the curtain rod. My ribs and lungs thank me; now able to draw in a full breath without restriction.

			The rusted knobs squeak as I turn them on, and cool water sprays down. I jump at its shock to my skin, but it warms in seconds, and I melt beneath it. I pluck pins and tiny wilted flowers from my hair, and drop them in the corner of the shower, then immerse myself in its downpour. There’s a slight sting of salt in my eyes as it washes away the day’s filth, along with Claudette’s masterpiece. Ocean water. I’m showering in poorly filtered ocean water. Real, not a computer program to trick my mind. So strange . . . Even though I’ve experienced the ocean—twice now—neither time was actually the ocean. Is this the closest I’ll ever get to it?

			After scrubbing the makeup from my face, I wash up with a bar of gritty, handmade soap, and think of Billy’s Dragon. It was another lifetime when I last told that story. I’m not even sure I’m the same person anymore. I’ve lost so much. Like Billy, I’ve been near death, both outside and in, more times than I can count. So many I’ve loved have been ripped away from me too soon, and though I’ve gained one back again, I have a few more to regain.

			Pieces of me are strewn far and wide across Bygonne; the flooded paradise, Zentao; and Alzanei. And though I should be paper thin and fragile, crippled by the constant shattering of my heart, somehow, I feel stronger. I am stronger. I’m alive. We’re alive. With Zee’s help, I saved my Baby Lou and the rest of my brothers and sisters, and friends—most of them—from horrible, undeserved deaths. We are survivors; we’ve cheated death once again. We’re warriors.

			We are somewhat indestructible.
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			The Treemakers of Greenleigh and the Saltminers of the Subterrane have proven once more that they cannot be contained. Another escape to tally on our list. What’s left? Prove to Lord Daumier and his Clergy that the only way we would ever leave a soul behind . . . is if we plan to take it back.

			Why do I sense everything will be all right in the end? Wishful thinking? Or is something inside guiding me, aiding us in overcoming any odds that face us . . . ? My daddy’s spirit, maybe? God? Mother Universe? Some all-knowing energy swirling around the righteous, fueling them with the things that strengthen them? Allegiance. Aspiration. Ardor. An aching to be carefree and fearless without the threat of capture or horrific death—forevermore . . . These things keep us strong, push us onward.

			Maybe it’s this warm water, rinsing away the filth from another hellish day that gives me such high hopes, but I sense the triumph Cheyenne promised, feel it in my soul. That one day we’ll sit around an open fire, together and free, basking in its raging warmth and blazing promise of life. That day is coming.

			But it isn’t here yet.

			I rinse the soap from my hair and body, then kill the water. Thanks to my daydreams, I’m the last one left in the washroom. I snatch a towel from the nearby wall rack and wrap it around myself while the drip-drip of the faucets echo in the silence. Murmurs float through the doorway from the three little girls who may forever remain filthy.

			On a rack by the door sit stacks of clean clothes. Upon searching through them, I find they’re organized by size, though they’re the most boring clothes I’ve ever seen. I choose a brown cotton shirt and gray cotton pants, some undergarments from a small wooden crate, and a pair of socks with few holes, and I collect three outfits for the girls. More luxury than we ever had back in Greenleigh.

			After running a comb with missing teeth through my wet hair, I exit the washroom, a new woman. Chloe, Pia, Raven, and a few others, have drifted off to sleep. Guess showers and changing clothes can wait for the rest of them. A young AOAI woman in white—a nurse, I’m guessing—moves from cot to cot, checking everyone for illness and injury, while at the far end of the room, Zee’s lost in Baby Lou’s sleeping face. This makes me grin. But as I approach, Zee’s humming sends a chill through me. I’d know that song anywhere.

			Where did you learn that song? I ask her.

			She sees me and stops, laying Baby Lou down onto the blanketed cot with a new bottle, covering her. I heard you hum it that night with Lord Daumier, and I haven’t been able to get it out of my head since. “The nurse wants to check you out before we leave,” she says. “And I’ll take a quick shower.”

			The nurse approaches. “Are you Joy?”

			“Yes.” I extend my hand, and she shakes it.

			“I’m Stitch. For obvious reasons.” She winks.

			“Nice to meet you. Do you know how our friend, Smudge, is doing?”

			“She is stable. She’s very fortunate to be alive.”

			“We’re very fortunate she’s alive.”

			Stitch smiles, then stands. “Well, Miss Serna, you’re cleared for sleep. We’ll get you started on a Full Health Treatment in the morning. It’ll be nightfall in a couple of hours. At sunset, we shut down power to the majority of the building—except for computer systems, air filtration and any ventilators, security cameras and intruder alarms.”

			“Why’s that?” Serna asks.

			“It makes us harder to locate. Intruders would most likely attempt a night invasion, following any strong electrical signals present. That’s why we shut down the largest power circuits—the building’s lights, the coaster and Ferris wheel, etcetera—at night.”

			“Has anyone ever attempted a night invasion?” I ask.

			“Not in a long time. Since the explosives were implemented. Sit.” She pats the edge of Serna’s cot. “Let’s make sure you’re healthy.”

			I take a seat and she runs a curved rod along my forehead. It blinks blue, then beeps, and the light becomes orange. She removes it from my skin and examines it, trying to hide her alarm. She glances in Zee’s direction and they make eye contact. After a silent moment, she turns back to me. “Cleared for sleep.” She tucks her screening equipment back into a black case.

			“What is it? What were you discussing with Zee? I know you were talking to her just now.”

			“Oh. Okay . . . you have a new model Nirvonic System. It surprised me. But she says she has it under control.”

			“Yes, she does.”

			Zee passes us on her way to the washroom. “I’ll be right out.”

			“I’ll be here,” I say.

			“All right, then,” says Stitch. “You get some rest now—”

			“Actually, a few of us would like to go see Smudge and Emerson in the medical wing, and our friend, Mateo, may need further treatment. Would that be all right?”

			“Let me check.” She concentrates inward for a couple of minutes, then refocuses on me. “Yes, Star tells me Emerson is doing great, and though Smudge hasn’t yet regained consciousness, she’s stable enough to be out of danger. You are welcome to visit them. And Gage agrees that Mateo should go to the medical wing. He has extensive superficial wounds that need treatment, and he may need to stay the night. ”

			“Thank you. And Gage is—?”

			“Another nurse. He’s checking the boys on the other side right now.”

			“Okay, great. Thank you so much.”

			“Do you need me to escort you to the medical wing?”

			“Doesn’t Zee know where it is?”

			“She may, but I’ll send her a map anyway. Now, I’ll be moving down to the last three girls. The screening won’t wake them. Have you all had any recent medical treatment?”

			“We had blood tests done in Zentao, before it flooded. Ms. Ruby said . . .” A sadness envelopes me as I remember her and the news she told me, her love and concern for everyone. I continue in a shaky voice. “She said we all needed breathing treatments and vitamins. A couple of kids might have asthma, but other than that, we’re remarkably healthy.”

			“Fantastic. And I’m sorry . . . you must have lost many people you loved.”

			I stare at my hands. Too fresh a wound to open for a stranger.

			“I’ll try to salvage any data I can from Zentao,” says Stitch. “But the Full Health Treatment should bring everyone to where they need to be. It’s a new technology that uses stem cells to replenish weakened areas of the immune system. Once they are strengthened, the body inherently knows how to, and will, heal itself. The FHT speeds up this process.”

			“Sounds great. Thanks again.”

			“You bet. We’re happy to have you all here.” She pats my back. “Now, you two have a restful night.”

			We tell Stitch goodnight, and she heads off a few cots over to the three sleeping flower girls.

			Serna yawns and stretches. “You okay, Joy?”

			“Much better now. You?

			“I’m okay.” Her gaze drifts down to her hands in her lap, and she yawns again.

			“You look exhausted, you poor thing.”

			“They didn’t let us sleep.”

			“What? What do you mean?”

			“This stupid alarm sounded every thirty minutes and kept us awake. They said they didn’t want us getting too comfortable because we wouldn’t be there for long.”

			“Who told you that?”

			“One of the guards. He was younger than the rest. A boy, my age. He said the bell was a form of torture, a way to make us easier to handle.”

			“That doesn’t surprise me.”

			“Joy, he . . . he kissed me.”

			“He did?”

			“Yes. On the cheek. And he snuck in extra food, which I gave to the youngers in my cell. He said he hated Alzanei and Lord Daumier, and he wished he could leave. They’d kill him if they heard him say that.” She looks up at me with a different sort of sadness. “I wish we could’ve brought him with us. He was a nice boy. Not his fault the other ones are bad.”

			I take her hand. “They aren’t all bad. Zee and I met a man named Eugene right before he . . . died. A good soul trying to avenge his sister’s death and fight for their freedom. The Impures are good, but they’re prisoners. And when we go back for Jax and Vila, we’ll free them, too.”

			“Isn’t that dangerous?”

			“Yes, but we don’t have a choice. They also took . . . my son.”

			“Your son?”

			“I was pregnant, and the Pures took him, tore him right out from inside me.”

			Serna studies me, then she wraps me up in a tight embrace. “Oh, Joy . . . I’m so sorry.”

			“We’re going to get him back, though. We’ll defeat Lord Evil and put an end to all of this. We’ll set them all free, and we’ll finally be free, too.”

			Serna drops her gaze to her lap again and sighs. “I hope you’re right, because I’m so tired of running, of escaping. That’s all we’re ever doing.”

			“I know, we’re all tired of it. But it won’t always be that way. Our day’s coming.” And I give her a genuine smile, which she returns. “So, hey . . . can you go lie in the cot next to Baby Lou’s? When Zee’s finished in the washroom, we’re going to go check on Smudge and Emerson. After that, you can shower if you want.”

			“I’m not sure I’ll be showering tonight. I’m way too tired.”

			“Whatever you want to do is fine. If you need rest, take it.”

			We pad over to Baby Lou as Zee exits the washroom in clothes similar to mine.

			“Ready?” Zee whispers.

			“Yeah.”

			Serna lies down on my cot, curling up inches from my sleeping Baby while I wave goodbye. “We’ll be back soon.”

			“Okay,” she says. “Be careful.”

			Mateo, I think. We’re headed out.

			I’ll be right there.

			Moments later, Zee and I meet him in the doorway to the hall. Even cleaned up with a fresh change of clothes, he still looks like hell. I slip my arms around his waist, and we hold each other tight for a while, but when I slide my hands up his back—he flinches—and I remember.

			“Oh my God, Mateo. I’m so sorry, I—”

			“It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. They’re healing. But that shower—with the salt?—goddamn, that was rough.”

			“Oh, I bet . . . May I?”

			“No, it’s fine—”

			“Please?”

			For a moment, he stares at me, then turns and peels up his black shirt to reveal the angry lash marks. I cover my mouth, eyes swimming with tears. “I did that to you . . .”

			He lowers his shirt and faces me. “Well, some of it. And you had to, Joy. I get that. Don’t feel guilty about it, they’ll heal.” After some thoughtful silence, he takes my hand. “Now come on, let’s go see our friends.”
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			Zee leads us down a dismal corridor, where overhead lights flicker in their silver coverings, casting shadows that dance across the gray concrete walls. “It’s not pretty, but the surgeons here are the best around. They performed extensive mods for Lord Daumier and Arianna Superior, and for members of the Clergy at Xavier M. Modifications.”

			“They escaped?”

			“No. Seraphim took them and brought them here. He and Raffai once worked together. Raffai taught him the awakening process.”

			“Seraphim . . .”

			“Yes. Do you know him?”

			“I’ve never met him, but Smudge mentioned him. He was friends with my father. Yours, too, Mateo. They once worked together, as well.”

			“Wait—what?” Mateo asks.

			Zee stops to study me. “How did you discover this?”

			“I remembered something from the MemTap in Alzanei. Must’ve been a subconscious memory. Is he human?”

			“He is an original model OAI. Though not entirely human, he’s the closest to human of all AOAIs and OAIs. And the only one of his kind to escape The Pit.”

			We continue on to a door with a small, foggy window, where Zee pushes a button. “Here we are.” A gust of air blasts down, and I shiver in the chill. “To sanitize us before going in.”

			When the air clicks off, Zee opens the door. She takes three white smocks from a hook, then hands one to me and one to Mateo. Once we’re all covered, we round the corner to find Johnny slumped in a chair beside another door.

			“She’s resting.” He drops his head to his hands, tugs at fistfuls of hair. “They just finished surgery. They asked that I wait to visit her until they’re sure she’s stable.”

			From our right approaches a young woman dressed all in white, a tan scarf attempting to cover the tattoo on her neck. She gasps when she sees Mateo’s battered face. “Oh, dear . . . you poor thing.”

			“He also has deep wounds on his back,” Zee says, “not to mention the superficial ones to other possible areas. He needs to be thoroughly examined.”

			“Please, come with me, sweetheart.” The nurse motions to Mateo.

			“Yay.” He sighs. “I’ll see you soon?” he asks me.

			“Yeah, we’ll check on you in a little bit.”

			Mateo follows the nurse down the hall, and I give Johnny a once-over, taking in the nauseating layer of filth he’s covered in. “You wanna go shower? We’ll stay here for a while.”

			At first he shakes his head, but after noticing the reddish-brown halfway up both pant legs, he gives in. “All right.” He stands with a peek at the still-closed door behind him. “How do I get there?”

			“I’ll take you,” Zee says. “Will you be all right until I return, Joy?”

			“Yes, go ahead. I’ll be right here.”

			Before they leave, I take Johnny by the arm. “Hey . . . she’ll be okay.” I pull him into me, and we squeeze each other tight.

			“They said her mind might have been wiped.” He backs away. “That she might end up a walking, brain-dead computer. She might not be Smudge anymore.” He retreats to punch a nearby wall, but with no force, as if he were tamping his own feelings down with the gesture. “Worst case scenario.”

			I stare at the ground, numbed by this grim possibility.

			“Worrying won’t help,” Zee says. “We can only wait to find out what happens, then go from there.”

			I nod in agreement, but Johnny shakes his head in painful sorrow again. To him, she’s already gone.
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			“I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Zee waves and guides Johnny around the corner, and the door clicks closed after them.

			I approach the door, behind which lies Smudge . . . Sadie . . . our friend who might never return. I give it a swift knock, and a boy of about fourteen or fifteen pokes his head out, the familiar string of letters and numbers along his neck.

			“Hello, I’m Dr. Thatcher. And you are . . . ?”

			“I’m Joy, her friend. How is she?”

			He steps out but holds the door open a few inches behind him. “Stable. The surgery was a success, but she’s not awake yet. We’re almost positive we’ve salvaged the wiped data, or at least most of it. We won’t be sure until she wakes up, though. Fortunately, they did not sever her spinal cord. The rod Raffai inserted saved her life, and we were able to repair the damage. Her body should be back to normal within days, but her mind . . .” Dr. Thatcher bows his head, then looks back up at me. “We’ll have to hope for the best.”

			“You did the repair?”

			“My team and I, yes.”

			“But you’re so . . . young.”

			“My donor was a world-renowned surgeon.”

			“Ah.”

			“Do you want to see her?”

			“Oh—can I?”

			“Yes, she’s stable.” He opens the door wider to reveal two more child doctors whispering beside a bed, while on the other side stand Star and Diego in their own quiet conversation. In the bed, with tubes in her arms and wires affixed to her head, lies my friend. When I rush over to her, the others stop talking to watch me crouch beside her. Joyful, I take her hand and cry, kissing each of her fingers, warm with life.

			“Joy?” Dr. Thatcher motions to another doctor. “This is Dr. Dallas.”

			The dark-eyed boy waves.

			“Nice to meet you,” I say.

			“And this is Dr. Caelan.” He gestures to the boy beside him, who has streaks of blue in his light brown hair. “He performed the physical surgery and Dr. Dallas assisted him. I focused on retrieving the lost mind data.”

			“Thank you so much for everything you’ve done for her.” I shake each of their hands. “When will she wake up?”

			“Should be soon.” Dr. Caelan taps something into a panel on the wall. “The anesthesia is wearing off.”

			I study Smudge’s face. She looks like the Smudge I know. Please, please let her wake up as the Smudge I know.

			I kneel beside her, lean in close. “I’m here. We’re all here—well . . . most of us. We’re safe. And Johnny will be back in a few minutes.”

			Star stands, clasps her hands behind her, and gazes lovingly at her sister’s face. “We didn’t think we’d ever see her again. She took the awakening harder than most. We think partly because of the . . . maltreatment by the humans in Alzanei. They mistreated her more than the others.”

			“Why?”

			“She was Lord Daumier’s favorite. We don’t know why, exactly, but he always wanted her around. For that reason, the Impures terrorized her more than most. They needed someone to take out their anger on. It didn’t bother her, until she was awakened.”

			Diego leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “We especially never thought she’d become friends with . . . humans.”

			The door clicks opens, and Zee comes in. “So, how’d it go?”

			Dr. Thatcher gives her the latest update, and she glances around the room.

			“Let me get a couple of extra chairs.” Dr. Caelan disappears through a doorway in the corner. After some clanking, he returns with two metal chairs, hands one to me, and Zee takes the other. We set them up next to Diego and Star and sit, and I can’t help but stare, they’re nearly identical to Smudge. There are a few slight differences, but if you didn’t know them, you wouldn’t be able to tell them apart.

			“So what were your donors like?” I ask them. “Is that where your names came from?”

			“Mine, yes,” says Diego. “Diego Luiz Santiago, Jr., a vagabond. A lonely man from a long line of bean and corn farmers from the Far South. He traveled to Bygonne when he learned of the . . . opportunity . . . to ‘live forever.’” He chuckles, shaking his head. “Guess he kind of got his wish.”

			“How is it in the Far South?”

			“Not as bad as Central Bygonne, though most of the humans had resorted to living underground because of the heat and the bad air. The damage to the sky has worsened tenfold over the past five years.”

			“I last heard the hole was a thousand miles wide. How wide is it now?”

			“Over four thousand now, with the worst area over Central Bygonne. The area surrounding the two Tree Factories is the melting pot.”

			“One Tree Factory.”

			“Right, one, now. That was you kids who blew it up?”

			“Yes. With . . . your sister’s help.”

			He drops his head to his hands. “Oh, Dios mío . . . miracles abound. The time alone in the jungle must’ve changed her.”

			“She said it did, yes.”

			Star rests back in her chair, pleased with this information. “I told you she’d come around.” She nudges her brother in the ribs.

			“You did.” He gives her a poke to her own ribs. “A smart one, you are.”

			“So . . . who will run the second Tree Factory?” I ask. “Now that Arianna Superior’s dead?”

			Star shifts in her seat. “There are . . . others . . .”

			“As vile and as hideous as her?”

			“I’m afraid so.” She stares at the floor. “Those poor children . . .”

			“The other Tree Factory is run by children, too?”

			“Yes, though it is . . . nearing the end of its allotted time frame for the Harvesting.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Lord Daumier intends to get as much as he can from Bygonne within the next two years,” says Diego. “After that, the climate will be unlivable—the air will be so bad and smoldering, the air filtration systems will not be able to filter enough of the poison out, and the titanzium will no longer withstand the immense heat.”

			“What will happen to the children in the factory?”

			“Survivors will be taken to Alzanei. If there . . . are any survivors.”

			For a moment, we sit in silence, except for the rhythmic beep of the machine attached to Smudge. My thoughts spin. How big is the other Tree Factory, and where is it located? How many children are working in it? I wonder if any trolleys run there, to sublevel bunkers, as they do in Greenleigh . . . ? Would rescuing those children be a possibility?

			“You . . . asked me about my donor,” Star says.

			“Oh, yes.” I blink out of my thoughts. “What was she like?”

			“Her name was Margaret, and she made pottery. She always wished she could step outside at night and look at the stars.”

			“Oh . . . I get it now. Star.” And we share a grin.

			The door flies open to Johnny, clean and washed up, but breathing heavy. “How is she?”

			“Stable,” I say.

			He kneels by her side, takes her hand. “What did those bastards do to her?”

			Dr. Thatcher steps forward. “They wiped her mind. Most likely, downloaded onto a liqui-drive. But the donor’s mind—like the OAI mind—can sometimes leave an imprint, a . . . fingerprint on the brain. So even if the mind is wiped, it can often be restored to near-full capacity. There may be a piece or two missing, but we have a high success rate. Most of our patients report no memory loss at all. That is . . . if the imprint was, in fact, made.”

			“What are the chances of that?” Johnny asks.

			“That depends.” Dr. Thatcher scratches his head. He’s not hopeful.

			“On what?”

			“On a lot of things. Length of time since the memory wipe occurred, age of the AOAI body, emotional attachment between donor mind and AOAI mind, etcetera.”

			“Give me a rough estimate.”

			“Fifty percent.”

			“Damn.” Johnny’s sadness crashes to the floor. He shakes his head, kisses Smudge’s fingertips. She twitches, then gasps and mumbles something, which we all crowd around to hear. Her eyes flutter open, and she squints into the light.

			“Hey,” Johnny whispers. “I’m right here. You’re safe.”

			She turns her head toward him, and the confusion on her face rips at my heart. She lifts a shaky hand, touches her neck, then reaches for him. “J-Johnny?”

			The moment she says his name, we all breathe a sigh of relief. Both Johnny and I cry and laugh at the same time. “Yep, it’s me.” And he moves aside to let me in closer. “Joy’s here, too.” He releases her hand, which I cup in both of mine.

			“Joy.” Her voice is scratchy, painful-sounding.

			Tears slip into the smile creases around my mouth.

			“How?”

			I point to Zee. “She helped us escape, and we found you in The Pit. Johnny jumped right in and waded through to get to you.”

			“He . . . did?”

			Johnny inches closer again. “Smudge, I—” He looks to me for support, and I urge him on, giving him her hand. He takes it, caresses it. “I . . . thought I might never get the chance to tell you . . . how much I love you.” And he leans forward to kiss her softly on the lips.

			“I love you . . . too . . . Johnny.” But only half of the words come out.

			Dr. Caelan clears his throat. “We repaired extensive damage to your vocal cords. You’ll be hoarse for a few days. If it can be avoided, you should try to speak as little as possible, at least for the next twenty-four hours.”

			Smudge focuses back on Johnny, who has the biggest, wet-eyed grin I’ve ever seen. She rubs his hand, and he flinches when her fingertips meet the burn she put there herself. She regards the wound, her own tears brimming as she lies back against the pillow. “I . . . did that to you. Right before I . . . killed . . .” She squeezes her eyelids closed and begins to weep.

			“Hey.” Johnny leans forward and places his hand beneath her chin, making her look up at him. “That wasn’t you. We know that. You can’t beat yourself up over this stuff; it wasn’t your fault.”

			“Johnny’s right,” I say. “We’re just happy you’re alive.”

			“Damn straight,” says Johnny.

			After a silent moment, she accepts our pardon with a nod. “Thank you for . . . saving me.”

			“It was a joint effort.” Johnny wipes his face with a sleeve. “Joy and Zee were right there, too. Then your brother and sister let us in, and these guys fixed you up.” He points to the three doctors. “You had a lot of people pulling for you.”

			“Are . . . they here?” she asks. “My brother . . . and sister?”

			Johnny and I part to allow Diego and Star space beside her.

			“Sister.” Star crouches by her bedside. “We weren’t sure if we’d ever see you again.”

			Diego brushes her cheek with a thumb. “We’re so glad you’re okay.”

			“Thank you.” Smudge smiles, but it’s weighted with turmoil.

			“Who did this to you?” Star asks. “Was it Lord Daumier?”

			Smudge shakes her head, lowering her gaze.

			“His Clergymen?” asks Diego. “The people?”

			“No.”

			“Then who?” I ask.

			“I did.”

			“You—?”

			Johnny squeezes in beside her again. “What—why would you do that? You have so many people who love you!”

			“After Arianna Superior . . . relinquished . . . control of my Nirvonic System—”

			“I thought Raffai removed the connection,” I say. “How did she do that?”

			“Someone must’ve . . . implanted a device . . . without my realizing it.”

			After a moment’s consideration, a face pops into my mind. “I know who it was. Did Doctor Sullivan ever do one of those special OAI blood tests you talked about?”

			“Yes . . . a few days . . . after we arrived.”

			“Then it was her. I saw her in Alzanei. She thought I didn’t have my memory, but I’d regained it by then. It must’ve been her.”

			“He was going to . . . turn me back . . . take complete control. And he had plans to make me . . . hurt you. I couldn’t . . . let that happen. Not to mention . . . I have too many precious memories . . . too many secrets . . . I programmed the memory wipe . . . for one minute after I . . . ended my life.”

			“Well”—Dr. Thatcher claps his hands once—“it’s a good thing Raffai implanted that rod in your neck when he reprogrammed your Nirvonic System. It saved your life.”

			Smudge peers up at him, confused.

			“He does it to all of us. He kept a lot of his doings to himself. I guess he didn’t want every secret known.”

			When the secrets are revealed, you will see the way the magic works. My mother’s words cycle through my head, mixing with the truth. Maybe Raffai thought they’d have a better chance at life if they kept a few secrets.

			Yes. Zee’s voice enters my mind. When the secrets are revealed . . .
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			Johnny rubs Smudge’s hand, and in seconds, her breathing has slowed to the rhythmic hush of sleep.

			“She’ll need a lot of rest for the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours,” says Dr. Dallas. “Her body is regenerating. She sustained a substantial amount of blood loss. Star gave some of her own blood, but it will still take time to fully replenish.”

			“You got an extra cot, Doc?” Johnny removes Old Jonesy’s hat and places it on the bedside table. “I’ll crash in here, if that’s all right. It ain’t night yet, but I’m exhausted. Those bastards didn’t let us sleep.”

			“Serna told me about that,” I say.

			Dr. Dallas opens a storage closet in the side room, takes out a thin, folded metal cot with a flimsy mattress, and unfolds it beside us. “It’s not the most comfortable thing, but we can give you some herbs to help you sleep, if you want.”

			“I’ll be fine as long as I’m with my girl.” Johnny slides the cot up next to Smudge’s bed and plops down onto it, stirring up a cloud of dust.

			“We’ll check on Mateo and Emerson first, then head back.” I pat Johnny’s shoulder. “Get some rest.”

			“You, too.” He salutes me with a wink.

			“We’ll go for a stroll to give you some privacy,” Diego says, and takes Star by the arm. “We’ll come back in a bit.”

			“Appreciate it.” Johnny yawns, stretching out his limbs.

			“Oh, and hey . . .” I stop, turn back toward him.

			He peers up at me from his cot.

			“Cheyenne was right.”

			At first, he stares off at nothing, lost in his thoughts. Then he’s grinning, misty-eyed. “She sure was.”

			“If she hadn’t sacrificed herself, that thing would’ve swallowed you both—”

			“And I wouldn’t have been there for Smudge. I’ll be damned.”

			I pat his shoulder. “Maybe the Universe does have a plan.”

			“It appears that way, doesn’t it?”

			“It does.”

			And now I understand why she was at peace.

			I wave to the three doctors. “Thanks again, for everything.”

			“Of course,” says Dr. Thatcher. “And we’ll see you all tomorrow for your FHTs.”

			With that, Zee and I, followed by Star and Diego, exit the small room.

			“Emerson is in number six,” Diego says, “and Mateo’s in four.”

			“Got it, thank you,” I say. “Enjoy your stroll.”

			“We’ll show you around tomorrow and introduce you to Seraphim,” says Star.

			“Sounds great.” At his name, my stomach flip-flops, though. I’m both excited and nervous to meet the man who my father’s secrets were revealed to—at least a few of them.

			They wave back and exit into the corridor, while Zee and I continue on until we get to room number four. Through the door’s rectangular glass, I find Mateo wrapped up in a big, white bandage, asleep. The nurse we spoke to earlier adjusts the machines by his bed. She sees us and comes to the door, opens it a crack. “He’s all fixed up, but the pain killers made him sleepy. I think he needed the rest.”

			“He did,” I say. “When he wakes up, could you tell him we’ll be back? Our sleep schedules are messed up, though, so . . . I’m not sure when that will be. Could be the middle of the night.”

			“Yes, I sure will.”

			“Thanks.”

			She lets the door close, and Zee and I move on to room number six. But when we peer through the glass, we find it empty.

			“I took your other friend back to the sleeping quarters already,” says the nurse, having peeked back out into the hallway.

			“How is he?”

			“Fine. With the Full Health Treatment, they both should be as good as new in a few days.”

			“Thank you so much.”

			“You’re very welcome. You two get some sleep, you look exhausted.”

			“Will do,” Zee says. “Have a great night.”

			“Thank you.”

			Zee and I exit the room and stroll down the long, dim, gray corridor.

			“You don’t sleep, do you?” I ask.

			“No, but I enjoy keeping some of my own secrets.” She winks. “It’s easy to do since both my appearance has changed and my serial number is gone.”

			“Speaking of secrets—why did you repeat my thoughts back there, when I was talking about secrets being revealed? How many of my thoughts can you read? You told me you could only hear what I wanted you to, but I don’t believe that.”

			“That’s not important.” Zee waves a dismissive hand. “And I . . . liked the way it sounded, so I repeated it.”

			“Okay . . . but . . . yeah, it is kind of important—”

			“I can disconnect it, if you want. But I assure you, Joy, I have not a single judgment in my heart against you. You’re pure of heart, strong of spirit, and sound of mind . . .Which is why Lord Daumier wanted to make you his, to control you. You’re flawed, of course, but aren’t we all?”

			“That’s the reason? That seems silly. There are plenty of good people out there, I realize that now.”

			“Well, yes . . . you’re right. But he’s also after your bloodline: Zephyr the Magnificent.” In her words, a thousand secrets wait to be revealed.

			I narrow my eyes at her. “You know so much about me, but there’s so much I don’t know about you.”

			“There is much to learn about me . . . in time. Right now, though, you need rest.”

			This, I can’t argue with.

			When we return to the shared room where everyone’s sleeping, Baby Lou’s in the same position I placed her, with Serna fast asleep in another cot beside her. I squeeze into the warm cot with Baby Lou, run my fingers through her curls, and I can’t wait to bathe her, to get her all nice and clean tomorrow. Then we can go explore this wonderful place. I close my eyes and lie there for a few minutes, relaxing, but my mind won’t shut off. I glance over at Zee. Her gaze is trained on my daddy’s magic bag in the corner.

			“Curious?” I whisper, startling her.

			“Oh . . . a little, I suppose.”

			I sit up and swing my legs over the side of the cot. “Well, I want to dig through it, too, and I can’t sleep anyway. We can go through it together.” And I tiptoe to the corner, grab the familiar, worn handles, then sit on the edge of Zee’s cot. She straightens next to me, obviously nervous, though I’m not sure why.

			“Where’d you find my boots?” I ask.

			“In the lab beneath the Monastery, where I went to collect items and information needed for creating the OAI program for the revolt. The operating room for most of Alzanei is down there, along with a secret Soul Room where Lord Daumier keeps . . . special cases. There, a lot of tests are run on new prototypes and—” She stops, bows her head. “I’m sorry, I’m rambling.”

			“It’s okay.” I giggle. “So . . . why were my boots down there?”

			“They took you down there for the initial MemTap. And that’s where they changed your clothes and . . . Lord Daumier had his first . . . session with you. The boots were in the corner of the room.”

			“His first . . . session?”

			“Do you want me to tell—?”

			“No. I know enough.”

			“I agree.”

			“How did you know the boots were mine?”

			“You were wearing them when you first arrived. That’s when I recognized you, and I volunteered.”

			“I’m so grateful you did. I don’t even want to imagine what would’ve happened if you hadn’t.”

			Upon opening the bag, I inhale the stale familiarity of its contents. Home. That’s what those smells mean to me. I’m home now. I remove the branch of Dahli, Aby’s scarf and her mother’s dress, my parent’s clothes, and I set them aside. I remove the three rings strung along a chain, and slide my parents’ plain gold bands onto my ring finger. “These two were my parents’,” I say. My daddy’s is loose, but my mother’s fits perfectly. If we stay here for a while, I might start wearing it. “And this one, a friend from Zentao gave me.” I show her Mr. Tanner’s wife’s scuffed gold ring, now noticing the scratches most likely from the rock crevice where it was hidden.

			“May I?” Zee asks.

			“Sure.” I take the rings off and hand them to her. A sadness sits within her soft gaze as she traces each band with her fingertips.

			“And these”—I take out my daddy’s work gloves, set them down between Zee and myself on the cot—“my father wore for years at the Tree Factory. I wore them, too, for a while.”

			Zee examines the gloves, nodding in recognition.

			“Did you ever see him wearing them? Your donor, I mean.”

			“Yes.”

			Deeper in the bag, amid various magic trick stuff, something is unearthed that makes my heart swell. Millie. I take her out, along with my daddy’s lucky deck of cards with the missing Ace of Spades, and hug them both. That I still have these precious items after everything I’ve been through is astonishing and unbelievable.

			“Thank you,” I say, “for helping me get my stuff back. You have no idea how much this means to me.” And I look up to find her sobbing softly into her palms. “Why are you crying?”

			She reaches with a shaky hand.

			“Do you want to see her?” I hold Millie out to her.

			“May I?” She collects Millie into her hands, inspects every inch of the hand-sewn animal.

			“My mother made her.”

			“I know.”

			“Your donor saw it?”

			“Yes.” Trembling, she places Millie back into my hands, drawing in deep breaths to stave off her tears, while I lay the animal where she belongs, next to my Baby Lou. I pick up the deck of cards. “And this is my daddy’s lucky—”

			“I know what it is.” She clamps her eyelids shut against a pain too great to bear.

			Something inside me awakens, though I can’t quite place what it is. Why would she be so upset over these items? “How do you know? Please, tell me.”

			Zee reaches into her camisole beneath her shirt and, after a second’s hesitation, swipes tears from her cheeks and hands me something. An Ace of Spades. The Ace of Spades from my daddy’s lucky deck, the card that’s been missing ever since I can remember. My body goes numb while thoughts spin around each other in a whirlwind of confusion.

			“Why . . . why do you have this? Where did you get it?”

			“Seraphim. He gave it to me last night. For good luck. He was given it as a gift a long time ago.”

			“Why would he give it to you?”

			“He said . . . if anyone needed the spirit of Zephyr the Magnificent today . . . it was me.”

			The pain harbored in her face triggers a sudden realization. I gasp. “Zee, your donor . . . was she—?”

			She smiles through her tears.

			“My mother . . .”

			We fall into one another in a sobbing heap, and hold each other tight. Everything makes sense now, and I chuckle through my sobs. “I get it. Z for—”

			“Zephyr.”

			We sway in each other’s arms, and cry some more, amazed and joyful. I push back to see her face—the face of the girl who carries my mother’s soul, the one who still looks so much like my once-dearest friend, my sister, Aby. I kiss her cheek, squeeze her again, in absolute awe of the miraculous, magical inner-workings of the Universe.

			“I’m so sorry,” she says. “I didn’t want to tell you until the time was right.”

			“That’s okay. I’ve heard that one before.”

			“Oh?”

			“Smudge had her own secrets she revealed when we got to Zentao. Her donor was—” I stop, awkward with what I’m about to say. “Well, she was my daddy’s lover, after my mother died.”

			Zee chuckles. “Wow. How ironic.”

			“Is that weird for you?”

			“No. I understand. And so would Aura, I think. Your mother was a great woman, and she loved you both very much. She’d want nothing more than for the two of you to be happy.”

			“So that’s why you recognized me when I came, and why you volunteered.”

			“Yes. And that’s when I made my decision.”

			“Decision?”

			“To face my fears. To fight them. And to be free. And to help you do the same. Everything happened exactly as it should have. If I hadn’t been afraid, I would’ve left, then I wouldn’t have been there for you. I may have never found you. I’ve learned . . . fear does sometimes have its place in the grand scheme of things. If we let it, the Universe can make right from wrong, light from darkness, life from death.”

			“I agree. I’ve seen the same thing over the past few weeks since we . . . since the explosion.”

			“You have overcome so much.”

			“And we aren’t finished yet,” I say.

			“Are we ever? Together, we can do so much. I hope to make up for the time stolen from you and your mother. It’s not the same, but—”

			“It’s incredible. Honestly, I couldn’t have asked for more. Well . . . not much more, anyway.”

			“We will get them back, I promise you. Tomorrow, Star, Diego, and I will take you to meet Seraphim, and together, we’ll plan our attack. We don’t have much time. Lord Daumier’s scientists will soon perfect the prototype for mind fusion, and . . . we should strike before that happens.”

			“Mind fusion?”

			“Before, when a donor mind map was imprinted into a yet-to-be-developed brain, the Nirvonic System allowed two minds to coexist in the same brain, because one of them—the donor’s mind—was only responsible for rudimentary tasks. Sort of like a background operating system for a computer. This is why the adjustment period can be so difficult for OAIs who have been awakened; the protective wall between the two minds is removed, allowing both the same amount of freedom and control—to an extent. Some cannot take it at first, but after a while, we all adjust, almost like two individuals sharing the same body. This adjustment eventually comes easier because the two minds were aware of each other from pre-infancy.” Zee takes a deep breath, clasps her hands in her lap, and stares at them for a moment before continuing.

			“Now, imagine a full-grown human whose mind has already formed, with the grooves in the brain already set from years and years of learning and developing. Then, imagine imprinting a donor mind onto this already-formed brain. This is mind fusion. Lord Daumier wishes to fuse his mind with . . . a donor mind.”

			“Why hasn’t he already?”

			“During trial periods, the process has caused many deaths; it is too much for the mind when imprinted all at once. So they’ve discovered it works better if done incrementally.”

			“But why would he want to do that? Why would he even care?”

			Zee looks away.

			“What?”

			She turns back, but avoids my stare. “There is . . . one specific mind—a very special mind—he wishes to fuse with his own.”

			“Whose?”

			“To harness the mighty powers of magic . . . to tap into the secrets that could help find the other two Seeker’s Keys . . . he wishes to become Zephyr the Magnificent.”

			“Absolutely not! We can’t let that happen.”

			“That’s why I said ‘attack.’ And for more reasons than that. The fall of Alzanei has already been abuzz in the Refuge for months. The longer we AOAIs remain awakened, the more human-like, human-thinking, human-feeling we become, and the more we see how wrong all of this is. Of course, we can’t undo what has already been done. But we can fight for a better future for man—and machine—kind.”

			We sit in silence, contemplating it all, and my mind spins a web through my past until it stops on my mother. I flash Zee a half-smile, and she returns it.

			“There’s something else I want to share with you, Joy, but I want you to be prepared before I do it. I don’t want to scare you.”

			At her words, my heart beats faster. “Okay . . . ?”

			“You know how I can control your body, your speech?”

			“Y-yes?”

			“I can control all of your senses, make you smell, feel, and . . . see things. I haven’t done it yet. I almost did when you were with Lord Daumier, but . . . I didn’t want to risk it. Your fear was important to keep you alive then. It could’ve . . . never mind . . .”

			“What are you saying? You can alter my vision?”

			“Yes.”

			“How?”

			“The how is too complicated to explain. Nor is it important.”

			“What sorts of things can you make me see?”

			“Well . . . let me show you.”

			She takes my hand while my heart pounds, and her face fades, a blur into the shadows. In her place emerges a face I’ve tried so hard to remember my whole childhood. With long, brown hair and thin lips, that perfect mole atop the right corner. Hazel eyes, long lashes, and high cheekbones . . . She smiles, tossing a wave of dark brown hair over her shoulder.

			“Momma?”

			She opens her arms, and I dive into them.

			“I love you so much, Joy.” My mother’s voice—a divine ignition of love and life, which melts down into my heart. The warmth burns away the icy agony of her loss, the darkness she left behind, the memory of a thousand miseries. All of it’s gone now, safe in her arms, a place I never thought I would be again. Yet, here I am.

			My life has been a tragedy, but so sweet, with magic all around us. It’s happening every moment. I’ve lost so much, but what I’ve gained is more. How could we not trust that, in the end, everything will turn out all right? Our lives are nothing short of miracles. We’ve made it this far, and we’ll make it even further.

			“I’m so sorry”—I weep in her arms—“I’ve been mad at you for so long . . . I’ve thought horrible, awful things about you. But I think I was just so . . . angry at you . . . for . . . for leaving me, even though it wasn’t your fault—”

			“Shh . . .” She pats my back, then brushes my hair away from my eyes. “It’s okay. I understand. And I forgive you. I’m so proud of you, Joy. Always have been, always will be. And you know what?”

			I peer up into my mother’s eyes.

			“I was wrong. There is a happy ending after all . . . and it’s just another beginning, like your father always said. He was right about so much . . .”

			With her words, I reach into his bag, retrieving the scrap metal bracelet I made for her so many years ago. I slide it onto her wrist, a perfect fit. “Where it belongs,” I say.

			Then she sings that song my heart and soul remember so well, and hums the part she always forgets. “Someday I’ll learn the rest of the words,” she whispers.

			And I fall asleep.
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			“Ma-ma?”

			I awaken to my Baby Lou snuggled against my chest with Millie. “Hello, Baby.” I yawn, then sit up with a gasp, remembering the face and embrace of my mother. I find Zee gazing up from the floor beside us, bracelet still around her wrist. I smile wide, but it turns into another yawn.

			“It’s not quite morning yet.” She has her own toothy grin.

			“What time is it?”

			“Four a.m. You’ve all been asleep for a while.”

			I lie back down in silence, staring up at the cracked, grey ceiling. Last night—seeing my mother—it wasn’t real, but it sure seemed so. “Thank you,” I say. “You made an impossible dream come true.”

			“You’re welcome, Joy. I hope you realize it would be mentally and emotionally . . . damaging . . . to do that more than once.”

			“I understand. I’m grateful for that moment, and I couldn’t ask for anything more.”

			“Eee?” says Baby Lou.

			I kiss her. “You hungry? Wanna eat? And later, Momma will give you a nice bath.”

			“I can get her something from the kitchen.” Zee stands, stretches.

			“Doesn’t the time go by much slower when you don’t sleep?”

			“No. I have ways of keeping myself entertained.”

			Yawning, I sit up in the cot and lay Baby Lou down in front of me. “You’ll have to tell me about that sometime.”

			“Okay, sure.” She smiles.

			“Let me get her diaper changed, and we’ll come with you.”

			“Oh, that’s unnecessary, Joy—”

			“I want to, I’m curious. This place is remarkable.”

			“It is that. The Old World may have destroyed a precious piece of the Earth, but they were also brilliant at creating marvelous things.”

			“Yeah. Smart of them to bury this place to keep it intact.”

			“Yes, it was.”

			Once I get Baby Lou’s fresh diaper tied up, I hand her off to Zee, slip on my boots and, after a nice yawn and good stretch of my sore body, take Baby into my arms once again. “We’ll have to get you a new sling.” The grim vision of its last use flashes through my mind.

			“You can let her down here, Joy. It’s safe,” says Zee. “And I’m sure she’ll enjoy the freedom.”

			After a brief moment of hesitation, I decide she’s right. I kiss Baby Lou again, nuzzle her soft cheek. “Would you like to walk?”

			“Wak?”

			I stoop and set her on her feet, giving her my fingers to steady herself. She grips them, whimpering up at me.

			“It’s okay, sweetheart. Momma’s right here.”

			“Are you ready to go eat, Miss Baby Lou?” Zee asks.

			“Eee, eee.” She bounces, teeny curls bobbing.

			“And I’ll need to bathe her a little later,” I say. “She’s filthy.”

			“Sure, whenever you want.” Zee leads us out of the dorm room, and I sneak a peek over at the boy’s side where Emerson, Pedro, Tristan, and the rest, snooze. After scanning the row of beds twice, I don’t find Mateo.

			“After we go to the kitchen, let’s check on Smudge and Mateo first.”

			“We can do that, though they may still be asleep. I understand you wanting to see them though . . .” And she looks away.

			“Zee, what is it?”

			“Oh, it’s nothing.”

			“You know I can call your bluff. Tell me.”

			We pass by the medical wing corridor and the lobby seating area where, beneath the same palm tree, Chuck leans against a wall with one foot propped up. He sips at a steaming beverage, sets it onto the table beside him, then puts his instrument to his lips.

			“Morning, Chuck,” says Zee.

			He waves with a wink.

			“Tell me,” I coax. “What’s on your mind?”

			At Baby Lou’s toddle-speed, we approach the Ferris wheel—now still and empty—and I find early morning stars beyond the overhead mini domes.

			Zee sighs. “Okay, so . . . after I implanted my device into you—the one that allows us to telespeak?—I discovered a . . . cross-transmittal . . . A similar device had already been implanted into you.”

			I stop and stare, confused. “Lord Daumier—?”

			“No. This was nothing he did. It was an older-model device. And it was hibernating.”

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“Whoever implanted the device into you is not currently running the program. It was no longer in use.”

			“That’s . . . strange . . .”

			“Are you aware of anyone who might’ve implanted it?”

			“No clue. Unless it was the Superiors or something . . . but there was never any evidence they did. At least I don’t . . . think there was.”

			Zee points past the roller coaster to the building’s end, where a glass elevator leads up to a low-lit, open room, set back away from the balcony. “Seraphim’s up in the observation deck already,” she says. “I’ll take you there after we check on your friends. I think you’ll love it. And he’s eager to meet you.”

			“I’m excited to meet him, too.”

			We turn down a short corridor, and a bright light pours out from an open doorway ahead. An earthy, rich aroma fills the air.

			“What is—?”

			“Coffee.” Zee inhales, rising to her tiptoes for a moment.

			“It smells amazing.”

			“It is amazing.” She gives me a nudge.

			When we get to the dining room, I’m reminded of Zentao’s common area. Tables and chairs, colors, flowers, wall pictures, and curious, edible fragrances beckon us inside.

			“Where does the food come from?” I ask.

			“We have a series of underground greenhouses that use the same mirrored lighting as the jungle. Coffee and soy beans, rice, corn, potatoes, and other crops not native to this area are now grown beneath the dead Earth, thanks to AOAI programming. It has taken a few years, but they’ve finally perfected farming suitable for each.”

			“Sounds great. So, we can stay here? We’ll be safe? Fed?”

			“For now. But there is a larger objective ahead.”

			“The fall of Alzanei, right? Will there be enough room here for the refugees?”

			“Maybe. But we’ve yet to work out the details. The most important thing is locating all three of the Seeker’s Keys.”

			“Well, we have the location of two of them. We just have to figure out how to get them. Any idea where the third might be?”

			“Greenleigh. But where in Greenleigh? Not a clue.”

			“How will we find it, then?”

			“Joy . . . we’ve all come together in this way for a reason. None of us has the whole answer; we are each a piece of the puzzle, and each carries a clue to solve the mystery. And we will, but it’ll take time.”

			“And further explanation, because I’m so confused right now.”

			“Here, have a seat.” Zee pulls out a chair, and I sit down, lifting Baby Lou into my lap. “You’ll understand everything soon enough. Now, hang on for a couple minutes. I’m going to get you two some beetsauce and bread from the kitchen. And I’ll get her soy milk. She’ll love that.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Oh, and coffee!” Zee claps her hands and hops. “You’re in for a treat.”

			I giggle at her excitement. “I can’t wait to try it.”

			She disappears into a back room and I realize now: some of who Zee was in Alzanei wasn’t an act. I think I like that. Even though she was playing a part, she was still . . . herself.

			Baby Lou reaches for a vase of flowers in the table’s center. I touch one and find it’s silk. My mother once had a bundle of silk flowers that belonged to my grandmother. I pull out a large white one—a daisy, I think—and hand it to Baby Lou, who puts it up to her mouth.

			I take the flower back and stick it into the vase. “No, Baby, it’s not for eating.”

			“Eee eee!” She yanks the tablecloth and spills everything over. At least there’s no water in it.

			Zee soon returns with a tray filled with various items, which she sets down in front of us. She slides a bowl of purple mush toward us. “This is beetsauce. It’s delightful. I brought extra in case you wanted to share it with her. And this”—she points to two steaming cups—“is coffee. It’ll wake you right up. I added soy milk, along with three cubes of sugar. That’s how I drink it. There’s soy milk in her bottle as well.”

			“Wow, thank you. This is perfect.”

			“Careful with the coffee, though; it’s a little hot.”

			I sip the coffee, bringing earthy, sweet, and slightly bitter to my mouth all at once. A strange flavor, for sure, but I like it, and after about half of it I am more awake and alert. Zee sips her cup, too, and we sit in silence, with Baby Lou and I trading bites of beetsauce and bread. Zee appears to drift off into her thoughts, and I trace the stitching on the base of my neck, drifting off into my own.

			After Baby and I have eaten all we can, Zee finishes off the bite of bread and few spoonfuls of beetsauce left. “That should hold me over for a couple of days.” She dabs a cloth napkin at her lips. “Now let me get these dishes back to the kitchen, then we’ll go visit your friends.”

			“Zee, wait . . .” I touch the stitching on my neck again. “What about—?”

			“Don’t worry. I’ve blocked transmission of the Nirvonic System.”

			“I know, but can’t they . . . unblock it?”

			She considers this for a long moment before answering. “There is a very, very slight chance they may be able to. But worrying over it is neither necessary nor helpful. I’m monitoring you, and if I notice any strange behavior, I’ll take action.”

			“Any way to remove it? Can Seraphim—?”

			“No. Since Raffai began awakening OAIs . . . Lord Daumier’s scientists have been hard at work on an upgrade to the Nirvonic System. Unfortunately . . . they have achieved this.”

			“So, I have an upgraded version . . . The nurse said that . . .”

			“Yes, I’m afraid so. The procedure is riskier now, even for highly trained OAIs. Once inserted, it biologically meshes with the brain and becomes . . . a part of you. So removing it would be like cutting out a piece of your brain.”

			 [image: divider] 

			As long as Lord Daumier is alive, I’ll never really be free, no matter where I am. They’ll advance their technology enough to take control of my brain, then, it could be me who hurts the people I love the most. Like Smudge did to Ms. Ruby under Arianna Superior’s control. Now that I’m awake, well-rested, and clear-headed, the reality of our escape has set in. We may be away from Alzanei, but we’re not out of danger. We still aren’t free.

			With Baby Lou toddling at my side, we follow Zee down the corridor to the medical wing.

			Joy? Are you there? Mateo asks in my mind.

			Yeah, I’m with Zee and Baby Lou. We’re on our way to visit you and Smudge.

			I’m not there; I came to the dorms to find you. Must’ve just missed you somehow. Probably when I went to the washroom.

			That’s okay. After Zee introduces me to Seraphim, we’ll head back. How are you?

			Much better. The treatment here is outstanding.

			That’s great; I’m so glad. I’m so sorry I hurt you—

			You saved my life, Joy, so stop apologizing. Please.

			Okay, I’m . . . Okay.

			All right, see you soon.

			In the medical wing, we find Smudge’s door propped open, with Smudge lying in her bed, chatting quietly to Johnny.

			“We’re not interrupting, are we?” I ask.

			“Not at all,” says Johnny.

			Smudge waves.

			“Hey, how are you doing?” I approach her bedside.

			“Much better. The doctors here . . . are the best.” Her voice is still hoarse, but sounds the slightest bit better.

			“Mateo said the same thing,” I say. “And I agree. I can’t even believe you were . . . dead . . . less than twenty-four hours ago. And now you’re sitting here talking to me.”

			“I can’t believe it, either. I thought I’d never see any of you again.” She studies Zee next to me.

			“Oh, this is Zee—”

			“I remember. You introduced me to her last night.”

			“She just shared with me last night that her donor was . . . my mother.”

			Both Johnny and Smudge gape in disbelief. Johnny drops onto his cot. “Wow, how intense is this?”

			Smudge smiles, teary-eyed. Mine soon follow, and I take her hand, then notice Zee’s in tears, too. I motion for her to join us, and the three of us embrace one another, a heartfelt celebration of this bittersweet victory.

			Johnny wipes wetness from his face, too. “Man, this is pretty damn awesome.”

			“Isn’t it?” I laugh.

			“I remember you,” Zee whispers. “He was quite fond of you.”

			“He was,” Smudge says. “And I’m sorry, I . . . do not remember you.”

			“I had extensive modifications when—never mind, it’s a long story. That’s fine. You know me now.”

			“How long was she under . . . the first time?” Smudge asks Zee.

			“Six months straight. What about yours?”

			“Four, but he didn’t find anything, did he?” And Smudge chuckles.

			“No.” Zee joins her with a giggle. “He sure didn’t. Richard was smart; he knew.”

			“Yes, he did. And yes, he was.”

			“What are you two talking about?” I ask.

			The two AOAIs exchange non-verbal cues, then Zee begins. “Once Lord Daum—”

			“Look”—Johnny holds a hand out—“I’m getting sick of hearing this asshole’s name. Can we just call him Mister Ugly, or—or Lord Dumbass, or something?”

			Everyone cracks up. When the laughter has died down, Zee continues. “When Lord Ugly—”

			Johnny gives a nod and a thumbs-up.

			“—first transferred our donor minds to human bodies, he placed them into extensive MemTap programs to unearth any information that might’ve been useful. Eventually, though, Lord D—er . . . Lord Ugly”—Zee giggles—“discovered that Richard had never told them anything about the Keys, at which point, he made them into servants of his instead. That seemed to make up for it. Somewhat, at least.”

			“So let me get this straight,” says Johnny. “Both of your donors—Joy’s mother, and her father’s lover—have been used for two OAI minds? Transferred, then re-transferred . . . because . . . why, again?”

			“Sometimes select minds are chosen to be re-transferred into upgraded OAIs,” says Zee.

			“This is all so damn confusing. But amazing, too.” And he swoops down to steal a kiss from Smudge. “Crazy how it’s all worked out.”

			“I don’t understand why he would risk having you so close to me,” I tell Zee. “If he knew your donor was my mother, it seems careless that he’d choose you.”

			“And how did he not know you were awake?” Johnny adds.

			Zee clears her throat. “Well, first, the technology here in the Refuge surpasses that of Alzanei. Not by much, but enough for now. Seraphim has some programs that assist the AOAIs who wish to remain in Alzanei. It enables them to pass the Scan so they don’t end up in The Pit.”

			“The Scan?” I repeat.

			“That’s how they find the AOAIs. The ones who refuse Seraphim’s implant. Anyway, and I also convinced him that knowing more about your background would help me . . . manipulate you.”

			“And you were actually manipulating him by saying so.” I laugh again. “That’s something my mother would do.”

			She winks. “Yes, it is.”

			Baby Lou squirms and whines in my arms, impatient with what’s going on.

			“Hi there, Miss Baby Lou.” Smudge tickles Baby’s toes, and Baby Lou babbles back to her.

			“I suppose we have a lot to talk about,” Zee says.

			“I suppose we do.” Smudge grins again.

			“Well, if you’re strong enough,” I say, “maybe you and Johnny’d want to come to the observation deck to see Seraphim with us . . . ?” I spot a wheeled chair in the corner and point to it. “We can push you in that.”

			Smudge considers this for a moment, then nods. “Yes, I would . . . love that.” Then she takes Johnny’s hand. “Do you want to go?”

			“Well, if you’re going, then, hell yes. I go where you go.” And he kisses her hand.

			“I’m really glad you . . . found me. I had lost . . . faith . . .” She looks up at Zee. “If it weren’t for you, I’d be gone, and . . . they’d all be suffering. Thank you so much for everything you did . . . to help them.”

			“Of course,” Zee says. “They saved me, too.”

			“Believe me, I understand that. They are a . . . remarkable group of humans.”

			“That they are.”

			After a long moment of silence, Smudge speaks again. “You’ve all told me I should not feel . . . guilty about what Arianna Superior made me do . . . to Ms. Ruby . . . but that is very difficult. Ms. Ruby was a great woman . . . kind, loving, selfless . . . Arianna knew how much Lord Daumier wanted to have me back . . . as well as lay claim to the rest of you, for various reasons. She knew you . . . trusted me. She . . . used me to get you.”

			“Smudge,” I say and lean closer. “The Queen assisted in our escape.”

			She perks up, eyes alight, yet confused. “She did?”

			“She worked with Zee. Told Arianna Superior the exact time of the wedding so she’d show up and create a diversion. Then Queen Nataniah speared her, and she dropped into the chasm, dead. The Queen avenged her sister’s death, and Aby’s . . . and Raffai’s.”

			Smudge takes in a deep breath in contemplation. “I never would’ve expected . . .”

			“Me, neither. Must’ve been what Ms. Ruby said before she died. She asked her to help us.”

			“Hang on,” Johnny says, “I thought Arianna knew this was all gonna happen. Isn’t that why she turned us over in the first place?”

			“No,” says Zee. “She was lied to. Lord . . . Ugly told her he’d generously reward both her and the Queen, that there’d be a ceremony shortly following. Arianna believed that the ceremony would be for her, that he’d marry her, make her Head Saint of Alzanei. She believed it would happen because she’d catered to his every whim for years, ever since she was young, one of his pets, along with Mona Superior.”

			“You mean, locked up in those glass cages?” I ask.

			“Yes,” Smudge says. “And Emmanuel was his martyr.”

			“You mean the boy in chains?”

			“Yes.”

			“You knew that . . . why didn’t you say anything?”

			“It was . . . too difficult to explain all of that to you in the short time we were in Zentao. You already had . . . so much on your mind.”

			“A few years after Arianna gave birth to Daumier’s son, Diaz,” Zee says, “he devised a plan to take over the rest of Bygonne, starting with the Tree Factory of Greenleigh. He sent Arianna and Diaz, then later, Mona and Emmanuel. Arianna’s been trying ever since to get back into his Monastery for good.”

			I plop down next to Johnny on his cot, blown away by this news. “Oh, wow . . . Diaz was his son . . .”

			“Now I see why they were the way they were,” says Johnny. “Did you say . . . locked in glass cages?”

			“Yes. He did the same thing to Pia, Chloe, and Raven.”

			Johnny punches his palm. “I’m gonna rip him a new one.”

			Every single piece of my past slams into place, a crushing realization. It was all him—Lord Daumier. The Superiors’ evilness, the mass murders and suicides, the “ultimate sacrifices,” the air and ozone in Bygonne getting worse instead of better, the people fleeing Zentao because of the flood. My brothers’ and sisters’ capture, death to so many I’ve loved . . . the theft of my unborn son. Everything . . . all due to the perverse depravity, greed, and malice of Lord Daumier. Never thought I’d have an ounce of compassion for any of those foul souls—the Superiors . . . but now that I’ve witnessed the abuse firsthand, I can see how they became so vile, so erased, so empty . . . heartless. Soulless. Their souls had been taken by Lord Daumier.

			Still, I don’t feel guilty for killing three of them, and I certainly don’t feel bad about Arianna spiraling into the chasm to her death with a spear to the chest.

			“He knew it was us who blew up the Tree Factory,” I say. “He knew I killed his son.”

			“Yes,” Zee says, “but he cared nothing for his son. In fact . . . I believe this may have intrigued him more. The more power you have, the more he wants to have power over you. That’s how he operates.”

			“I don’t get it,” says Johnny. “Why would Arianna want to marry him? Why would any of them want anything to do with that asshole after the way he treated them? Doesn’t compute.”

			“Stockholm syndrome,” Smudge says. “Prisoners can feel . . . loyalty toward and dependence upon their captors. Easiest way to explain it.”

			“Well, that’s just sick.”

			Baby Lou pushes to get out of my arms. “Wak,” she cries. “Wak!”

			“I think she wants to take a walk,” I say.

			“Why don’t we get going, then?” Zee suggests.

			“Sounds good.” I nod. “I need to process all of this. And I’m ready to meet Seraphim.”
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			Baby Lou toddles ahead next to Zee, while Johnny pushes Smudge in the wheeled chair. I stride alongside them, and gaze at Smudge’s profile, the missing tattoo, covered up by the skin Zee fused there to save her life. A symbol of her starting over anew.

			She catches me staring. “What is it?”

			“Your tattoo’s gone. Guess that means you’re one of us now.”

			She grins. “I guess it does.”

			“You get a fresh start,” Johnny says. “We all do. How cool is that?”

			But I’m unable to ignore the reality of my situation. “Well, not all of us,” I say. “Not quite.”

			“What do you mean, sis?”

			I explain about the Nirvonic System, and about Zee’s having blocked its transmission. “How long it’ll last is questionable, though.”

			“Damn, that’s no good,” says Johnny.

			“No, it’s not. And Zee discovered something else unusual. When she implanted the device that allows us to speak telepathically to each other—”

			Johnny jerks his head toward me. “Whoa, no way!”

			I nod. “That’s how we communicated while in Alzanei without anyone knowing our plans, or that Zee was on our side.”

			“That’s awesome! So stealthy . . .”

			“It has other uses, too, but I won’t go into those right now. Anyway, when Zee programmed the device, she found another device had already been implanted by someone else, though it’s not in use anymore. How weird is that? I have no idea—”

			Smudge peers up at me, face blanched white, then straight ahead again.

			“Smudge, what?”

			Silent. She glances at me, guilt simmering in her.

			“Hold on, was it . . . you?” I halt beneath the Ferris wheel. “Zee, wait.”

			Zee pulls up short and hoists Baby Lou onto her hip. Johnny stops pushing, and I take two steps back to face Smudge. “Was it you?”

			Smudge swallows hard. “Yes.”

			“When?”

			“In the transfer room, the first time you and Jax went down there.”

			“You implanted one in him, too?”

			“I did.”

			“Why?”

			“I needed to be able to track you and bring you back down if you didn’t come on your own.”

			“You can control people with those things?” Johnny asks.

			I hold my hand up to silence his questioning. “Smudge, you promised you didn’t have any more secrets, remember? On the beach in Zentao?”

			“Yes. And I’m truly sorry I lied to you. At the time, it wasn’t . . . an important detail.”

			“Well . . . I guess it’s not too big of a deal, since the implant’s inactive, but . . . is that it? Is there anything else? Please, let’s get all cards on the table, right here, right now.”

			Smudge shifts in her seat, staring at her clasped hands.

			“There’s something else, isn’t there?”

			She inhales, long and slow. “After Miguel died . . . it was my first experience with human tragedy and heartbreak . . . I mean, something I was a part of, and I wasn’t sure how to handle it. All of those emotions, so much pain and anguish, everyone drowning in it . . . I did the only thing I could think of to make it better for all of you. Although I realize the error in my reasoning, now that I am more familiar with . . . what it is to be . . . human.”

			“All right, I’m confused. What exactly did you do?”

			“I . . . I manipulated your hormones. Yours and Jax’s, to bring you two back together again. But the outcome was not one I expected . . .”

			“You . . . did what?” My body numbs as I remember that unusual, instant attraction I had to Mateo . . . And now that I think about it, there was the same awkward, out-of-place attraction between Jax and Aby. “Smudge, how could you do that? How could you?”

			“I’m so sorry. I was only trying to help—” She begins to cry.

			“You told me Mateo and I had ‘good energy’ together, that we were ‘compatible.’ Was that a lie, too?”

			“No, it wasn’t. But please understand, Joy, I now realize what I did was wrong, and if it were possible to go back, I wouldn’t have implanted those devices in the first place—”

			“No, wait.” Zee holds up a hand. “We might be able to use it to help Jax.”

			“Help him?” Smudge sniffles. “With what?”

			“He’s still in Alzanei,” I say. “He and Vila are both hooked up to some sort of mind machines while Lord Daumier tries to find clues about where the remaining two Seeker’s Keys are. Zee, can you tap into the device?”

			“Even better. I can connect his . . . to yours.”

			“Seriously? We’d be able to communicate?”

			“Yes, when he’s conscious, and perhaps even during a MemTap. But I’ll have to disconnect the transmission between you and Mateo. Your mind can only handle so much.”

			After a split second, I realize there’s no consideration to be had. “Of course. How long will it take?”

			“A few hours. I’ll need to discuss it with Seraphim.”

			Baby Lou kicks her tiny feet. “Wak!”

			“Shall we?” Zee says.

			We start moving again, tension still thick between Smudge and me, though it takes a short moment for my anger to subside. It was an honest mistake; she was doing her best to help us, with a novice’s understanding of the complex human condition. Plus . . . it has become another unexpected perfect piece of our journey to freedom.

			“I forgive you,” I say.

			Relief washes over her as she gazes up at me. “Being a human is . . . difficult work.”

			Zee glances down at her. “You’re telling me. Why do you think I chose to stay in Alzanei after Raffai awakened me? Aura and Sadie will help us through, though, and we’ll help each other. We’ll love and forgive, like they did, and be strong, like they were. We’ll do it together.”

			“Yes, we will.” Johnny pats Smudge’s shoulder.

			“Yes,” I agree, “we sure will.”
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			We step into the glass elevator, and it glides to the second floor. My stomach flutters again as the doors open, letting us off onto the balcony. Through a mini-dome above, the early morning sky turns a grayish blue while the stars fade into yesterday. To our right stands an open doorway through which wispy trails of scented smoke drift, like from the canisters in Alzanei, and we enter a room twinkling with candlelight. We pass two overstuffed, frayed couches, a mismatched pair of lumpy chairs, and various potted trees, until a rectangular strip of light appears through another doorway at the far end of the room.

			“Seraphim?” Zee calls out. “You have visitors!”

			“Come in. Please.” The man’s voice is raspy, familiar. The same voice from the MemTap.

			Zee ushers us toward the doorway, and I tremble as we enter. At once, I’m caught off guard by the man before me. He isn’t the man I saw in the MemTap. No neck tattoo, with dark skin, long, thick dreadlocks, and a round belly.

			He rises from a large pallet on the floor. “I was just getting in my morning meditation. What a nice surprise.” He walks up to me, smile fading for a moment, until it returns, wider. “You must be Joy.”

			“I am. Nice to meet you.”

			“You, as well, my dear. And who is this precious little thing?” He crouches, grins at Baby Lou in my arms.

			“This is Louanne. We call her Baby Lou.”

			“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Baby Lou.” He tickles her belly, and she stares, captivated by him.

			“So, you knew my father . . . ?” I ask.

			“Yes. Richard and I worked together for quite some time. What a great man he was. And I’m sure you’re an equally magnificent daughter.” He kisses my free hand. “I’ve been waiting for this day.”

			“How did you—?”

			“Please, come. We can chat on the deck. You’ll love the view.” He leads us toward the light, which grows brighter with the rising of the sun, rays shining through a small window by a staircase. “I’m sorry, dear, what’s your name? You look very familiar.” He leans into Smudge with a wink.

			“Smudge. And it’s very nice to meet you. I’ve heard great things about you.”

			Seraphim chuckles. “Ah, well, I assure you, the pleasure’s all mine. Diego and Star have told me great things about you, as well. They’re ecstatic to finally have you here.” He flicks a finger toward Johnny. “Can you help her up the stairs?”

			“Sure can.” And in one swoop, he has Smudge cradled in his arms with a kiss to the nose. “I’m Johnny.” He shakes Seraphim’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”

			“You, as well.” Seraphim holds a hand out to Zee. “And I’m so glad to see you made it back, Miss Zee. I had faith you would.”

			“Thanks for all of your help.” She gives his hand a squeeze. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

			“Yes, thank you so much,” I say.

			“Sure thing.” His green eyes twinkle with kindness. “Well, come on up, then. Watch your step.”

			With Baby Lou propped on one hip and my friends close behind, I follow Seraphim up the stairs, right, then right again. Once we reach the top, I’m awestruck. A huge room with lightly tinted windows on three sides and worn wooden chairs and benches here and there gives a perfect view to the masterpiece before us: the glorious cerulean ocean, neon sun rising over it, born into welcoming pastel clouds.

			We walk toward the sun, to the railing, and a foot from the window, feel the warmth from its birth. For a moment, no one speaks. We stand in astonished silence, before a perfection no words would ever adequately describe.

			“You came at a good time.” Seraphim rests in a chair, propping his feet up on a bench. “Another hour and it’ll be too hot. There’s sand on the roof, but it still gets a bit too toasty because of the windows. The glass isn’t quite thick enough.”

			“This is absolutely breathtaking.” I peek back at him.

			“It is.”

			I study him for a moment, curious. “You don’t look how I remember you. I saw you in a MemTap, with my father.”

			Seraphim chuckles from deep in his belly. “I underwent some changes a few years ago. I needed to be a new man, so a few friends helped me look how I wanted. It was . . . liberating.”

			“I didn’t remember you from before, until they did that MemTap. I was lying in bed with my mother—she was nearing End-of-Days—and you were talking to my daddy and Jonesy, and another man, about getting a Key from Lord Daumier. Do you recall that?”

			Seraphim rolls a dreadlock between his finger and thumb. “Yes. The other man was Donovan from the saltmines. With my help, he stole one of the Keys from Daumier, then it was stolen from him once he returned. Fortunately, your father regained it a year or so later, but . . . he died before disclosing its location to any of us. Could be anywhere. Knowing Richard, though, he may have done that on purpose.”

			Jax told me in the MemTap with him that his father had stolen one of the Keys. Might he have stolen it from this man, Donovan, from the saltmines?

			And this resurfaces another memory: the saltmine, where Mateo’s from. After I met Mateo, he claimed his father was “the best thief the world had ever known.” Was Donovan Mateo’s father?

			The coincidences are bizarre and unnerving.

			A blurry hand waves in front of me, and I refocus on Johnny. “You with us?”

			“Yeah.” And again I study Seraphim’s face, the warm, kind eyes that speak of trustworthiness. “One of the Keys is in the jungle,” I confess. “I have a general idea of where. A woman named Cheyenne gave it to us before she died, and I hid it near the Northeast Subterrane as we were getting captured by Queen Nataniah.”

			“Ah, Cheyenne . . .” Seraphim shakes his head with a sad chuckle. “No one ever expected her, of all people, to escape, but she did. And with one of Daumier’s Keys, at that . . . ? Wow. Something of a magician herself, she was . . .”

			“Yes, she was,” says Smudge. “And she was . . . my first family.”

			“I’m so sorry about your loss. It must be so difficult for you all.”

			We share a brief moment of silence before he continues. “About the general location of that Key . . . that’s very good news. We’ll gather a group as soon as possible to attain it.”

			“Where did they come from?” I ask. “And who built The Wall in the first place? And why did they leave those Keys here?”

			Seraphim rises from his bench and joins us at the railing. We stare out at the horizon, the ocean, as he speaks. “Some scientists entrusted a group of men to rebuild our society and fix the sky hole. With the new tree technology given to Micah Greenleigh, the ozone layer was to be well on its way to full reparation within twenty years, though precautions were taken in case it got worse. The Wall was built and the Seeker’s Keys were given to Mr. Greenleigh for him to bring over a select group, if the worst did come to the worst. Regrettably, Lord Daumier discovered Micah had the Keys, at which point he had Arianna Superior shipped over, posing as a vagabond with her teenage son.” Seraphim sips from a canteen slung by a cord across his shoulder before he continues.

			“Not long after, she implanted into Micah a 5R3—the very first control device created by Alzaneian scientists. This allowed her to govern him, and this is when he became ill—presumably her doing, as well—and both the reins and the Keys were handed over to Arianna, right before Micah’s death.” He stares off into the distance and takes another sip.

			“Fortunately,” he goes on, “Micah did not have the knowledge of The Wall’s location, and he was under strict orders to keep the Keys in a locked box and not to open it for any reason until it was time to leave. So when Arianna delivered the box to Lord Daumier’s Monastery, she was expecting a ticket to Paradise. But Daumier was not ready to leave Alzanei; he was still building his population of OAIs to take over to Havivah. Shortly after, Donovan and I had stolen one of the Keys. We would’ve gotten them all, but Daumier kept them on three different levels of his Monastery to make it more difficult for potential thieves.”

			I let his words sink in. So many things I had no clue about were going on behind the scenes for so long. How was my daddy so sure I’d get this far? Was it faith? A flimsy hope that maybe I would? Or an intricately orchestrated design of some Great Cosmic Intelligence?

			Perhaps it’s as simple as magic. And that, my daddy believed in more than anything.

			“Wow,” Johnny mutters. “How insane is this?”

			“Seraphim,” I say, “I was told you’re in the process of devising a plan of attack. We want to help. Part of our family is still in Alzanei and we need to get them back. If you help us, we’ll assist you in finding the Keys. We already know where two of them are, and I’m positive there are clues in my father’s magic book that’ll help us find the last one. Lord Daumier still has the book, along with one of the Keys. Not to mention, my . . . friend, Jax, believes there’s a Key somewhere in the bunkers of Greenleigh.”

			Seraphim stares for a moment, then chuckles again. “You have fire in you, girl, like your father. I do believe we’ll do this, now that we have your help. You’ve overcome tremendous obstacles.”

			“Well, thank you.” I bow my head to him. “I’m glad you have that faith in me. But I’m still confused about a lot of things. The Seeker’s Keys, for example. They have something to do with The Wall, right?” Through the window to our left, the sky fades off into night over Bygonne, not yet having met the morning. “But where is it? I thought it would be around here somewhere, but I still haven’t seen it yet—”

			“There,” Zee says.

			I turn my head to find her pointing. Toward the ocean.

			“It’s . . . out there?”

			She and Smudge both nod.

			“But, how? Smudge, you knew this?”

			“Oh . . . yes.”

			“Smudge, you promised!”

			“I’m sorry, I . . . I didn’t tell you before, because not knowing kept you safe, as well as kept safe the location of The Wall. A simple MemTap could’ve put that information, and your life, in jeopardy. Another reason I wiped my memory.”

			“So, you have the exact location, then?”

			“Well, more of a general direction.” She outstretches a hand toward the sea. “Lord Daumier still believes The Wall is somewhere on land.”

			Now, the paper Professor Al gave me makes sense. Somehow, he had that piece of the puzzle, and the clue about where to find the Keys. I wonder how much else my daddy told him, if anything . . .

			“How can a wall withstand the ocean?” Johnny asks.

			“It’s not a wall like you’re thinking,” Zee says. “It’s . . .” She searches through her thoughts for an explanation, but shakes her head. “It’s hard to explain.”

			“That’s what the Seeker’s Keys are for,” Seraphim says. “Not only do they activate when locked together and create a homing signal that’ll lead us to the door, but they also unlock it. There is but one access point.”

			“How do we get out there?” I ask.

			“We’ve gone out a bit, here and there, in the Arc, but it’s impossible to find anything without the activated Keys. We could sail for days in the wrong direction, get lost at sea. We have a larger ship with the capacity for a thousand. Should be ready for a test sail in a couple of weeks. That’s what we’ll use, once we know where we’re going.”

			“A thousand?” Johnny repeats. “It must be enormous!”

			“Where is it?” I ask.

			“In a . . . secret location.” And he grins, clasping his hands together in front of him. “Sorry, but some things do need to remain top secret until everything’s in order and we’re ready to sail. I hope you understand.”

			“Of course.” My stomach flutters at the thought of being in an underwater vessel, somewhere, way out there; it both terrifies and excites me.

			“I believe your father knew more than he shared with any of us,” Zee says.

			She, Smudge, and I exchange looks, and Smudge nods in agreement. “I think so, too.”

			“Toward the end of Aura’s life,” Zee continues, “he was always with that book, scratching notes in it, sweating over it like he’d lost his mind. Aura was worried that he had, and when she’d ask him about it, he’d tell her he wanted to make sure his little girl would always have the magic she needed to find her way in this life.”

			“He used to tell me the same thing,” I say, teary-eyed.

			“Sadie, too,” says Smudge.

			“Why couldn’t he just tell us?”

			Zee fidgets with my mother’s bracelet on her wrist, like my mother once did. She clears her throat. “Your mother thought your father kept things from her to keep you safe. So she didn’t pry.”

			“I shared with him what information I had about the MemTap and transfer programs,” says Seraphim, “and he knew the knowledge would be in danger were it ever discovered—”

			“So he left just enough clues to keep me questioning everything,” I say. “He fed me full of hope and strength and curiosity, enough to make me search for answers.”

			“One of his greatest magic tricks ever,” Seraphim says. “Zephyr the Magnificent was truly a brilliant man.”

			“But what about the MemTap?” Zee asks. “Lord Daumier had Richard’s mind used for an original model OAI, so why could he not get the information he needed then? Aura’s and Sadie’s minds were searched for months—”

			“Isolated memory wipes,” Seraphim explains. “We met often, and he’d go under for the procedure. Back then, it was a risky new technology with side effects, but he dealt with them. He said he left clues for you, but wouldn’t tell me where or what they were. In fact, everyone who worked with him only got pieces of the whole picture, and he did this to keep us all safe. This was his way of giving you a chance at a better future, Joy. The only thing he could do. He had to trust his instincts . . . and Cheyenne’s word.”

			“He knew Cheyenne, too?” Johnny asks.

			Seraphim gives us all a knowing smile. “You’d asked me earlier how I knew this day would come. It was her, Cheyenne. Richard met her only once, and after he’d spoken with her, he claimed he had no doubt in his mind you’d find the Keys, Joy, and lead a group to Havivah. Don’t know what her words were, but they eventually brought you all here. Your arrival at the Refuge was no accident.”

			“What’s Havivah?” I ask.

			“A dream, a myth, the paradise and promised land we’ve all longed for . . .” He trails off, lost in thought, while we stand in silence, staring at the sea. Out there, a mysterious future, which is ours, but not yet ours, tosses, ripples, and waves us forward, onward.

			“Dah?” says Baby Lou, pointing toward it.

			“Yes, Baby. Somewhere out there is our doorway to freedom.”

			“So . . . what do we do when we get there?” Johnny flicks the brim of Old Jonesy’s hat and squints as far as he can see. “What’s on the other side of it?”

			“That,” says Smudge, “no one knows.”
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